
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    The Summoner and 
the Seer 
 
    Darklight Universe – Book 1 
 
    By C. Gold 
 
    Golden Elm Publishing 
 
    Redmond, WA 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Copyright © 2017 C. Gold 
 
    Cover Design by HotCovers.net 
 
    Book Layout © 2017 BookDesignTemplates.com 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission. 
 
      
 
    First Edition 
 
      
 
    The Summoner and the Seer is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or places, is completely coincidental. 
 
      
 
    Golden Elm Publishing  
 
    Redmond, WA 
 
      
 
    Please visit the author’s official website: 
 
    www.thegoldenelm.org 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Dedicated to my husband Dan and good friend Tristain for giving me feedback that helped make this story shine, and to all my friends, family, and WoW guild mates for supporting me even when I vanished for long stretches at a time. 
 
      
 
    “Forbidden to remember, terrified to forget; it was a hard line to walk.” 
 
      
 
    ― Stephenie Meyer, New Moon 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Contents 
 
    The Sentencing 
 
    The Man With No Memory 
 
    The Rescue 
 
    The Relative Calm 
 
    Before the Storm 
 
    The Prime Seer 
 
    An Old Enemy 
 
    The Nothing in the Void 
 
    Escaping the Cave 
 
    People of the Shae 
 
    Village Troubles 
 
    Hunting Preparations 
 
    The Trail to Madness 
 
    Unexpected Choice 
 
    The Angry Warrior 
 
    Retreat 
 
    The Hunted 
 
    Unlikely Escape 
 
    The Mountain 
 
    All the Threads That Bind Us 
 
    The Fight to Remember 
 
    Radcliff vs Radcliff 
 
    Rude Discovery 
 
    Delaying Tactic 
 
    Uneasy Partnership 
 
    Race Against Time 
 
    Endings and New Beginnings 
 
    From the Author 
 
    Books by the Author 
 
    About the Author 
 
    Acknowledgements 
 
    
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    PROLOGUE 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The Sentencing 
 
    Radcliff Durnhast, the most powerful wizard in the world and the Mage Commander of the Caladon army, was hauled from his dark cell and slammed up against the wall by two of the largest guards he’d ever seen. He glared at the rough treatment but said nothing while they clamped a set of leg irons around his ankles—larger twins to the restraints already keeping his wrists and magic bound.  
 
    As they shoved him up the stairs, laughing when he stumbled, Radcliff memorized each brute’s face and vowed to repay their treatment tenfold.  
 
    They dragged him down dusty back corridors and shoved him into a brightly lit room. One guard kept a bruising grip on his arm while the other fed the ring hanging between his shackles through a clamp embedded in the floor. It snicked shut with ominous finality.  
 
    “Not goin’ anywhere now,” the one gripping him taunted. His sadistic grin revealed several broken teeth, probably from a habit of mouthing off. 
 
    Radcliff’s hateful glare bored into the guard’s eyes. While he remained silent, his thoughts churned. Just give me one second with my magic and you won’t be going anywhere, ever. I promise it will take a long time for you to die. I will hack you apart, one tiny piece at a time.  
 
    The guard’s eyes widened and his smile slipped.  
 
    Not smiling now, are you? Finally realized who you are messing with? I will find you and make you regret this. Radcliff let his mind run with images of what he’d do to everyone responsible for his present circumstances. 
 
    The guard blanched at whatever he saw in Radcliff’s expression. He snatched his hand back as if from a viper and hastily backed up a step. His eyes began darting between the wizard and the exit. “You ‘bout done?” he asked his partner. 
 
    “Yeah.” The second guard stood. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The first guard bolted. The second one cursed under his breath and rushed to catch up, leaving Radcliff alone. 
 
     Good riddance. He tested the bonds keeping him locked to the floor. When nothing budged, he gave up and looked around. Wooden paneling and brightly glowing mage lamps gave the small room a bright and cheery feeling as if overcompensating for its grim purpose. There was no furniture at all except for twelve ornate ebony chairs perfectly lined up and facing him on a raised section of the floor. They stood empty at the moment. That was when Radcliff realized he was in the Council’s private judgment chambers—one of the few places in the fortress he’d never visited before. He’d heard the rumors of course. That people who came here disappeared. They’ve already made up their minds. That meant there would be no trial. His enemies were taking no chances—they knew he still had supporters in the military.  
 
    Before he could speculate any further, a door at the far left opened and the members of the Council of High Mages filed in. Representing the surrounding regions, they were the second highest authority in the empire, answering only to the emperor. Each was dressed formally in snowy white robes with gold trim. Once everyone was in place, the door slammed shut and they took their seats. 
 
    Radcliff glared at each one as hot fury boiled in his veins. These men and women sitting in judgment were the same people who had eagerly agreed when the emperor had ordered him to use whatever force was necessary to annex the surrounding kingdoms. He gave them what they wanted with swift brutality and they had no objections until he was betrayed and lay helpless at their feet. Then they turned on him like she did… 
 
    “What have you done, Jenine?” Radcliff’s speech was slurred as the drug started to take hold. 
 
    “You men are all the same. Easily led with your man part. Never once did you see me as a real person. I was just a bed warmer—a dumb pretty girl who was clearly honored and overjoyed to be in your company, pleasing you. I couldn’t possibly have my own thoughts and feelings. My own motivations.” 
 
    Radcliff lurched back and stumbled against the table, knocking the empty wine glass to the floor. It shattered much like his heart. “I love you.” 
 
    “Liar,” Jenine spat. “You are incapable of love.” 
 
    His knees gave out as the poison overwhelmed his system and cut off his magic. “But you said you loved me,” he hissed through his locked jaw. 
 
    “I lied.” She bent down and he could see the loathing in her crystal blue eyes. “Do you think anyone could ever love you? Pasty white, spindly, scarred monster that you are?”  
 
    Radcliff could only stare back at her in shock and growing horror. How could she have fooled him for so long? 
 
    Jenine pushed him to the floor and stood over him now with her dagger, eyes gleaming in happy revenge. “You always enjoyed having power over others and slaughtering whole villages. How does it feel to be on the other side?” 
 
    “This isn’t you,” Radcliff whispered, barely able to speak now. 
 
    “My parents lived in Westbrook. You remember, the town you destroyed to set an example? Well, here’s my example.” She plunged the knife into his stomach again and again.  
 
    “Well, what do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    Radcliff blinked and looked down at his stomach, half expecting to see blood and guts spilling out. Someone must have stopped his lover from killing him and then patched him up enough to stand trial though not without a beating first. Ignoring the pain, he straightened to his full height and stared down his nose at the speaker, Archmage Candlass, who was pacing back and forth at the front of the raised platform in agitation. Radcliff ignored him and scanned the other council members. Their stony faces and hard eyes extinguished any hope he had that some would be sympathetic.  
 
    “Well?” Archmage Candlass asked in growing impatience. 
 
    Radcliff didn’t remember being asked anything, but he had stopped listening during the long litany of his victories turned conveniently into crimes. There was no denying some of the things he’d done, like Westbrook, were considered brutal, but after news traveled of that tragedy, the remaining cities in the Westspire kingdom surrendered peacefully. Fewer total lives were wasted doing things his way. Would you have torched Westbrook if you knew Janine’s parents lived there? Of course. The answer came instantly and without remorse. Maybe Janine was right, and I am incapable of love. Then why does her betrayal hurt so much? 
 
    Shoving all the feelings of betrayal, anger, and heartbreak behind a cold mask, he responded with arctic iciness. “It doesn’t matter what I say, you want me dead because you fear me.” 
 
    Archmage Andural stood and pointed an accusing finger at Radcliff. “Your conduct in the field was reprehensible.”  
 
    Radcliff wasn’t surprised at the man’s outburst. Andural hated him ever since the emperor gave him control of the army—a placement Andural had long desired, yet wasn’t as qualified for. Radcliff refused to be baited. “I did what was necessary. I did what was asked of me.”  
 
    “Don’t you feel any remorse for the innocents you slaughtered in Westbrook?” 
 
    This question come from behind him. Surprised, Radcliff turned around awkwardly, his chains clanking in protest, and spotted a group of women at the back. Three were huddled together in brightly colored blue, orange, and yellow robes. The fourth stood apart and captured his attention with her striking silver hair and violet eyes that challenged him. Clearly she was the one who had spoken, but he had no clue who she was. Then he noticed her green robe and recalled that mages in Westspire used that color. These must be mage representatives from the newly acquired kingdoms. 
 
     He looked straight into her judgmental eyes and gave her his honest answer. “No. Their deaths saved thousands more.” Radcliff refused to lie even to save his own skin. Though he doubted anything he said would save him now. 
 
    One of the women cried out and the other two pulled her into a comforting hug. The woman in green stood unmoving and maintained eye contact. While her face revealed none of her feelings, Radcliff got the impression she was somehow looking straight into his soul. Let her, he had nothing to hide. He stared back, defiant, until she looked away. 
 
    Seeking an end to this farce, he faced the council. “Just get this done.”  
 
    Archmage Candlass looked only too ready to comply. “Yes, let’s finish this up,” he said, addressing his colleagues. Each gave a subtle nod of agreement. “Very well.” Candlass turned back to Radcliff, a grim expression on his face. “This council finds you guilty of using excessive force which resulted in the deaths of thousands of innocents. The punishment is execution, to be carried out this evening at sunset.” 
 
    “Wait.” It was the woman in the back again. “We demand extended punishment.” 
 
    Candlass frowned. “As you are not members of this council, it is left for us to decide his fate.” 
 
    “But as your newest allies, we require this as a matter of honor to appease our dead spirits. He must spend a minimum of one year in punishment for each life he stole.”  
 
    The grouped women began to argue in raised whispers. Radcliff turned his head in time to catch the green robed woman glaring them into silence. He narrowed his eyes as he studied her. Why was she so eager to keep him alive when everyone else in the room sought his death? 
 
    “Silence!” Candlass shouted. “The emperor won’t accept anything less than his death.” 
 
    His onetime mentor’s words sent an icy spear of pain straight through Radcliff’s heart. Of all the people who betrayed him, he never would have expected it of the man he considered a father. Why isn’t he here to do this himself? 
 
     “Actually, putting him under the obliviate spell would be far more satisfying than his death,” Archmage Andurel countered with a pleased glint in his eyes. “And as for the emperor… let me handle him.” 
 
    Radcliff shuddered at the thought of having his mind stripped of all knowledge except for a vague sense that he used to be more. Then at the end of a year being forced to remember everything that was stolen and know it would be taken away again in a few hours. The effect drove prisoners mad.  
 
    While Candlass considered it, Andurel spoke up again. “Just think of it. The almighty Destroyer turned into a harmless sniveling nobody. Let his name be struck from the records too while we are at it.” 
 
    The others were nodding in agreement. 
 
    Radcliff’s palms began to sweat and his heart raced. Instead of panicking, he focused on the anger building up inside. He was angry at himself for ever trusting his deceitful lover and angry at this farce of a council. “You should kill me now because I swear when I escape I will personally make each one of you regret ever crossing me.” 
 
    Archmage Andurel chuckled. “You won’t even remember your name.” Once he finished laughing, he gave Radcliff a blatantly false pity stare before adding, “And nobody escapes.”  
 
    Candlass slashed the air with his hand. “Enough.” His expression was grim and tinged with remorse as he formally addressed the council. “Let it be known this day that Radcliff Durnhast is no more. His name shall be stricken from all records and he shall be banished to the northern wastes where he will remain for all eternity under the obliviate spell. Take him to the preparation room and let it be done.” The council members stood and exited the room. Candlass looked at Radcliff like he wanted to say something, then shook his head and followed after his colleagues. 
 
    Everyone else left except the woman in green, who lingered by the door. Before he could make a comment, his two thuggish guards walked in and the woman stepped in their path. 
 
    Radcliff was too far away to hear what they were saying but based on the shaking heads and sour looks on the guards’ faces, it appeared they were in sharp disagreement. After a tense moment they finally backed off, and the woman came towards him. 
 
    “Enemy of my people,” she whispered. “You must survive.” Then the woman grabbed his chains in her left hand and placed her right hand on his forehead. “Survive using whatever means necessary.” 
 
    Sensing an attack, Radcliff tried to break free but her grip was like iron. Her power invaded his mind, overran his meager defenses, and cemented the compulsion in place. He fumed at the violation. “I will reserve a special hell for you when I escape,” he snarled. 
 
    She stared at him with all-knowing eyes. “I accept that fate if you are alive and able to mete it out.” 
 
    That was not the reaction he expected. Speechless and more confused now than angry, Radcliff watched her walk away. What exactly did she mean by that? Jerked off-balance by a swift yank on his chains, Radcliff’s attention returned to his two guards. They presented a problem if he wished to escape. He was still mulling over his options when his group turned a corner straight into Archmage Candlass. 
 
    “Ah, there you are. I expected him to be in the preparation room by now,” Candlass snapped at the guards. “Never mind. Hold him tight. I’ll do it here.”  
 
    It was now or never. Radcliff head butted one of the guards, taking him by surprise. The sound of bone crunching gave him savage glee. When the other turned to grab him he shoved him aside and took a shuffling step backwards. Blasted chains. 
 
    “I said hold him!” Candlass’ angry shout boomed over the scuffle.  
 
    Hands clamped onto Radcliff’s shoulders from behind but Radcliff twisted and sent an elbow jab into soft gut. Candlass’ swift curse made him smile in vicious delight.  
 
    The second guard closed the distance and Radcliff absorbed several blows to his ribs before planting his feet and body slamming the guard into a wall.  
 
    While the man gasped for air, Radcliff shuffled down the hallway towards a door that could lead to escape. He got about three steps when a hand latched onto his arm and swung him around. The first guard, bloody faced and angry as an enraged boar, landed a meaty fist to his jaw that sent him staggering.  
 
    The distraction was enough time for Candlass’ fleshy hands to latch onto bare flesh. A sharp jolt of power blasted his mind, and he sank into total darkness. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Radcliff gradually emerged from the darkness, but his mind was webbed by threads of compulsion. He attempted to burn them using his power but when he reached for it, nothing was there. Panicked, he tried to sit up. The bite of cold steel against wrists and ankles pulled him up short. Snapping his eyes open he saw his naked body splayed out on the chilly stone floor in a dark room containing only a desk for furniture.  
 
    “Ah good, you are awake. We can begin now.” 
 
    Startled, Radcliff strained to look behind him for the speaker but he only saw shadow. 
 
    “Candlass was so kind keeping you unconscious when he spelled you.” The man’s sneer told Radcliff what he felt about that nicety. “I am not kind.” 
 
    The voice gradually shifted locations until Radcliff saw the figure move into his field of view. He wore a black robe and his face was hidden beneath a hood. Only his scarred and slightly crooked hands were visible.  
 
    “We have never met before. You can call me Spider.” 
 
    Radcliff’s heart raced. He knew of Spider, everyone did. The man was once the previous emperor’s personal torturer and rumor had it he was also an assassin. He could believe it. There was a sickly, evil aura about the man and a terrible odor of death. Radcliff struggled not to gag. 
 
    “I am sure you sense the compulsions in your mind. They are a small part of your imprisonment.” He leaned closer and Radcliff saw a knife in the man’s left hand coming closer. “This next part will hurt… a lot.” The voice sounded like a lover’s caress.  
 
    Radcliff trembled despite his best effort to appear indifferent. “You like to talk a lot,” he shot back. 
 
    “It is important for you to feel the intensity of this moment.” The knife caressed his skin from his throat down to his heart. “Here we are.” The figure cooed with delight before plunging the tip into his chest.  
 
    The blade didn’t go deep, but something inside was ripped and torn away. The pain was unlike anything he’d ever experienced before. He clenched his teeth, refusing to cry out. Sweat broke out over his body even though he was freezing cold. 
 
    The scarred hands lifted the blade dripping with his blood and moved to his right wrist. Again the tip plunged in and he could feel more tearing inside. A whimper escaped his cracked lips and his body shook. When the other wrist and both feet had been assaulted, Radcliff was panting.  
 
    “It is ok to scream, everyone does, especially on this last part,” the oily voice whispered in Radcliff’s ear. 
 
    The dagger was now glowing with a bright white light that obscured his view of the hooded torturer wielding it. Radcliff had to clamp his eyes shut tight when it shifted closer. Even through his lids, he saw the light growing brighter. Then the blade’s cold tip kissed the skin on his forehead. Flinching, he tried turning his head to the side, but something held it in place. A hot searing pain bit down and an agonizing pull of something fundamental to his inner self caused a new level of agony beyond what he’d already experienced. Radcliff’s body arched up, and he fought his restraints. Echoes of his screams reverberated around the empty chamber. A compulsion kicked in to keep him conscious as waves of soul searing agony tortured him for what seemed like an eternity. 
 
     Radcliff barely felt the scarred hands caressing his body over the pain eating at his insides. “So much power,” the voice whispered with lust. “And now it’s all mine.” He licked his lips and whispered in Radcliff’s ear, “So tasty too.”  
 
    “Screw you,” Radcliff croaked past his tortured throat. It was barely even a whisper, but the hands stopped moving so perhaps he heard. 
 
    “Know this, Mage.” The voice now drawled with smug satisfaction. “I have stolen your magic and bound you to this tower. Nobody else knows where you are so there is no help coming. Your power is mine for eternity.” His laugh was a foul, bone chilling sound that sent shudders through Radcliff. 
 
    When Radcliff realized he was alone, he cracked open his eyes. Staring back down at him from the ceiling was an inscribed pentagram with white glowing crystals embedded at each apex and a larger one in the center. Runes of binding ran along the lines connecting them and runes protecting the entire construct from harm ran along the circle’s edge. The agony in his heart in knowing that his magic was there just out of reach matched the agony of his body at having it ripped out. This time his scream was one of anger and despair. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 1 
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    The Man With No Memory 
 
    The man didn’t remember who he was and did his best not to care or worry about not knowing. Instead he kept a rigid, busy schedule so he wouldn’t have time to think about it. Each day he woke at the same time, did the same daily chores, touched the same rune in the kitchen to create the same pitiful amount of food he would eat during the day and read from the same book before going to bed. Each action was performed at exactly the same time and for exactly the same duration except for one.  
 
    At precisely noon each day, he sat down at his desk in the study and opened a hefty journal. Many of the earlier pages were yellowed and faded with age, their edges crinkled. Fortunately, a bookmark saved him the added time of thumbing past hundreds of pages, though it couldn’t spare him the knowledge of just how long he’d been stuck like this. Gritting his teeth, he dipped his nib in the ink and made a vertical mark at the end of a long page of similar marks. His already pale skin turned paler after he counted them. 
 
    There were exactly 364 vertical marks staring back at him with no horizontal lines crossing them off. He recounted them just to be sure. Still 364 marks sealing his fate for today. His heart sped up and his palms turned sweaty. He cocked his head to one side trying to examine his reaction. It wasn’t just annoyance at the break in routine. His body was telling him this was something to avoid while his mind was ordering him to open the drawer. He refused at first, but the compulsion clamped down hard and wouldn’t let go. The pain grew the longer he fought against it. Though he had no solid evidence as to why he should keep struggling, he had an intuitive sense of dread. It wasn’t enough to counter the need to obey. 
 
    Defeated, he opened the top drawer of the desk and took out a rectangular box. Inside was a long knife and a folded piece of paper. He placed the knife carefully on the desk and made sure to align it in parallel with the edge. At least with this he had control. Plucking the paper out of the box, he opened it.  
 
    Remember.  
 
    Power from the magical rune slammed into the man’s body and every muscle contracted in pain. A raspy scream tore loose from vocal cords unaccustomed to use. He grabbed the knife and tried to plunge it into his heart but another compulsion froze his hand mere inches from his flesh. A second wave of sheer torture interrupted this new battle, and the knife clanked to the stone floor as he vomited up his lunch. The chair fell backwards when he staggered to his feet. Using the desk to stabilize his wobbly legs, he lurched away from the steaming puddle and looked up. Six points of white light pulsed in time with the excruciating throbbing deep inside, and he remembered everything as if it happened yesterday. My name is Radcliff!  
 
    His power had been stripped from him and placed in the very crystals he now looked at, binding him to the tower and taunting him with his loss. Compulsions forced him to keep track of the days he spent in limbo and when a year passed, he was forced to remember everything.  
 
    In a feeble effort to fight back, Radcliff worked out a way to steal a trickle of power and keep it to himself. It was a pathetic quantity compared to what he was used to, but to a man lost in a desert even a tiny drop was a feast. Year by year he horded each precious wisp of magic until it was just enough to summon an object.  
 
    The first object he summoned was his soul dagger, a secret weapon he’d crafted long ago while still an apprentice. It would be able to slice through any protective magics and let him recover his magic. But first he would need a way to reach the ceiling.  
 
    For five hundred long years, on the day of remembrance, Radcliff drained a trickle of magic from the runes overhead. After ten such sessions, he was able to summon a crate. The years crept by and the stack grew taller until finally, it was done.  
 
    On that special day as he stood at the apex of victory, Radcliff discovered the final compulsion which stayed his hand. Oh how he screamed in impotent rage. Bleak despair finally engulfed him and he began inventing ways to bypass the compulsions and end his life.  
 
    Today was the one thousandth year of his meaningless existence and the one thousandth day of remembering just how many days he’d spent crawling like a worm when he should have been flying and he was still no closer to any of his meager goals than he’d been that first day. How he longed to hurl one single spell and blast the tower to its foundation. Fists clenched tightly in rage, he knew from previous memories that his next step would be to toss the few things left in the study until the agony in his body forced him to stop. Before he could do more than stagger back to his abused chair he heard pounding coming from below. 
 
    Radcliff tried to calm his angry breathing and angled his head to listen closer. There it was again. A pounding accompanied now by indecipherable yelling. Aching in every way possible, he hobbled down the single floor of stairs to the entryway and shuffled to the door. There he had to stop and catch his breath since living on a mouse’s diet had ruined his body long ago. From here he could hear words being spoken, but they were in some long forgotten dialect. No, he thought bitterly, I’ve been shut away from the world for so long even the language has changed. Well, not that it mattered. Someone wanted in. Suddenly all the pent up hate and rage returned. Why should he even bother? Let the world burn for all he cared. Maybe then he’d finally die and end his living nightmare. 
 
    The pounding grew more frantic and Radcliff’s rage slowly morphed into curiosity and a need for diversion. Who would even be out there? From his few attempts to escape he knew the tower was surrounded by rocky desolate terrain and no civilization in sight. Not knowing where he was, he could only surmise that the person out there traveled quite a long distance to reach this hellhole. He itched to open the door and see who it was. But then what? Invite them into the lair of a broken madman? 
 
    “Why not?” Radcliff decided. He lifted the bar from the door and cracked it open to see violet eyes staring back at him. Thoughts of strangling her crossed Radcliff’s mind as he tried to slam the door shut. Whatever she was here for, it couldn’t be good for him. He exhaled with a grunt of pain when the door slammed into him and knocked him back, allowing the woman responsible for his thousand years of living hell to push her way inside.  
 
    She asked him something, but the accent was unfamiliar and the words were meaningless gibberish. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Sorry, is this better? I forgot you wouldn’t know Escalian. They are the latest addition to the empire.” 
 
    Even though Radcliff understood her now, he couldn’t think past the burning rage he felt at her presence. Slowly backing up, he put more distance between them. Why wait all these years before killing him? How ironic. After spending hundreds of years trying to die, now he wanted to live. 
 
    “Where is your dagger?” she asked. 
 
    Hopefully in my hands rather than yours. Wait, how did she even know about it? Since he didn’t have enough magic to summon it, Radcliff made a dash for the stairs and made it to the top step before the woman tackled him to the floor. He struggled to push her off his back, but she had him well pinned. She abruptly rolled off him and watched with wary eyes as he turned over onto his back. 
 
    “Look, we have no time for this. Give me the dagger and we can leave.” 
 
    Leave? Radcliff blinked. He couldn’t leave. Then he remembered why he originally summoned the dagger. She could free the gems. Squashing the spike of hope, he remembered she was the source of all this—trusting her was a bad idea. He frowned and shook his head no. 
 
    The woman sighed with irritation. “Your window for escape closes. Enemies who thought you dead are at this very minute closing in to end you. I’m your only choice for life. I suggest you choose quickly.” She crossed her arms and tried to look indifferent but Radcliff saw a glint of fear cross her face before she got her emotions under control. What is she afraid of? It sure as hell isn’t me. 
 
    He stared at her while fighting an emotional tornado ripping through his mind. Rage and shame at what the Spider had done to him, anger at this woman for sentencing him to torture, and hatred for those who betrayed him fueled his need to survive even beyond the compulsion she implanted long ago. He would have to trust her to set him free and when he regained his power, he’d show her and everyone else who crossed him the true meaning of fear. 
 
    Radcliff slowly pushed away from the floor and walked on shaky feet to the study. Perhaps this was a mistake, perhaps he died today, but he picked the dagger up and handed it to her hilt first.  
 
    She took the weapon and began studying the collection of rocks and crates that formed a slipshod ladder to reach the ceiling. Radcliff remembered his own failed effort to do what this woman was doing and was both apprehensive and hopeful. Though he tried to quash his hope, Radcliff’s heart leapt into his throat and began to race when he saw her hand push through to the ceiling and the first gem dropped free. He anxiously watched as she dropped each gem in a small sack. Excitement coursed through him when she pulled the last one free. 
 
     He eagerly snatched the bag when she set foot back on sturdy ground. But when he opened the bag to look inside, a compulsion began commanding him to throw the gems away. His body shook from the effort to keep hold of them.  
 
    The woman took the bag away and said, “I better keep these for now.”  
 
    Radcliff’s empty hand balled into a tight fist and he hissed. He wanted them back even though a second ago he wanted them gone.  
 
    “We need to leave right away.” She walked quickly out of the study and down the stairs. Radcliff followed more slowly. She was already out the door by the time he made it to the landing. She popped back in and shoved a large wrapped bundle in his arms. “Here, put this on.” 
 
    Radcliff frowned as he opened it and saw the sturdy leather clothes. She seemed serious about him leaving but how could he with all the compulsions tying him here? He was just finishing lacing up the leggings when he heard her gasp. He looked over his shoulder and caught her looking at his bare back in shock. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked in a gentle voice that grated on Radcliff’s nerves. He much preferred her animosity to her false pity. 
 
    “Again!” Master shouted in time with the rod landing on his exposed flesh. Eight-year-old Radcliff bit back a cry of pain and repeated the spell while being beaten. This time he wouldn’t flinch and mess up. 
 
    Radcliff shook off the all too vivid memory and shrugged in silent reply as he donned the shirt. It wasn’t her business and nothing he wanted to talk about let alone remember. She dropped a pair of boots at his feet and he used the excuse of lacing them up to avoid looking at her. The silence grew into a thick palpable thing until she finally relented. 
 
    “I need you to fight the compulsion long enough to mount up. Do you think you can do that?” 
 
    “And then what?” is what Radcliff wanted to say but his untried throat made it sound more like a cross between a wheeze and a gravelly growl. He coughed and tried again to remember how to speak. Painstakingly enunciating each word slowly he managed to be understood. 
 
    “I will tie you to the horse and render you unconscious.” 
 
    Radcliff laughed, an ugly hacking sound like a cough. It had a raw, bitter edge tinged with madness. He was certainly mad to go along with this hackneyed plan let alone trust her while he was helpless. 
 
    The woman ran out of patience and grabbed his arm. “We are leaving. I suggest you prepare yourself. I can’t lift you on the horse but I can drag you behind it.” 
 
    It’s not safe. Those words repeated in Radcliff’s mind as soon as his feet left the threshold of the tower. Anxiety mounted, but he kept a steady pace. Halfway to the horse, the agony ramped up. You will cast your spell despite my distractions or you will die. While brutal, his childhood lessons left him with an ironclad will. And like that victorious child of long ago, Radcliff never faltered as he took each step even though his limbs trembled from growing weakness and his mind became a vicious battleground. He sat on the horse and finally looked upon the crumbling tower that had been his prison with all of his hate. When I’m free, I will burn you to the ground, he vowed. The compulsion twisted tighter, bringing tears to his eyes, but he sat firm and denied it. Though when the woman’s magic led him to sleep, he gladly latched onto it and welcomed the escape from torment. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The Rescue 
 
    Amira guided the horses around one of the few low-lying shrubs and tried not to think about the Destroyer or her formidable task. She glanced back again to scan the horizon. Checking for signs of pursuit, she lied to herself, even as her eyes raked over the unconscious man slumped on the horse behind hers. The intimidating man she met briefly, so long ago, looked frail now even underneath the bulky winter clothes. His matted gray hair, shaggy beard, and taut skin stretched over sharp bones made him look ancient even though mage kind didn’t age—only those completely bereft of magic grew old. But what happened to a mage stripped of nearly all of his power? She clenched the horse’s rains tighter and stifled the guilt. He destroyed her home city. He deserved what he received.  
 
    She journeyed north as fast as safety allowed in order to gain enough distance to avoid pursuit, though eventually she would need to work her way back south. Glancing behind her yet again, she sighed with relief to see the top of the tower finally vanish. Excellent timing since she just ran out of room. Before her was the infamous great northern barrier. Peering upward, it seemed to touch the sky. The unnaturally smooth stone wall was a product of magic though nobody knew exactly when or how it happened. The most popular story tells of a mage war long ago and an evil wizard (always one of those in these tales) who cast a spell while trying to escape that blew up the front half of the mountain. The resulting spew littered the ground for miles around and altered weather patterns until no one could live here. 
 
    The wind snapped Amira’s cloak around as she impatiently scanned the wall that stretched as far as the horizon in either direction. The surface showed little signs of erosion and no hint of the crevice in her vision. To the west, dark clouds obscured what little light remained and cast the entire rock face in shadow. The strong smell of ice in the air warned of a magical storm brewing. Bad news since the storms in this region were deadly. If she didn’t find the shelter soon, they’d die. The logical choice would be to turn east, since that’s the way she had to head anyway and it would give her more time to find the refuge promised in her vision. 
 
    As each minute passed without a break in the smooth wall, Amira’s tension mounted. She began to doubt her vision and her choice of directions. The horses became skittish as the storm neared. She soothed them with nonsense words and had to dismount to keep a tighter grip on them. The lengthening shadows made footing treacherous as she picked her way across the wasteland. Strong gusts turned into a steady gale of mixed rain and sleet which pummeled her in the back like a boulder thwarting the ocean’s angry spume. A moaning sound started up as chilled air raked against the barrier, fraying her already unsteady nerves. Amira cast a panicked look around for anything to use for shelter. The sound changed pitch right as she passed a deeper shadow and the slight change in air pressure gave her hope.  
 
    Before she could investigate, a sound like rolling thunder roared close behind and worked the horses into a frenzy. Amira tightened her grip on the bridles to steady them and made the mistake of looking back over her shoulder. A solid curtain of ice chunks the size of small boulders rained destruction as it swept across the land and was nearly upon them. Amira’s hands were shaking as she pulled the horses closer to the rock face. The panicking mounts smashed her against the wall and barely avoided crushing her in their haste to escape the coming doom. She managed to strong-arm them into the darkness that miraculously opened into a narrow cavern large enough for them all to fit. The roar of ice smashing against rock chased them inside and was amplified in the cramped space. 
 
    Amira leaned against the rough stone wall and sucked in ragged gulps of air. That was close. Too close. She frowned. While visions never show their seer’s future, the wizard was with her. Why did it fail to show him in the storm? Now that she thought about it, this vision came almost too late for her to succeed. Unlike normal visions in which she had days or years to prepare, with this one she had to shove what she could in her saddle bags and fly like the wind to have a chance at getting to the wizard first. There were other inconsistencies—the location of the fissure was wrong, the amount of daylight left was altered, and the choice of direction omitted. Unease knotted her stomach. Am I losing my power? Dread clenched her heart in its icy claws. Really rotten timing if that was the case. 
 
    Shivering from more than just the plummeting temperature, Amira wrapped her arms around her torso in a vain attempt at comfort. Doubts once again assailed her, and a sudden wave of weariness swept over her. She closed her heavy lids just to rest a moment longer.  
 
    With a start, Amira’s head snapped back up and slammed into the rock wall. “Ow,” she grunted and rubbed the new ache. Did I just fall asleep standing up? Shaking uncontrollably now, Amira registered the frigid dampness of her jerkin pressed against pebbled flesh and realized her cloak was soaked all the way through. If she didn’t warm up right now, she was going to die. 
 
    Muscles cramping in protest, she stepped away from the wall and stretched her arm out in the absolute darkness and groped for the right bag. Cursing as her sluggish mind finally remembered the crystals, she fumbled over her waist pouch. Muttering more curses as her stiff fingers refused to work properly, she finally undid the ties and reached inside. 
 
    As Amira raised her hand, harsh white light from the glowing crystals chased away the shadows and revealed a cramped space littered with broken rocks. It was a wonder she avoided a twisted ankle during her desperate rush to get inside. There was a small nook opposite the entrance that allowed just enough room for a fire. Shoving loose debris aside, she worked her way around the horses and cleared the space. Setting the crystals along one edge to keep the room lit, Amira opened the supply pack and brought out her meager collection of wood and her tinder box. After carefully placing the materials in the right spot she reached into the box for the flint and came up empty handed. What? Frantic, she pulled out the bedrolls, rations, waterskins, and cooking implements, and carelessly threw them on the ground. Finding no sign of flint in the bottom of that pack, she dug through the other. It only had blankets. With no room to pace, Amira resorted to stamping in place while cussing her vision, the storm, and the wizard who was the cause of everything. She must be the only magic user in the entire empire who couldn’t create even a tiny spark. 
 
    Finally done ranting, Amira pulled the wizard’s cloak back to check his status. Surprise widened her eyes when he looked fine and his cheek was warm to the touch. Either he was fevered, or he was keeping himself warm despite being unconscious. She never heard of anyone capable of working magic in such a state. A shot of pure dread zipped through her spine at how skilled he must really be. And once I return his power, there’s no telling what he could do. Too bad the world needed him, otherwise she’d gladly let him die. 
 
    Amira kept herself distracted by removing the supply packs and tending the horses. However, once she placed the bedrolls in the tight space and had nothing left to delay dealing with the wizard, her worrying thoughts came streaming back. Worse, she began imagining how her conversation would go when she woke him. “Hey, I rescued you from certain death, could you return the favor and heat this cave so I can live too?” He’d refuse of course. She’d threaten. He’d mock.  
 
    Amira’s frozen digits couldn’t get the tightened knots loose, so she cut the ropes. It wasn’t as if she’d need to tie the wizard up again. She’d either kill him or free his compulsions, or maybe both. She struggled as she dragged his limp body over to the bedding. Good thing he was as skinny as a snake. She wound up collapsing with him and didn’t bother to move for several minutes while she caught her breath. Eyeing the pieces of rope, she decided it was a good idea to bind the wizard just in case. Once that was done, she leaned over and touched his forehead. “Wake!” she commanded. 
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    As Radcliff slipped away from the entombing darkness, the fire was burning him from the inside. “Silence boy! You must never reveal yourself.” As young Radcliff became used to Master’s constant beatings, he got faster at distancing the pain. It was still there but remote, like it was happening to another person. The young boy surged with pride that he was able to stifle the scream.  
 
    With the pain stabilized, Radcliff snapped out of the memory and became fully aware of his surroundings. Chilly air smelling of ice told him he wasn’t at his tower. The compulsion to return surged forward and his muscles stiffened as he struggled to deny it.  
 
    “If you try to leave this cave, you will die.” 
 
    Radcliff knew that voice. He opened his eyes and the woman who started this whole mess was sitting right in front of him.  
 
    “We need a fire or we will freeze to death.” 
 
    Radcliff saw the truth in the way she shivered yet he was just fine. Though now that he thought about it, he realized there was a small drain on his reserve. Right now his knowledge and instinct were keeping him warm. That would change at sunrise when he turned back into a mindless idiot. “Return my magic and fix my memory first.” 
 
    “I don’t have the skill for that.” 
 
    “What can you do?” he snapped back in annoyance. 
 
    “I can dissolve the compulsions but I need to be warmer first.” 
 
    “Act quickly then because I’m not wasting my limited resources on you when I need them to take back what was stolen from me.” As Radcliff waited to see how she’d respond, he realized how blue her skin was. Surprising himself, he told her, “Lay on top of me and cover yourself with the blankets. That should keep you warm enough.” It wasn’t compassion, Radcliff reassured himself, just a logical necessity so she can help me, nothing more.  
 
    The woman froze for a second and stared at him in shock before doing as he suggested. While she was stretched out on top of him with her icy hand on his forehead, Radcliff tried not to remember the last time he even touched a woman. Jenine was soft and curvy while this woman was lean and muscular. Though they were very different, both were the cause of his present troubles. He wondered if Jenine was even still alive. He didn’t think she had any magic which was another reason he shouldn’t have gotten involved with her. Norms didn’t understand the longer term view of mages due to their shorter lifespan. He sighed. Too bad he didn’t listen to his old master when he said to not trust anyone enough to let them get close. At the time he wanted to repudiate everything his master beat into him thinking that someone so evil would have all the wrong advice. Well, he learned the hard way to trust only in himself.  
 
    “What about this stranger who set you up? You trust her with your mindless self?” the bitter naysaying thought rasped in his mind.  
 
    “What choice do I have?” He mentally shouted back.  
 
    “Kill her. You know you want to.” The poisonous thought wrapped seductively around him. 
 
    “And then what?” he spat back. There was no way he could survive without his memory. It rankled, but he needed her. The ugly voices in his head grew silent. Even they knew there was no other way. 
 
    “What have you done to yourself,” she mumbled.  
 
    Radcliff realized she was talking about the compulsions he had added over the years after he discovered he was truly trapped. Some were for basic survival. Others for amusement. A few others had a darker purpose. He went to give her a scathing reply but her brow was scrunched up in intense concentration and he decided it was better to keep silent. While he could remove his own compulsions, he couldn’t affect what the council put in place. They were very thorough in sealing him inside his own mind. 
 
    One by one the threads holding him hostage dissolved. Finally, the last one linking him to the hated tower snapped with a sharp pain. Radcliff sighed in ecstasy at regaining his long denied freedom. He did a complete mental inventory searching for anything the woman might have missed. It was strange having the full run of his mind again. He almost thanked her before remembering she was the one responsible. “You can untie me now and hand me my dagger.” At the wary look in her eyes he clarified. “I won’t kill you just yet.” The woman’s eyes opened wider, and she looked ready to flee. Radcliff conceded he may have been a bit too honest with her and decided to try reasoning with her. “Untie me. I promise not to harm you as long as you are helping me.”  
 
    She seemed to consider his words though she remained silent. With reluctance evident in the stiff way she moved, the woman fumbled with his bonds and handed him the sheath containing his dagger. Radcliff pulled it free and looked at the unassuming blade. It was dull gray with a flat finish and one single piece of metal from end to end with no adornments, no gems, and no engravings to mark it as something special. At first glance it appeared like any other simple tool. Yet it was so much more. In a lengthy ritual, Radcliff imbued the weapon with a piece of his essence, binding the two and creating a weapon that could penetrate the toughest magical shielding. He named it Mage Bane though its first name was Master’s Bane. 
 
    Young Radcliff slaved over the hot metal until he had it shaped correctly this time. When it cooled, he showed Master who seemed as pleased as Master ever got and let young Radcliff keep the small dagger as a reward. He knew it wouldn’t be long before Master took it back as punishment but Radcliff had everything prepared. When Master went away that night, Radcliff ran back into the library and removed the dusty tome from its hiding spot beneath a cracked stone in the floor. Though the ancient ritual called for three mages, Radcliff had to try anyway. He’d be free or die trying. 
 
    Radcliff was no stranger to blood rituals and though he never performed the magic stripping spell that the Spider performed, he was well aware of how to reverse it. Standing up he began to undress. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the woman squeaked.  
 
    He ignored her discomfort and moved his discards to a pile off to the side, then sat back down on the cold bedroll. He used the dagger to carve a shallow rune of binding between his brows. Then he did each foot, the chest over his heart, and his left hand. Swapping hands, he carved the final rune into his right hand. It was a bit less precise, but would suffice. He laid down flat on the ground and addressed the woman whose back was turned. “I need you to place a crystal in the middle of each rune.” The corners of his lips twitched upward watching her try to avert her eyes to his nakedness while doing as he commanded. Perhaps if this worked he could laugh about it later.  
 
    Closing his eyes Radcliff began to speak the words of the ancient ritual of rejoining. The pain was worse than when it had been stripped away. He ignored it and pushed on. Sweat broke out across his body as he emptied his meager magical reserves and began pulling on the magic locked away in the crystals. He pulled harder, drawing on everything he had until he began to fade away. He was losing! An unexpected surge of power refreshed him and he redoubled his efforts. The hook finally snapped and molten fire poured inside his tattered soul. For the second time since adulthood, his training failed him and he screamed. 
 
    When Radcliff finally opened his eyes to absolute darkness, he thought he was blind. Then he remembered the crystals had been the light source. Light, he sent the thought to his dagger and breathed a sigh of relief when it obeyed. Carefully he sat up and spotted the woman passed out by his side, her cold hand still locked in his. Lifting it away, he saw the cut and realized she was the source of the unexpected power surge. He frowned as he stared at her. Why was she really helping him? What did she want? Stretching his cramped muscles, he locked away his concerns. If there was time later to discover the truth, he’d find it. Right now he needed to stop procrastinating and determine if the ritual worked.  
 
    Tentatively, he reached for his magic and found it. The intense relief had him blinking rapidly to hold back the tears. He was still broken and wouldn’t remember anything come sunrise but for a few more hours he was finally whole again. He sent a surge of power into the stone floor to warm it until the space became cozy. He touched a few rocks and imbued them with a soft glow before darkening his dagger. Then he summoned a bucket of water, towels, and a mirror and proceeded to clean himself up.  
 
    Looking in the mirror, he couldn’t believe how old and tired he looked. His long, straight black hair had morphed into a nest of tangles as gray as an old norm’s. His naturally pale skin now resembled a corpse. At least he didn’t have wrinkles. Radcliff bit off a bitter laugh. He never used to be vain. There was no point given his reedy build and skin that refused to tan. As an orphan, he always wondered about his ancestry given his odd coloration. Pasty white, spindly, scarred monster. Janine’s words still hurt as if she said them yesterday but her description was accurate. Sighing, he shoved away the searing pain. It was just the obliviate spell messing with him.  
 
    Shaving the disgusting mess of hair from his head and face, he finally felt human. After burning the remains, he dressed and considered the woman. Although he should hate her, right now he was gutted from the ritual. So, for reasons he didn’t care to examine too closely, he cleaned her cuts and healed the gash on her forehead before seeing to the horses. Knowing he had little time left before dawn, Radcliff sprawled out next to the woman with his back against the rough wall and summoned both his personal spell book and a fresh journal. With a sardonic twitch of his lips he began writing to himself. 
 
    “What are you doing?” The woman yawned and shifted closer to see what he was up to. 
 
    Radcliff just finished writing the last spell he thought his mindless self could learn. He sent his personal book back to its hiding place and looked up at the woman. “When the sun rises, I won’t remember anything. You are to give me this journal and make sure I read it every morning. It is the best I can do while my memory remains blocked.” 
 
    She reached out to take the journal. 
 
    Radcliff didn’t let go right away. “One last thing. I expect you to find a way to restore my memory.” While he knew of the obliviate spell, he had no knowledge of how it could be broken.  
 
    “I know someone who can help,” she replied. 
 
    With that meager reassurance, Radcliff relinquished the book. It truly pained him to put such trust in anyone, let alone this woman. “It’s time. Is there something you need me to summon while I still remember how?” He couldn’t help the bitterness that crept into his voice. Each remembrance day he had to struggle against the madness. This time was far worse knowing he was free but still consigned to forget. 
 
    “Flint.” She hesitated and looked like she wanted to ask him something. 
 
    “Just ask it,” he said with a sigh. While waiting for her to speak, he summoned two pieces of flint and placed them on the ground beside her. 
 
    “Can you use magic without your memory?” she finally blurted out. 
 
    Ah, she was worried about how useless he was going to be and was trying to be delicate about it. How joyful, he thought with great stabbing sarcasm. “That’s what that journal is for,” he replied out loud. Radcliff would love to be able to observe her facing the consequences of her actions in dealing with his mindless self. I guess one year from today, I’ll get to watch. The depression that continually nipped at his heels suddenly body tackled him at the thought of another year.  
 
    I can’t keep living like this! That depressing thought surged to the foreground, growing louder with each passing second. 
 
    Give it one more year to see if she does something. Hope’s whisper was barely heard but Radcliff latched onto it. For some reason he wanted to give the woman a chance. He longed to be truly whole again even if it meant suffering longer. 
 
    But— 
 
    No! Shut up! Radcliff shouted his depression back into the background. He was closer to freedom today than yesterday. That had to count for something. 
 
    The woman appeared deep in thought and thankfully missed Radcliff’s internal debate. She finally focused intense violet eyes on him and asked, “Are you a master summoner?” 
 
    He scowled, unwilling to reveal how strong his summoning was or could be if he had his full strength. “And why does that matter? After tomorrow I won’t be summoning much of anything. And what are you precisely? Besides unable to start fires.” 
 
    “I think you already know what I am.” 
 
    “A seer then,” he guessed, based on how prepared she appeared and her knowledge of his dagger. 
 
    She reluctantly nodded. 
 
    Radcliff’s anger returned in full. “Then you knew from the start how long I’d be trapped in that nightmare.” 
 
    The woman tensed. “I knew my innocent five-year-old sister didn’t deserve the death you dealt her. Nor my family, friends, or the other non-combatants you slaughtered.” 
 
    “That saved lives,” he fired back. 
 
    “You should have attacked those of us who volunteered to defend our land.” 
 
    He waved a hand dismissively. “The strong would have died, leaving the sick and weak to starve come winter. I did your people a favor.” 
 
    “Oh how logical of you. I’m not sorry you suffered. You deserved it for the thousands you murdered.” She crossed her arms and glared at him with self-righteous anger. 
 
    “I never expected a seer to be so sadistic,” he needled. 
 
    “You’re the sadist, not me,” she snarled back. 
 
    “Not true. I never tortured anyone. If I needed information, I’d line up a few prisoners, begin with the least important and ask them questions. If they refused to answer I killed them. It only took one or two deaths before the others became very forthcoming.” 
 
    She stared at him in wide-eyed horror. “And you don’t see how evil that is?” 
 
    “I’ve seen true evil.” His eyes unfocused as he once again saw the Spider caressing his body and the sound of lust in his voice as he inflicted pain. Radcliff shuddered in revulsion. “True evil is taking enjoyment in the suffering of others. You fit that description well. I’ve never taken pleasure in what I did. But I believe in the emperor’s vision and did what was necessary to make it happen.” At least he had believed in the emperor. Pain knifed him in the heart again at the unexpected betrayal. He would have done anything for his emperor… 
 
    Thirteen-year-old Radcliff was brought before the emperor. “He was caught red handed with his hand on the knife sticking out of Master Rounald’s body,” the guard to his left reported. 
 
    “Boy. What do you have to say for yourself?” The emperor looked sternly down at the boy from his raised dais. 
 
    “’Twas self-defense m’lord.” 
 
    “Excellency,” the guard on the right whispered to correct Radcliff. 
 
    “Sorry, was self-defense Excellency.” 
 
    The emperor’s lips twitched upwards. “And how do we know it was as you say self-defense without any witnesses?” 
 
    Radcliff stared stony eyed at the emperor. He didn’t want to reveal his many failures, but he wanted to live more than his desire to salvage his already wounded pride. He jerked free from the guards’ loose hold on his arms and lifted his threadbare shirt over his head wincing at the pain. He turned around and showed them the deep puncture wound. “Master came back angry and drunk. He did this and woulda done again but I stabbed him first.” 
 
    The emperor took one look at the roadmap of scars on the young boy’s body and dismissed the guards. “You are fully pardoned and will become Master Candlass’ apprentice.” He looked at his seneschal. “Make it happen.” 
 
    Back then, a grateful Radcliff would have done anything his savior asked of him without asking questions. Now, a betrayed Radcliff had many questions to ask the man he had once thought of as a father.  
 
    “You’re wrong,” the woman said. “I don’t enjoy the suffering of others.” 
 
    Her words pulled Radcliff out of his own dark thoughts. “No? You seemed to enjoy mine.” 
 
    She sighed. “You killed my family. Of course I wanted you to suffer.” 
 
    “For over a thousand years?” 
 
    The woman looked away. They both remained silent after that. Finally, an hour before sunrise, Radcliff asked the one question he needed to ask but dreaded the answer to. “Why did you save me?” Her tense body slumped with a hiss of exhaled breath. The silence stretched on and Radcliff thought she’d avoid the question but then she spoke in a subdued whisper. 
 
    “Before your trial, I had a vision. In it, I saw the world grow dark one kingdom at a time like something was eating away all life. You stood there, a shining beacon of light, a shield of hope against the darkness. Then the council executed you and the darkness won. I knew then, despite my desire for your death, that I had to save you.” She grimaced. “I demanded punishment and won’t deny I savored it. But it was necessary to save more lives,” she threw his own justification back at him. 
 
    He stoically absorbed her revelation while trying to ignore the internal voices which scoffed at him being able to save anyone. “And how did I save the world exactly?” he asked with more calm than he possessed. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied with great weariness like the weight of the world was on her shoulders. “You never answered my question. Are you a master summoner?” 
 
    Radcliff debated the wisdom of revealing the truth to her. Summoners could bring forth small objects. A master was capable of handling bigger objects. And what he could do… well, he never revealed that to anyone, not even his emperor. Some abilities were too easily abused. Like how you burned an entire city? The errant thought popped into his mind. Even the emperor didn’t know how he’d accomplished that feat. Still, she was bound to figure a few things out since even when he turned mindless, he would be capable of doing more than a simple summoner once he regained his full strength. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Her tired eyes filled with hope. “Can you summon us to another place?” 
 
    Radcliff looked around and was struck by how ridiculous this entire situation was. Here he was, the most powerful wizard, slated to lose his memory tomorrow and stuck in a cave. No, cave was a misnomer. This place was a rough split in the rock face. He grinned. “Why would you ever want to leave such wonderful accommodations?” His arms swept around the tiny space like he was showcasing an exotic location. Then, for the first time in over a thousand years, he laughed. For a moment he was just Radcliff. Not the wizard, not the beaten child, nor the tortured prisoner. And he was free.  
 
    When he’d had his laugh, Radcliff pondered how much he should reveal to this woman—his enemy and a stranger who was serving him for a reason he still didn’t believe. He decided on the barest truth. “I can only summon small and medium sized objects.” True right now given his current state. While he was far better off than before the ritual, he was still a shadow of his former self and it would take days to return to full strength now that the Spider was no longer siphoning his magic.  
 
    Watching the hope fade in the woman’s eyes made Radcliff uncomfortable. Did she suspect he could do more or just wished he could? Should he have told her more? Why was he worrying about this?  
 
    Before he could stop himself he touched her arm to get her attention. “Hey.” 
 
    What are you doing? His internal voice screamed. 
 
    “Don’t give up hope. Heal my memory and I will be able to help.” There. Supportive without revealing his secrets. 
 
    “Help how?” she asked, curiosity and hope stirring once more. 
 
    “I’ll tell you when my memory is restored.” He winked and gave her a mischievous grin that he thought was long forgotten. Teasing her was nearly as good as laughing and it made what was coming more bearable. He wondered how his mindless self would handle being with her. For that matter, he wondered how she’d handle him. I’ll know one year from now. He sighed as once again his depression tried to chime in. “Here, you better keep this,” he told her while holding out the dagger in its plain sheath. It wouldn’t do for him to kill himself as long as the woman held some hope for his freedom. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to keep it?” the woman asked. 
 
    “I’m sure.” She looked doubtful but Radcliff wasn’t in the mood to explain. “You’ll see for yourself tomorrow.” The last of his smile slipped away when he thought of her seeing him like that. The anxiety. The depression. And there was nothing he could do about it. “I’m going to go to sleep. I suggest you do the same.”  
 
    Turning away, he settled on the bedroll. He only hoped he’d be asleep before the transition. Only once did he stay awake on his first remembrance, thinking the trigger was sleep. He remembered seeing the first rays of light touch the sky when the hole opened in his mind. The spell amplified his sense of helplessness as bit by bit it tore his memories out of his desperate grasp. No, he would never made that mistake again willingly, but today he was cutting it a bit too close. Fortunately, the restoration ritual wore Radcliff out sufficiently so that he was able to drift away just in time. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
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    The Relative Calm 
 
    Amira stared at the slumbering wizard in stunned silence. What just happened? One minute they were fighting like she expected, the next he cracked a joke? And laughed? His gaunt face had softened with his smile and for a moment she pictured him as an innocent youth. But that silky laugh… well, it was better if she didn’t think about that. He was still the enemy. Repeating that over and over like a mantra, Amira struggled to conjure up the snarling face again. Best to remember who she was dealing with. But how would that change when he woke? Although he tried to shrug it off, Amira could tell the wizard was bothered and that had her worried.  
 
    Clearly sleep wasn’t coming any time soon. Tapping her fingers against the closed journal, Amira couldn’t help but wonder what the wizard wrote to himself. Perhaps reading that could provide insight into what she would be dealing with. Guilt pricked her conscience, but she easily tossed it aside—he was the enemy after all and she needed to be prepared. With that flimsy excuse paving the way, she opened it to the first page. 
 
    Your name is Radcliff Durnhast. The woman you are traveling with is a seer who claims you will save the world. No, I’m not joking. I wouldn’t trust her if I were you. Actually, I am you when you have your memory. Right now you suffer from a spell that removes all knowledge you ever had except for that gnawing awareness that you have lost something tremendously important to you and a sucking vortex of hopelessness that constantly attacks when you least expect it. That’s the obliviate spell punishing you for doing your job during the war. Don’t worry, you still have your magic even if you have forgotten how to use it. This journal contains only those spells I deem you capable of learning in the limited time you have. For once the sun rises, you will forget everything and have to start all over again. Sorry, but that’s your life unless the woman with you figures out how to fix things.  
 
    Best of luck, 
 
    -RD 
 
    Amira’s skin pebbled, and she hugged herself as she tried to absorb what she just read. The message wasn’t as bad as she thought it would be and she wasn’t the slightest bit surprised he didn’t trust her. If she were in his position, she wouldn’t trust easily either. Still, the part about gnawing awareness and hopelessness made her uneasy. What do I really know about the obliviate spell? I guess I’ll find out soon enough. She flipped the page. 
 
    Healing 
 
    You were never any good at this, but here is a basic repair spell even you can learn. 
 
    The spell was written in a language she didn’t know and filled out the rest of the page. Interesting that he’d know how to read it given his memory loss.  
 
    Light and Heat 
 
    Normally you’d cheat and use your natural summoning gift to create light and generate heat but here are two basic spells you may find handy. 
 
    More words in that same unknown language filled two pages this time. She skipped those and found the next header. 
 
    Summoning 
 
    Your natural gift is summoning. If you can think of the object, you can find it in the world and call it into your presence. It’s best to start with your eyes closed. Clear your mind, then picture the item in your mind. Rotate it and add texture and shading until it becomes real. Adding distinct smells can sometimes help. Now, send your awareness out and find its location. You may need to alter your image to better match what is available. Once the item is found, your awareness will snap to it. All you need to do now is reach out with your mind and tug the object to you. The first time is always the hardest so try with something close at hand. Only summon the objects in this journal, otherwise you might overextend your magic and die. And trust me, you don’t want to do that even if you are sorely tempted.  
 
    Several pages followed with beautifully detailed drawings of objects at the top and descriptions below. Items from a storeroom were listed—clothes, blankets, and a bucket, including an explanation of how to fill it with water that ran on for a few pages. Bread and cheese from a kitchen. A vial from a laboratory… now that was unexpected. The note said the contents were used to melt stone and not to be spilled on flesh unless you didn’t want it anymore. The description of its location was so specific, the wizard must have placed it there. But why would he need something like that? Amira shuddered and quickly turned the page. Various swords, axes, and other weapons along with basic armor were also included. All the notes for these suggested finding them in a large structure to the far south. She gasped when she realized he was stealing from the emperor’s keep. Amira couldn’t help but admire the man for the audacity.  
 
    She skipped through the rest, noting that at least half the book was nothing but blank pages. Yawning, she decided sleep sounded good after all. Closing the book, she carefully set it aside and crawled next to the wizard. Maybe he wouldn’t be so useless after all. That was her last thought before slipping into oblivion. 
 
    Amira stirred but was reluctant to start the day. Instead, she snuggled against the warm body next to her and the arm around her waist. 
 
    “Morning beautiful.” 
 
    The masculine voice jolted her fully awake, and she opened her eyes, only to find herself drowning in twin orbs of storm cloud gray. She tried to push away but his arm tightened, holding her in place. 
 
    “No morning kiss, love?”  
 
    He looked hurt at her rejection and Amira froze, completely at a loss for how to handle this situation. “Um…” Smooth Amira, real smooth. 
 
    He grinned with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes and pulled her down before she could protest. Soft, warm lips pressed against hers and a surge of warmth cascaded through her body. When was the last time a man kissed her? Far too long. Warnings shot off in the back of her mind even as she surrendered and kissed him back. The world ceased to exist, at least until a particular firmness nudged her and that distant yelling finally cut through the fog. He’s the enemy! 
 
    This time she was able to break off the kiss. “No,” she warned when he tried to reengage. At his stunned look she asked him, “What is my name?” 
 
    He frowned and got this sheepish look on his face. “You’d think I’d remember a beautiful woman’s name.” 
 
    Hating the necessity of her next question she softened her tone before asking, “And what is your name?” 
 
    The frown deepened and the sheepish look turned to panic and confusion. “I don’t know,” he whispered.  
 
    He didn’t protest this time when Amira pulled away and reached for the journal. “Here,” she said and held it out to him. “This will help explain things. Read the first page.” 
 
    Radcliff sat up before taking the journal. As he read the message, his eyes changed from stormy to sullen to flat. Then he slammed it shut. 
 
    Amira jumped at the sound. The wizard said nothing but a muscle in his jaw was pulsing and she could feel the agitation sweeping out from him in waves. What could she say? Sorry wouldn’t cut it when she wasn’t truly sorry. Telling him it will be ok would be a flat out lie since she wasn’t sure. The silence grew into a weighty thing until Amira’s stomach churned with discomfort. Why was this so hard? She leapt to her feet. The need to escape was overwhelming. “I’m going to check on the storm.” She hoped he wouldn’t follow as she pushed her way through the horses and sought the exit and an end to her turmoil.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Radcliff… he sounded out each syllable in his mind and let loose a frustrated sigh as he watched the woman’s hasty retreat. The morning had started off so well, especially with that sizzling kiss. ‘I wouldn’t trust her if I was you.’ Why not RD? What aren’t you telling me? He still wanted her despite all the questions rattling around in his empty mind. Not happening Radcliff, not the way she cut you off and then fled. Though what did she expect would happen waking up in his arms like that? He might have no memory but he was still a man. A man who will forget everything tomorrow and have to start all over again. Only to repeat that again and again until who knows how long. He hissed as the realization struck a vicious blow—he could never have a relationship, friend or otherwise. There was no hope. No reason to live. 
 
    “Hey, you ok?” 
 
    A light touch on his arm jolted Radcliff back from the dark vortex that had sucked him in. ‘I want to die’ still kept repeating over and over in his mind. He tried to shut it down, but it grew louder. His breath came out in shallow, rapid pants, and though he was sweating, his skin was icy cold.  
 
    “Put your head between your knees and try to take deeper breaths.” 
 
    The voice came from a distant tunnel, but Radcliff loosened his white knuckled grip on the book, set it aside, and did what she said. As he struggled to breathe, a light touch on his back, hesitant at first, began a slow circling motion. Gradually the tightness in his chest relaxed and the voice in his mind grew weaker until it finally fell silent. What was wrong with him? That wasn’t normal or natural. Was this what RD meant about punishment? He was poised on the brink of battle against an unknown foe that could strike without warning and take him out in one hit. Who knew if he’d snap out of it a second time? Sudden chills spread through his body.  
 
    “Better?” 
 
    No! Radcliff wanted to scream. Instead he nodded. Technically it was not a lie since he was better than during his fit.  
 
    The woman snatched her hand back and jumped away as if stung. What was her problem? He felt an odd sense of loss and hurt as he watched her stalk away.  
 
    Hahaha second rejection for you. 
 
    What?  
 
    You should kill yourself and save us all the trouble. 
 
    Be silent!  
 
    Radcliff took several deep breaths before he could relax again. Oh gods RD, you didn’t say anything about voices. He looked down and saw his hands were shaking. He squeezed them into tight fists. It was time for some answers. “Who are you and why are we traveling together? And what are we doing here?” And why shouldn’t I trust you? 
 
    The woman rolled up the blankets before finally speaking. “I checked outside, and the storm has long since passed. There are still some larger ice chunks on the ground but they are melting so we should get going.” She twisted the rope around the bedrolls and tied them off with a strong jerk before attaching them to the saddles with more force than was needed. 
 
    Her deflection angered Radcliff, but he kept his voice level and tried again. “What is your name?” 
 
    She jerked the last tie. “What does it matter, you’ll just forget again.”  
 
    Radcliff leapt to his feet in fiery anger. “What have I done to you to deserve such hate?” 
 
    “You slaughtered my family and thousands of innocents,” she fired back with equal venom. 
 
    Radcliff staggered back, stunned. “Are you here to kill me then?” He winced at the hopeful tone in his voice. 
 
    Her shoulders sagged and she leaned her head into the horse’s mane. “No. My name is Amira. I’m a seer from Westspire. I’m here to save you.” 
 
    Shocked and horrified he couldn’t help but ask, “Why?” If it was his family wiped out, he’d be after revenge.  
 
    “You’re the only hope of saving the world.” 
 
    “You’re joking right?” He thought RD was kidding about the whole save the world thing. 
 
    “No I’m not.” She sighed and turned to look right in his eyes. “Look, we’ve had this conversation before and I don’t feel like rehashing it. Just grab your book and let’s go. It’s time to leave.” 
 
    Radcliff picked up the book and watched her back the reluctant horses out of the cave. He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Him saving the world? Hah! He couldn’t even save himself. 
 
    When he exited the cave, the low hanging sun instantly blinded him, and it took a while to adjust after being so long in the dark. When Radcliff could finally look around, he was stunned at the desolation which extended as far as he could see. Nothing grew except for a few struggling weeds beneath some of the larger boulders. His eyes widened at the sight of large ice fragments strewn about the rocky landscape. Several were the size of his head, and those had already been smashed. He wondered how big the original pieces of ice were before they slammed into the ground. Finally he turned around and was met with the intimidating slab of rock that soared up, up, up until he got a crick in his neck from gawking at its unbelievable height.  
 
    “I hope you can ride,” Amira said as she handed him the reins of the black mare while she took the gray. Like Radcliff needed another reason to feel utterly useless. His designated horse must have picked up on his anxiety because it shied, causing him to fumble around until he finally managed to mount the stupid thing. Once the horse began moving though, Radcliff’s body appeared well acclimated to the motion, and he expelled a breath in relief at being spared from further embarrassment.  
 
    As they traveled across the unchanging terrain in awkward silence, the sucking pull of hopelessness returned. Angry now, he shoved it away and snatched open the book. Surely RD wrote something about these attacks and how to combat them? He could only hope.  
 
    The sun was blazing directly overhead by the time Radcliff finished reading everything. While there was a disappointing lack of knowledge regarding his mental attacks, there were tantalizing hints that he was powerful along with a direct warning against experimentation. You have forgotten all the hard won knowledge of your limits so don’t try anything more complex or you could die. RD’s last ‘helpful’ advice rankled. I lack my memory, RD, I’m not stupid. Though he did feel stupid yelling at his memory self. 
 
    As his mind drifted, the attack sprang at him without warning. You are worthless. You are powerless. You should just die. The sneering voice cut off when he crash landed on the hard ground and smacked his head on a rock.  
 
    “Radcliff. Radcliff!” The persistent voice penetrated his foggy brain. “Are you ok?” He opened his eyes to see concerned violet ones staring back at him. Still a bit groggy he answered truthfully. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Let’s eat lunch and you can tell me what happened.” 
 
    They halted at a shallow river which snaked its way through a narrow canyon. The mountainous wall was no longer visible, and they were surrounded by trees still clinging to their colorful autumn leaves. Near the shore was a thick carpet of chest high reeds. Birds trilled in the distance—a welcome change to the desolation of the morning’s crossing. The sound of water trickling over the rocky riverbed helped sooth Radcliff’s frayed nerves. 
 
    As Amira opened a saddle bag and brought out a few strips of dried meat, Radcliff debated what to say. She handed him one of the strips before prodding. “So talk, what happened?” 
 
    Radcliff bit into the jerky as a way to delay the inevitable. He burned with shame at his weakness, but as his traveling companion, she deserved to know. “It was a mental attack. I think it is part of my punishment.” 
 
    She nodded as she chewed and looked at him with rapt attention. 
 
    Unnerved by her intensity, he took a drink before continuing. “I felt a depression so vast I wanted to die. I think that’s the purpose of it—to make me kill myself.” 
 
    Amira slapped her head with one hand. “I’m so stupid. I took away all your compulsions, including mine which forced you to survive no matter what. I forgot to add it back. I should do that now.” 
 
    “No.” The last thing Radcliff wanted was more jumbling of his mind. It was already mixed up enough. “I need to learn to deal with this.” 
 
    She sighed but didn’t press him for which he was grateful. “Do you know what triggers it?” She tried a different tack. 
 
    He took a while to consider her question. “It seems to happen when I’m not thinking about anything.” 
 
    “So you should keep busy. Maybe practice casting those spells in your book.” She tossed off the suggestion casually but looked away and refused to meet his eye. Radcliff knew then that she must have looked in the book. His only source of long term memory. The silence between them grew as Radcliff processed how he felt about her intrusion. Finally she confessed, “I may have thumbed through it. You draw very well.” When he still didn’t say anything she mumbled a quiet sorry before finishing her meal. 
 
    They packed in awkward silence and continued the trek down the river. Radcliff finally decided to let it go. Amira had a point about practicing. He focused on a black pebble on the river bank and visualized the stone in his mind—it was lying on a sandy bottom and wet on the outside. The surface was smooth after years of water washing over it. The inside was hard but of mixed composition. Radcliff formed a link but it kept wavering until he compensated for the horse’s travel away from it. Finally, the link stabilized and he tugged. It appeared on his wrist instead of his palm but he slapped his other hand over it before it fell. A drop of sweat ran down his forehead from the effort and he was a little light headed but he succeeded. He tried again. The next one came faster and landed on the edge of his palm. The third landed in the center. Finally, he had an entire handful of rocks and a clear idea of how to handle movement. He grinned as he watched Amira navigate around a boulder. Time for the real fun. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 4 
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    Before the Storm 
 
    Something was wrong. Amira turned around but saw only the safety of the canyon walls that would hide them from anyone trying to follow. Even so, the feeling persisted, lifting the hairs on the back of her neck and sending prickles down her spine. In the far distance, shadowy figures shimmered, stretched forth long, tentacle-like arms, and then vanished. She shook her head and squinted again to see nothing but the false serenity of grass bending with the slight breeze and the lengthening shadows from the late afternoon sun. 
 
    Something stung the back of her arm and she whipped around, heart jumping, only to see a mischievous smirk on the wizard’s face and his hand clutching small stones. “What?” she barked at him and gaped when he started giggling like a child with a new toy. Shaking her head, she ignored his antics and continued searching for signs of trouble. At least one of them needed to be on alert. Danger stalked them, but in what form? 
 
    Amira ignored the wizard as he placed a small stone on her head. Irritated, she brushed it off. After an hour of stone upon stone it became ingrained habit to flick the offending pebble seconds after it appeared, so she wasn’t paying close attention when her hand automatically touched something with smooth scaly skin. She shrieked and jerked her hand, sending a small green snake flying out over the river. Wasting no time in gaining distance from her childhood terror, she tumbled gracelessly out of the saddle and crab walked up the grassy bank.  
 
    The bellowing laughter cut through her panic and turned her blood to boiling. Stomping towards the still laughing wizard with his death wish, she grabbed him with a steely grip and yanked him off his horse. “You–” 
 
    The sky turned black and the smell of ash and death clogged her nostrils. Indistinct shapes filled with hateful menace herded her to the only point of color in the landscape—a large spine shaped pillar of rock glistening with streaks of bright red blood, forming a pool at the base. At the tip dangled the gored remains of a skinny man with multiple crisscrossed scars across his back. Blackened tentacles erupted from the ground at her feet and twisted around her legs. She screamed and tore at them in vain as they dragged her under. 
 
    “Are you ok?” Amira’s eyes cracked open to see gray ones looking at her in concern. “You looked like you were about to punch me, then you turned white and fainted.” 
 
    She was very cold and terrified. What was wrong with her? A soothing hand stroked her hair, and she realized her head was laying in Radcliff’s lap. “What happened?” Her voice cracked like old parchment.  
 
    “Here, have a drink first.” The wizard gently lifted her head and raised a water pouch to her lips. 
 
    She guzzled the liquid and was instantly relieved as it soothed her raw throat. Had she been screaming? A shudder ran through her body as she remembered being dragged under the earth. Then the rest of the vision came to her, and she whimpered.  
 
    “Shh, it will be ok,” Radcliff murmured and wiped a tear off her cheek.  
 
    She was crying? That was even more alarming than her twisted vision. She struggled to sit up but Radcliff pressed her against his chest. “Don’t try to get up too fast. Just rest a minute,” he whispered in her ear.  
 
    Part of her wanted to relax in his arms where she felt deceptively safe. However, the message in the vision was clear. She looked up and stared him in the eye before declaring in her most grave tone, “We are in deadly danger.” She had to give him credit, he didn’t laugh at her or dismiss her warning as so many had done in the past because of her improper talent. Instead he seemed to mull things over before asking, “What did you see?” 
 
    And therein lay the problem. She wasn’t sure what she saw. Her visions were typically straightforward scenes from possible futures, not nightmares. “I’m not sure…” she trailed off as she tried to gather her thoughts. “It wasn’t a normal vision. It was more symbol than substance but the warning was clear—we are surrounded and we die.” She shoved an errant strand of hair out of her eyes in growing frustration.  
 
    “Could your vision be affected by something or someone nearby?” 
 
    What a grim thought. She whispered, “I don’t know.” It had never come up but now that she thought back, it was possible something had been tampering with her sight long before now. Why else was she almost too late to save the wizard? Instead of her powers failing, could it be interference instead? Was this the trouble she’d felt ever since entering this canyon? 
 
    A sudden spark of anger chased away her debilitating fears. She refused to let whoever or whatever it was take her without a fight. Other people traveled their entire future blind. So could she. Taking a steadying breath she shrugged off the wizard’s embrace and pushed away from his chest. “I’m ok now, let me up. We need to keep moving.” 
 
    Radcliff scrambled to his feet and helped her up. While brushing the dust from her leggings, Amira asked, “Did you learn anything besides how to put rocks on my head?” 
 
    “I learned how to drown snakes,” he replied with another of his devastating smiles. 
 
    Her lips twitched with an automatic desire to smile back but she resisted the impulse. “How about anything useful?” she snapped back, trying to retain her angry façade. It really wasn’t funny. In fact, she should be furious that he’d discovered the one thing she feared most, but the playful gleam in his eye and that smile made her forget who he was, what the stakes were, and that they might be in danger of dying soon. 
 
    A light touch on her arm drew Amira back into the present. “Hey,” Radcliff spoke, all his playfulness suddenly switched to concern. “It will be ok. We’ll get through this together.” 
 
    She snorted. “Right. The half-blind seer and the day old wizard.” 
 
    He stood even straighter and looked down his nose at her in a haughty display of arrogance. “Do not discount the wizard—I am at the prime of my day old lifespan.” Then he destroyed the effect with a wink and a wicked smile though his attempted mirth failed to mask the shadows in his eyes. She realized then that he must be even more out of his depth than she was, yet here he was trying to cheer her up. What was she thinking admiring this man? He killed everyone she cared about. No, not this version of him. Somehow his lack of memories made him charming and likable—and hence very dangerous to someone who never stayed long enough in one location to form attachments. She had to remember who he really was and restore his memories as soon as possible so things could return to normal. Right. The cynical part of her wasn’t buying the lie, but she shoved it away to deal with their current problem. 
 
    “How long would it take to relearn what you discovered today?” She attacked the issue straight on. 
 
    He frowned before replying, “Let me guess—camp now and try to force our deadly fate early tomorrow?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He tilted his head to the side and mulled over her idea. “I assume you don’t want light revealing our location?” When she again nodded he continued. “If we stop now, I can add notes before it gets too dark to help speed up tomorrow’s learning. I don’t have that much to add, so maybe two hours to fully read and practice each spell. Three to be on the safe side.” His eyes snapped to hers, all serious with a hint of vulnerability. “You will need to motivate me to read the entire thing.” He broke eye contact and turned away so she couldn’t see his expression but she heard the pain in his voice. “I won’t want to.” 
 
    She called herself all sorts of stupid but she hugged him anyway to try and soothe his pain. At first he stiffened, but then his muscles relaxed and he exhaled a soft breath. Blushing, she pulled away. “Go write your notes, I’ll take care of the horses.” His warmth lingered even as she removed the bags from the horses and brushed them down. She shoved aside her confused feelings and buried herself in the soothing brush strokes. Once the horses were groomed and fed, Amira grabbed the long wrapped bundle in the pile of bags and opened it. Here lay her only true defense against enemies—a recurve bow and a short sword. She inspected both weapons before stringing the bow and setting it aside. Next she grabbed the sword and began a warmup exercise. Finally, the remaining tension in her body drained away. It wouldn’t last, but for the moment she felt great. 
 
    “I didn’t take you as a master of the sword,” Radcliff commented as Amira sat next to him to catch her breath.  
 
    “I don’t have a spark of magic beyond sight and minor mental compulsions, so I had to resort to more mundane defenses.” 
 
    Radcliff nodded once before returning to scribbling in his book. Even though the sun hadn’t set yet, the last light left the canyon and the pen scratching stopped. “Well, that will have to do.” He sighed and rubbed his bald scalp before standing up. Turning to face Amira, he finally addressed the major issue both had been avoiding. “We are sitting ducks in this canyon aren’t we?” 
 
    The early evening breeze suddenly turned ice cold against Amira’s sweaty flesh. “There are no side exits and nowhere to hide for another day’s travel.” She stood and grabbed a blanket to wrap up in. Though it warmed her on the outside, her bones were still chilled. 
 
    “What if we could get up there?” 
 
    Amira followed Radcliff’s arm which pointed to a still sunny mesa atop the canyon wall. Her burst of hope died an even swifter death. “I didn’t bring climbing gear.” 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking of climbing.” His head was tilted and his eyes had a calculating gleam to them. 
 
    “Radcliff, no. You mustn’t, it’s too dangerous.” She grabbed his arm and turned him away from the temptation. “You’ll kill yourself,” she stressed. 
 
    He shook out of her grip. “We’re surely dead if we stay here.” 
 
    “I’m not even sure that was a true vision. You can’t—”  
 
    “Don’t tell me I can’t!” he roared. Amira froze like a mouse before a striking raptor at his sudden rage. “What do you know of my power? You knew me before, didn’t you?” Now it was his turn to grip her arm and give her a shake. “Answer me. What am I capable of?”  
 
    Furious steely gray eyes bored into hers, demanding the truth. In barely a whisper she replied, “We don’t really know. You leveled a major city of three thousand in one evening but there were no witnesses. I returned once and saw nothing left of even the buildings. Just charred earth where everything once stood. What could do that?”  
 
    His eyes narrowed as he studied her. “Go on,” Radcliff pressed when she remained silent. 
 
    “There were rumors of your other exploits. Stories told of entire armies crushed, blocked, sickened, or turned. Your deeds grew more outrageous with each victory. But what was the real truth?” She trailed off and shivered at her own remembered fear of this man until she recalled that without his memory he wasn’t the Destroyer. He may have the potential for widespread destruction but he lacked the knowledge. 
 
    Her scattered courage returned. “It doesn’t matter now. You only know for sure what’s in that book. To do anything beyond that puts you at risk and I won’t let you.” Amira crossed her arms and glared at him, hoping her words would be enough to convince him. Though she had no better plan, she’d think of something that wouldn’t risk him. She had to. 
 
    A gust of wind blew dust into her eyes. Once Amira blinked enough to clear them, the wizard was gone. What? She spun around but didn’t see him anywhere. Then she looked up and saw him standing on top of the mesa. I’m going to kill him if he doesn’t kill himself. 
 
    Just as that thought popped into her head, Amira’s stomach dropped down a well, then rammed up her throat before settling back into her middle with a nauseating jolt. An arm wrapped around her waist as she teetered over the cliff’s edge and voided her lunch. 
 
    “Careful,” the wizard’s amused voice whispered in her ear. 
 
    Once her stomach settled, she laid into the stubborn fool. “You stupid, careless man! You could have died.” 
 
    “But I didn’t, so all’s good. Oh, remind me to use layers next time.” 
 
    “Layers?” she asked stupidly, too keen on murder to formulate coherent sentences. Then she realized his arm was still around her and she shoved him back, quite wrathful now. 
 
    Radcliff appeared totally oblivious to her warning growl and walked back to the edge of the cliff. He did an entertainer’s little hand wave and their saddles and her weapons appeared at her feet. “See? Layers. Makes it much easier.” His grin was the last straw. How dare he risk his life so frivolously? 
 
    “I should shove you off this cliff right now and save me the trouble of keeping you safe.” 
 
    “At least wait until I summon the horses.” He wove like a drunkard, way too close to the cliff’s edge. 
 
    She latched onto his belt and hauled him back. 
 
    “No, no, I still have to get the horses.” Radcliff tried to break free, but she kept a firm grip on him. 
 
    “You’re done.” Her icy tone could freeze the sun. 
 
    “I’m fine, just one more—” 
 
    “No!” She gave a final jerk, and he windmilled before landing on his backside well away from the edge. He struggled to get up, but she shoved him back onto the ground. 
 
    “Look at you. Your nose is bleeding. You need to stop now before you kill yourself.” 
 
    “Hrmph,” was Radcliff’s garbled response before his eyes rolled up and he collapsed. 
 
    “Radcliff?” She pounced to his side and slapped his face. “Radcliff!” The wizard was out cold. With a sigh, Amira picked herself up and examined her surroundings. The mesa was flat with a few scrubby bushes along the edge and a cluster of straggly pines at the center. Narrow where they stood, it widened farther south. Squinting, she judged they could remain up top for several hours and if they were very lucky, it would extend past any trouble waiting for them in the canyon. 
 
     The light was fading so Amira decided to set up camp at the base of the largest pine. It wasn’t much protection with one side stunted from the constant wind but it was better than nothing. Naturally, the wizard wasn’t anywhere near the tree so she rolled him onto a blanket and dragged him over. Then she fetched all their supplies and sorted through which things to keep and which they had to leave behind, forming two bags they could carry. She felt a pang at leaving the saddles behind since they were almost new, but there was no way she’d let Radcliff summon the horses. Besides, last she checked they were slowly moving farther away and would be out of sight by the time the wizard recovered.  
 
    Finally, Amira stacked broken branches and rocks on top of the pile of stuff remaining behind, mostly to hide evidence of their passing, but also hoping they might recover it later. Then she snorted at her ridiculous optimism.  
 
    When finished, she stretched out achy muscles and fought back a huge yawn. Not good, I have to remain awake at least until the stubborn man recovers. The chill breeze helped some, but she got up anyway and walked west, away from the canyon. From this vantage point, she could see out over the vast expanse of the wasteland they just crossed. It looked even more sinister in the setting sun with hundreds of skinny shadows lengthening behind each rock like questing spines seeking to stab them for escaping. Stamping her feet to stave off the chill, Amira watched as the sun’s rays finally sank below the horizon before picking her way back to the makeshift camp. 
 
    The wizard was still unconscious. Amira saw his thin frame tremble beneath the blanket so she spread hers on top of him. The tree they sheltered under did nothing to protect against the biting cold breeze shooting across the exposed land and as darkness descended, it was only getting stronger and colder. Hoping Radcliff wouldn’t get the wrong idea a second time, Amira climbed underneath the blankets and settled next to him. 
 
    The evening was silent except for the rustling of tree limbs which had a hypnotic quality. Amira slowly started to nod off until something snapped her awake. Heart pounding, she looked around and realized she must have napped a few hours since the full moon was high in the sky, bathing everything in a silvery light. Seeing no reason for the sudden wake up call, Amira started to lay back down when she heard a noise coming from the canyon below. Trying not to breathe, she slipped from the blankets and crawled to the mesa’s edge. As she looked down, Amira saw several lit torches and at least twenty men searching both sides of the river bank. Farther north she spotted a second, smaller group traveling south. Both groups finally met near where they’d have been camping had the wizard not intervened. She grimaced. There’d be no shutting him up once he discovered how right he was to risk moving them up here. 
 
    Amira’s unease increased when she saw one of the men bring out a long rope and point at the rock wall. Another man shook his head no, but the first gestured again and a third joined in the debate. It was too dark to tell where the climbing advocate was from but Amira guessed it wasn’t from her own kingdom. Westspire’s widespread mountainous terrain meant everyone there knew how to climb, but the act of climbing was held sacred and the knowledge kept a secret from outsiders. Panic warred with curiosity—could they actually scale it? And surely they’d wait until morning, right? 
 
    Riveted on group below, Amira failed to register the footsteps behind her until something stung her neck. Swatting at the stung spot, her hand brushed aside a dart right as she turned around to see a hooded figure putting away a blow gun. 
 
    “What?” she tried to ask but her jaw refused to move. 
 
    “Such a wonderful thing… paralytic poison. Don’t you think? Oh, so sorry, you can’t speak.”  
 
    The sibilant male voice was softly spoken yet each word sent spikes of dread down Amira’s spine. Her heart pounded hard against her chest when she realized her entire body was paralyzed. She fell over onto her side like a toppled chair. The cloaked figure crouched next to her. Every instinct screamed for her to run but she couldn’t even jerk her head away as a gloved finger traced her jaw. 
 
    “So beautiful. So tempting. I could take you right now and you wouldn’t resist.” He leaned closer and sniffed Amira’s neck.  
 
    She struggled to scream, to make any sound at all but nothing came out except silent tears.  
 
    “Your fear smells delicious.” Then he ran his tongue across her cheek.  
 
    Amira screamed in her mind.  
 
    He whispered in her ear, “I wish you could resist me. So exciting, the feel of thrashing prey beneath me.” He pressed his body against hers, savoring her terror. “But I couldn’t take any chances with you. So now you are boring.” He abruptly stood and stalked out of her view. “Looks like we have company down there. And is that climbing gear? Fascinating.”  
 
    She heard rocks crunching underfoot, but she had no way to see where he was which only fed her fear.  
 
    “And here you lay helpless.” He chuckled as he drifted back into her line of sight.  
 
    Amira’s breathing came out in ragged pants and her vision grew fuzzy. Maybe it was just the prolonged fear, but she was getting queasy. 
 
    “You’ll pass out soon.” He knelt back down beside her and wrapped his hand around her throat. “I could squeeze and end your life. It would be so easy.” 
 
    Amira’s heart was racing way too fast. She couldn’t die like this. Her throat tightened and her vision grew spotty. Please save me, she prayed to any power who may be listening. 
 
    Right before she passed out, the grip around her neck loosened and she sucked in a gulp of air. “This is too boring. And she wants you alive.” The man sounded so disappointed.  
 
    Amira was dizzy with hope as the man released her and stood. She struggled to keep the man in focus as he walked away but her vision grew darker and her thoughts turned sluggish against her will. There was something important to remember but her mind betrayed her and slid into darkness.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The Prime Seer 
 
    The shadowy tentacles solidified into sharp claws that tore into her bare flesh. Crying out with the pain, she kicked one assailant off her but more latched on until she was buried in writhing flesh. A familiar man’s scream sent a burst of energy into her body and she ripped a gap through the attackers in time to see a shrouded figure plunging a red glistening knife into the wizard’s chest. 
 
    Amira fought the tangled blankets that threatened to strangle her and jolted upright. Radcliff! She looked down, but he was missing. Then she remembered the cloaked stranger, the dart, and frowned in confusion. How did she get back here? Was her assailant responsible or someone else? Panicked, she looked around but saw no signs of anyone nearby. Looking up at the lightening sky, Amira estimated it was perhaps two hours till dawn and the one person she was supposed to save was gone. Most likely taken by the man who drugged her.  
 
    Amira scrambled to her feet and quickly took inventory. The two bags were left behind but her sword and bow were missing. Cursing under her breath, she shoved the blankets in the packs. When her hand brushed against hardened leather and she pulled out the cracked sheath containing the wizard’s dagger, Amira felt a spark of hope. While it may not have the reach of her sword, at least now she was armed. 
 
     Tying the sheath around her thigh, Amira finished packing, looped both bags around her shoulders, and set off. Ideally, she’d wait until the sun rose to try tracking, but the dread from her dream clung to her like an overly tenacious cocklebur and wouldn’t let go. Somehow she just knew the wizard’s life was in danger and she’d be damned before she’d fail her most important mission. Fortunately, the smaller of the two moons, The Eye, had just risen. Small and sinister with its circular discoloration that made it look like its namesake, the moon provided just enough illumination to navigate around the rocks and fallen limbs that choked the plateau. Amira hated The Eye. It reminded her of a judgmental god glaring down upon its subjects, but tonight she was grateful for its light. 
 
    Since going south was really the only option, Amira started walking that direction while scanning the ground for tracks. It didn’t take long to spot freshly made ruts. Wheel barrow perhaps? At least it wasn’t a horse which would have put her even further behind. She followed the trail and tried not to think of her nightmare. Was it a vision or just her unconscious mind warning her the wizard was missing? And what did her assailant mean when he mentioned some woman wanting her alive. Who wanted her alive and why? 
 
    The night seemed to drag on as she stumbled around yet another craggy tree. The wind had picked up and had an icy bite to it—another ice storm must be blowing through. Amira shivered and held her cloak tighter. What if it came this far? There’s no shelter. Tremors ran through her body, but not from the cold. Taking a deep breath, she looked around at all the skeletal trees. The ice doesn’t get this far, or they’d be pulverized. Even with such solid reassurance, she picked up her pace. 
 
    She’d been walking for over an hour when a strange force pressed against her mind, like trying to press through thick cobwebs. Stopping, she searched for the source and became uneasy when she looked off to the side where the darkness seemed unnaturally dense. She dropped her bags, preparing for trouble. 
 
    Despite her nervousness, Amira kept her voice steady as she called out. “Show yourself, I know you’re there.” 
 
    A shadow detached itself and stepped forward into the setting moonlight, revealing a woman with frown lines marring her otherwise ageless beauty. She leaned on her wooden staff and sneered. “You are as weak and useless as ever. A true seer would have seen me well before now.”  
 
    “Who are you?” Amira had never seen this woman before, but her slightly aged look and the sheer power emanating from her meant this woman had been alive a very long time. 
 
    “I am the Prime Seer,” she said with dripping condescension. “You would know that if you had accepted my summons.” 
 
    Amira frowned in confusion. “I don’t recall receiving such.”  
 
    “Of course not! You didn’t have enough ability to hear it. And now I’m here to clean up your mess.” 
 
    “What mess?” Amira had to bite back a few choice curses. This woman’s tone was really beginning to anger her. It was a good thing there were no dung piles nearby or the temptation to throw one might be too great to ignore.  
 
    “You took the wizard away from his tower. Worse, you severed his connection to my charge. But no worries, that’s being fixed as we speak.” 
 
    “Wait! You can’t kill him! He’s needed to save the world.” Amira clenched her hands into fists and stepped closer. This woman would be singing a different song when she got her hands on her.  
 
    “Oh, was that a vision of yours?” The woman’s hand slashed the air in utter dismissal. “Nobody else shared it.”  
 
    Amira halted her advance, stunned. That couldn’t be right, she had to be lying. A vision this important would have been seen by others, at least in part. She shook her head. “You’re lying.” 
 
    “I have no reason to lie.” The woman tsked. “What? You believed your wild spurts were real?” She chuckled in mock sympathy. 
 
    “No. My visions have always been true.” Even when they came almost too late. A cold chill crawled up Amira’s spine, and she grew light headed. “It’s you,” she accused. “I thought he was crazy when he suggested outside interference, but you’ve been blocking the visions.” Her face paled, and she took a stumbling step back as she realized with growing horror the sheer amount of power it would take to block a seer. With no offensive magic of her own, she was in big trouble. 
 
    The woman shook her head and sighed. “You are wrong child. The gift always comes to the worthy. My power lies only in receiving the truth, not in shaping what others see.” 
 
    The admission should have been a relief, yet Amira’s panic intensified. “If not you, then who?” she gasped.  
 
    “Nobody has the power to change visions. What you see is twisted by the wild nature of your so-called gift. I’m sorry you’ve gone to so much trouble to save him, but your wizard must die.” 
 
    “No. You’re wrong.” She shook her head in denial. Her visions were never wrong, but she didn’t have time to try and change this woman’s mind, even assuming she could. Amira’s heart raced as she recalled the image of the knife plunging into the wizard’s chest. That would happen if she couldn’t get to him in time, she just knew it. “Where is he?” Amira demanded.  
 
    The woman glanced at a nearby rock before smirking. “He’s beyond your help now.” 
 
    Ignoring the woman, Amira began running to the rock. Perhaps there was a hidden passage…. 
 
    A white bolt shot out of the woman’s free hand and struck the ground in front of Amira. Struck blind, she tripped and slammed into the hard packed ground. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” The woman’s footsteps came closer. “Oh you think to save him?” she cooed. “Perhaps if you were actually a seer, you still could. Too bad that isn’t you.”  
 
    Amira squinted past the spots in her eyes to see the woman blocking the path. So be it, she’d go around.  
 
     The woman raised her left hand and pointed it at Amira’s chest. “If you were a true seer, not this weak and pathetic thing, you would have seen that attack coming and avoided it. Swear your oath of fealty to me right now or the next bolt will be lethal.”  
 
    Amira slowly stood on shaky legs, spat out a lump of blood, and growled. This woman might have power but Amira still had her stubborn determination. “I will never serve you.” Reaching down, she whisked the dagger from its sheath and snarled. Just let me get close enough and I’ll show you who’s weak and pathetic. 
 
    Move!  
 
    Amira rolled in the dirt and the bolt that would have hit her square on missed, but a spray of rocks blasted her arm. She blinked back the tears from the pain and tried to focus.  
 
    “Well, there’s a surprise. You actually dodged that one. Was it luck or is your feeble talent trying to kick in?”  
 
    The woman’s sarcastic barb fanned Amira’s anger, but she shoved it under control and scrambled to her feet. This was just like combat training when her instructor goaded her into making mistakes. She was no longer so easily provoked. Instead she turned cool eyes on the woman and watched her carefully. 
 
    Soon enough, the woman’s fingers twitched slightly and Amira didn’t hesitate, she dove to the side and smoothly rolled back to her feet in time to avoid the deadly bolt. She may not be able to tap into her sight on demand, but all those years of combat training taught her how to read body language. Panting, but more confident now, Amira replied, “It’s neither.” 
 
    Twitch 
 
    Amira jumped into another roll, this time at a diagonal so she could close the distance to her prey. She was definitely going to kill this nasty woman. Now she was the predator. 
 
    The woman narrowed her eyes and began hurling more insults, clearly irritated at Amira’s ability to dodge her spell. “You don’t even have any magic. You are weak and should have been culled long ago. Either submit to me now or face your end.” Now she pointed the staff Amira’s way. 
 
    She rolled twice to the left and barely avoided the double blast of power trailing behind. Her instincts were on high alert for survival and she trusted them. It was a struggle to keep the anger from taking over, despite her training, but Amira had spent a long time proving that she deserved her spot as a seer and not a castoff. 
 
    “You don’t have any magic girl. Why do you think you can become a seer?” Headmaster Callan asked Amira as she stood nervously at her entrance interview. 
 
    “I am a seer because of the visions, not because of any other spells I’d cast. Not having them doesn’t take that away.” 
 
    “But you can’t defend yourself.” 
 
    “I’ll do what norms do then, I’ll learn the sword.” 
 
    “Unheard of!” Bastion, Callan’s steward fumed. “You cannot allow it!” he beseeched the headmaster. 
 
    “Unorthodox, but perhaps the child has a point,” the headmaster replied. “You will have to work twice as hard and it will never come easy for you.” 
 
    Shoulders pulled back and chin jutting out with confidence, Amira told him, “This is what I want.” 
 
    Amira shook off the memory and narrowed her focus to the woman’s hands just in time to avoid the blast that very nearly shaved her head. That was too close for comfort. No more daydreaming! She widened her stance and prepared for another barrage. 
 
    “Your skill is a wild, untamed thing. You can’t possibly be using it now to avoid me. Keep moving little insect, you’ll soon falter and I’ll blast you to bits.”  
 
    Amira dodge-rolled five more times and didn’t have time to flinch when a rock sliced her cheek. She had to end this quickly before she got too tired. There was also a burning need to stick the dagger in that foul woman’s throat to shut her up. Her talent might be wild but when her visions came, they were true and could see a long time in the future. More than could be said for any other seer that she knew about. 
 
    “Enough playing around!” The woman’s anger was a palpable aura surrounding her red, puffed out face. With a grand, sweeping gesture, her staff arced through the air sending a solid ribbon of force outward. 
 
    With nowhere to dodge, Amira squeezed her eyes shut and braced for death. The knife in her hand grew unbearably hot, but the spell didn’t hit her.  
 
    The woman screamed in frustration. “What did you do?” 
 
    Without waiting for her luck to end, Amira charged the hateful woman. Another bolt shot straight for her chest and once again the knife grew hot. This time she saw it absorb the spell. Then she remembered how the knife cut through the magic shielding the wizard’s gems. With a feral grin, Amira slammed into the woman and plunged the dagger through the stunned woman’s chest, straight into her evil heart.  
 
    The woman stared at Amira in shock. “Impossible. You can’t…” A gurgling cough cut off whatever the woman had left to say. 
 
    Amira wiped the dagger clean on the woman’s sleeve before she responded, “Bet you didn’t see that coming.” She watched with great satisfaction as the last bit of life left the Prime Seer’s eyes.  
 
    Amira searched the body for anything worth taking and wound up with just the staff and a small magical glow light that fit within the palm of her hand. Good enough. The first rays of dawn hit the plateau and, like a physical manifestation of her visions, lit up the large rock the seer had been protecting. Strapping her bags around her shoulders, Amira headed that way and hoped she could find the wizard in time. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 6 
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    An Old Enemy 
 
    Radcliff woke to a pounding headache and a body that felt like it had been dragged across all the boulders in the wasteland. His hands and feet were tied together behind his back, leaving him belly down and breathing dirt. The very air reeked of underground. Definitely not where I was before sleeping.  
 
    Keeping his breathing steady and shallow, he listened to see if anyone else was there with him. Silence at first. Then, somewhere below, a distant dripping sound which suggested an underground source of water. There was the rustling of small rodents, but nothing else. Reassured, he opened his eyes only to stare back at absolute darkness. 
 
    “Amira?” he whispered. No reply. The dripping sound and the bitter, metallic taste in his mouth was an added torture to his body’s aches. Hopefully there was a way to reach the water. He began conjuring a light but the spike of pain splitting his skull snuffed that idea. Perhaps he should have held off on that final summoning.  
 
    Face it, you were trying to impress the lady. 
 
    Radcliff ignored the irritating mental voice and tried to come up with an idea for escaping the pitch black creepy underground cave while trussed up like a hog for the spit. 
 
    Good job using up all your magic. Now you are helpless. 
 
    He might be magically helpless but that didn’t mean he couldn’t do anything else.  
 
    You should just give up and die right now.  
 
    Depression slammed into Radcliff with brutal force while a bleak despair shrouded him like a thick fog. He thrashed against his bonds in a desperate bid to break free of both physical and mental chains, but they tightened the more he struggled. 
 
    Die! Die! Die! 
 
    The self-torture seemed to go on forever until an image popped into his mind—a picture of him trying to kill himself while still tied up. The impossibility made him laugh hysterically, and sliced a thin wedge through the bleakness. The miasma recoiled in surprise. Sensing weakness, Radcliff blasted it with more laughter, causing it to flee back into the corner of his mind. Slowly the madness faded and Radcliff sagged with relief until other voices returned to torment him. 
 
    The woman betrayed you. 
 
    It’s no use, sunrise is near. Then you truly will be as helpless as a newborn baby. 
 
    Shut up! Radcliff roared back. If you don’t have anything helpful to contribute, then stay silent, he ordered. The silence in his mind came as a shock. He poised, ready to strike at any other voices, but none piped up with their unwanted opinions. Determined to keep the voices silent and avoid thinking about how crazy that likely made him, Radcliff dove into the problem of how to remove the bonds.  
 
    First that would require searching the area for something sharp. In order to do that, he would actually need to move. Tied up as he was, moving anywhere would be a challenge. Radcliff settled on a combination of rocking side to side and using his knees and shoulders to make a convoluted forward motion. The lack of air flow, a sense of weight ahead, and his limited mobility options encouraged him to explore in that direction. When he finally brushed up against solid stone, he used his cheek to search for something rough or sharp. Inch by inch he crawled along the bottom of the rock wall, stopping to rest whenever his muscles cramped up. Time seemed to drag to a standstill. Sweaty despite the chill, Radcliff grew frustrated after the tenth time he had to take a break without success. After the next such halt, he came close to cheering when something pointy jabbed into his cheek.  
 
    Of course, finding a means to slice his bonds was the easy part. The harder task lay in contorting his numb limbs high enough to reach while ignoring the muscle spasms that shot through his back. It was an awkward and slow process. He would rock his bound limbs over where he thought the sharp projection was and half the time it would slice into skin. Then he’d have to rest before trying again. Soon, the ropes became saturated with his blood and sweat.  
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, one of the ropes snapped and he was able to free his hands. White hot needles of pain shot through the numb fingers. He flexed them to restore circulation and gritted his teeth until he regained enough feeling to free his legs.  
 
    It took several minutes of massage before Radcliff tried to stand, and when he did, his legs buckled and he crashed into the rough stone wall. He clung to it until they were able to support him. Then, using the wall as a guide, Radcliff shuffled towards the dripping water sound. After slamming into a stone column, he grew more careful and swept a leg in an arc before taking a step. The sound of water grew tantalizingly close when he heard footsteps and froze. Then he heard voices. 
 
    “The girl has gone missing.” 
 
    “Well don’t just stand there, get a group together and go find her. Then bring her to me.” The last order was almost lost to the angry echoes which kept reverberating long after the lackey’s running footsteps faded.  
 
    “Now, where is my latest prize?”  
 
    There was a sinister element to the now quiet, sibilant voice that made Radcliff shudder.  
 
    The footsteps came closer. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”  
 
    Radcliff shrank into the shadows as light spilled past. Looking around, he didn’t see a better place to hide, but he spied a rock and picked it up, ready to use it as a weapon. 
 
    “Radcliff… I know you are near. Be a good little prisoner and step forth!” 
 
    How did he know my name? As soon as the stranger came around the corner, Radcliff struck for his head. 
 
    His opponent must have sensed the attack because he pulled back enough to avoid the major blow and got clipped in the mouth instead. The man grunted in pain, then shot a blast of force into Radcliff, knocking him into the wall and pinning him down. 
 
    “That hurt and almost got you killed,” the tall cloaked man said as he stalked closer. He stopped less than a foot in front of Radcliff and wiped a dribble of blood off his mouth. A lantern in the man’s other hand gave off a green glow that cast distorted shadows on the bottom half of his face, making his swelling lip appear overly large and turning his nose into a sharp spike. The man ran his tongue slowly across his palm to clean it of blood and gave a throaty groan of pleasure. When he was finished, he looked up at Radcliff and smirked. 
 
    “I’m still learning about my latest acquisition. Force punch. Like it?” At Radcliff’s continued silence, the man huffed in irritation. “Of course you don’t remember, do you? Last time we met, a long time ago, I wasn’t as magically endowed and you weren’t as forgetful.” He snickered. “Or well, you were, but just not until after I left.” He stepped closer and examined Radcliff closely. “It seems you’ve aged…” 
 
    Radcliff flinched as the man’s unnaturally cold, scarred fingers ran across his face. He tried to shrink away from the touch but the spell kept him immobile. The man’s breath smelled like rotting corpses and exuded a wrongness that set him on edge.  
 
    “That’s my fault of course.” He stroked Radcliff’s temples. “I took your power. You weren’t using it anyway.” The man peered intently at Radcliff before sighing. “You’re no fun. You don’t fear me like you should.” His petulant pout slowly morphed into a sick parody of a sensual display when the man ran his tongue slowly over his bottom lip and moaned. “I wish you could remember what I did to you. How painful it was.” 
 
    Every nerve screamed at Radcliff to flee or at least not to cause more attention than he already had, but if there was any chance this man could return his memory, he’d take it and face the consequences. “Restore my memory then,” he goaded. 
 
    “Sadly, only the council can do that.” The man placed both palms on either side of Radcliff’s head and leaned closer. “They sealed their spells with their own magical signatures. The girl lets me steal abilities, but not those.” 
 
    “The girl?” Radcliff asked while still trying to process the revelation about the council. He needed his journal to write that down before he forgot. And how long until sunrise? He knew somehow it wasn’t much longer.  
 
    The man stepped away from Radcliff and began pacing in the narrow corridor. “Ah yes, I will introduce you very soon. And then I will take your summoning ability for my own.” 
 
    Radcliff was so relieved the man wasn’t touching him anymore that it took a few seconds for his words to penetrate. “What?” 
 
    “Your meddling companion should have left you in the tower. At least there you’d still be alive. I don’t have the means to harness your power again but I rather like the idea of being able to summon things.”  
 
    Radcliff tried not to gag when the foul smelling man stopped pacing and stood nose to nose with him. 
 
    “Yes, this will work out much better.” He leaned in even closer so he could whisper in Radcliff’s ear. “Of course, for me to gain your powers permanently, you’ll have to die.” He leaned back and shrugged. “Too bad for you. And so good for me.” The foul man chortled and spittle landed on Radcliff’s cheek.  
 
    Only the certain knowledge that the spell would let him choke on his own vomit lent Radcliff the will to hold it back. 
 
    “In fact, I should thank your companion for bringing you to me.” The man sighed in dramatic fashion and continued in a fake-sorry tone. “Oh, too bad she’s dead.”  
 
    Radcliff felt gut punched. No, she couldn’t be dead. 
 
    The man’s smile grew impossibly wide. “Oh, this is truly exciting! You actually care for her even though she’s the reason you are here to die.” Then he laughed. 
 
    The hairs on the back of Radcliff’s head stood on end. That was no normal man’s laugh but the sound of a torturer who enjoyed playing with his prey. Radcliff struggled to break free, but it still held him fast.  
 
    “Since we have some time to kill, I may as well have a bit of fun.” As the man stepped back into Radcliff’s personal space, he reached into a pocket and pulled out a metal thimble with a sharp spike an inch long protruding from the front. He placed it on his index finger before lightly pressing it against Radcliff’s chest. “Favorite of the emperor,” he spat. “I wanted your death for a long time and when that interfering witch thwarted your execution I was livid.” He cut through the leather tunic and ripped it open. “Then I thought of another plan. Why not steal your power? Hmm, let’s see if you are as tough and stubborn as you once were. Will you scream for me?” He shoved the point into Radcliff’s flesh and dragged it horizontally across his chest. 
 
    The burning pain was excruciating but Radcliff refused to make a sound. It likely didn’t matter, but the indomitable will that fought the voices also refused to give any satisfaction to his torturer.  
 
    “No? Very well. How about we remove a finger?” 
 
    Radcliff’s heart raced and sweat trickled down his neck. If he wanted to live, he needed a plan, soon. He watched, helpless, as the thimble spike moved slowly across his chest to his shoulder, then ran along his arm to his fingertips. The sadist was enjoying his fear and drawing it out. Radcliff intensified his struggles against the magic keeping him locked in place, but nothing budged. In desperation, he delved into his magic and nearly blacked out at the pain. This time though, there was something just outside his reach. He just needed to buy more time. 
 
    Desperate, Radcliff began to laugh.  
 
    The needle paused. “What’s so funny?” his captor asked. 
 
    Radcliff kept laughing as he watched the man’s pleasure-sated smile turn into a thin, angry line. A fist connected with his gut and Radcliff wheezed as he struggled to catch his breath. 
 
    “Speak!” 
 
    Spittle struck Radcliff’s cheek. The disgusting, death-stench smell of the oozing phlegm forced him to swallow a rush of bile to avoid throwing up. He sucked in another painful breath, this time through his mouth, and focused on provoking his captor some more. “I just realized how scared you must be of me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” The soft voice was poised menace waiting to pounce. 
 
    “With all your stolen magic and my lack, you still had to pin me helpless before you dared get close. I must have really done something to you in the past.” Then Radcliff smirked. He didn’t even see the punch that crashed into the right side of his face but he did hear the man’s bellow of incoherent rage. As darkness reached out to engulf him, he consoled himself that at least broken bones could mend unlike missing pieces. 
 
    “The Prime’s not back yet and we have strangers approaching the entrance.” 
 
    The panicked voice brought Radcliff back to awareness at the same time a fiery pain exploded across his skull. A groan escaped before he could muster the willpower to stifle it. He cracked his eyes open a slit to assess the damage, though only the left one cooperated. Radcliff sighed with relief to see the cloaked man at the other end of the corridor. Good, he wasn’t close. Likely he didn’t realize his prisoner had awakened. 
 
    The familiar sinister voice replied in a brisk, clipped tone. “Probably some of the council’s men. Block the entrance and prepare a defense.”  
 
    “But what about the Prime?”  
 
    The man slammed the lackey against the wall and put an arm across his throat. “Do not question me. The Prime can take care of herself. Do what you must but do not let them get through.” He released the underling and shoved him out of Radcliff’s view. There was a brief pause of silence before running footsteps that faded quickly. The lackey was gone. Torture would resume shortly.  
 
    Radcliff struggled to clear his mind. His body had suffered more damage after losing consciousness but his plan to gain more time worked. Was it enough? Ignoring the tremors of fear caused with each approaching step, Radcliff dove deep and searched for the elusive thread he saw earlier. He would only have one shot at this. But what could he actually do with such little power? He had spent hours reading the journal and memorizing each item—summoning several. Most items required too much power or wouldn’t do enough damage. Then he remembered the vial. An acid designed to melt stone. What would it do to human flesh? He didn’t have the memories to answer that, but it was the best he could come up with.  
 
    The man grinned at Radcliff. “Are you ready to squeal my stuck little pig?” 
 
    Radcliff ignored the man and pictured the vial located in a forgotten store room at the emperor’s fortress. It was dusty and cobwebs surrounded it on the wooden shelf in the back corner. The air smelled stale. The liquid in the vial was clear, viscous, and had a sharp metallic tang. He didn’t even notice the scrape of metal on flesh while he held the fully formed image in his mind and captured the tiny thread of magic. His will was unbreakable even as the needle slid into the tip of his little finger. Object in mind, thread in hand, nothing else existed except the man’s mouth opened in sadistic pleasure. That’s when he pulled and then pushed. 
 
    The man’s scream was high pitched and frightening but ended abruptly. He dropped to the ground like a cut puppet and began to thrash violently as his mouth frothed and dissolved away. 
 
    The force spell snapped and Radcliff stumbled away, wincing with each step, until he finally got enough distance to avoid colliding with the man’s wild gyrations. He watched in cold satisfaction as the man stilled. When he stepped closer to make sure the man was dead, a black vapor erupted from the ruins of the corpse and swirled around the body. Radcliff recoiled at a terrible sense of evil and stumbled back several steps while keeping an eye on the unnatural smoke. Like a snake it struck at him but jerked to a stop just short of touching him. It formed a toothy maw and hissed in anger before shooting up into the ceiling, leaving Radcliff trembling and faint. What in the world was that? Or maybe the better question to ask was what not in the world was it? When he looked back at the body, it had collapsed like an empty sack until nothing but shriveled skin remained along with a foul stench of blood and decay.  
 
    The walls began closing in on him. Radcliff tried to block the panic, but he was too frayed. Something was tugging at his mind, a mere annoyance at first, but it was growing stronger the longer he stood there. He needed to get out now. Mustn’t forget the girl. Why was she important? That’s when he realized what this was all about—sunrise was coming. He visualized a solid wall surrounding his innermost memories which made the pain worse. Ignoring it, he grabbed the discarded lantern and limped down the tunnel. He didn’t have much time left before he forgot everything. Maybe he’d already forgotten something important. It didn’t matter. He was keeping a tight hold on whatever was left. 
 
    The pain intensified with each step. Radcliff was almost doubled over when he arrived at a fork in the passage. Sounds of fighting echoed past the right tunnel so Radcliff chose the left path, once again using the wall as a crutch. He only made it two steps before sharp claws stabbed the inside of his head and he collapsed. Unable to force his clenched muscles to move, Radcliff huddled against the wall and fought for more time. It was a useless gesture, but he refused to give in. He would remember the girl until the bitter end. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 7 
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    The Nothing in the Void 
 
    The large rock sat at the beginning of a gouged out furrow littered with rocks and boulders of all sizes. The ugly scar looked like the result of a tossed giant sliding to a slow stop. Amira hoped that whatever really made it was long gone. The angle of descent started off shallow but quickly grew steeper until ending at a jagged hole in the ground. Huge worm tunnel? She stifled a nervous giggle at the thought. A rope was tied to a nearby tree and dangled into the dark abyss.  
 
    While gathering the courage to descend into the absolute darkness, Amira saw a faint light at the bottom growing brighter. Then she heard boots scraping stone and loose rocks falling. Someone was coming! Amira scrambled away from the opening and hid behind a large boulder.  
 
    A young man scrambled out of the hole and looked warily around before heading up the scar. Amira waited several heartbeats longer to make sure he wasn’t coming back right away before returning to the mouth.  
 
    No time to dawdle. Securing the strange staff between the two packs and their straps, she grabbed the rope, took a deep breath, and slipped over the edge. With the rope as a guide, she slowly picked her way down the almost vertical hole. The absolute darkness made it impossible to tell how deep it was, so when her feet touched bottom unexpectedly, the resulting scraping sound echoed loudly in the tight space.  
 
    Amira froze. After a harrowing minute of complete silence, she deemed it safe enough to bring out the light. Reaching into her pocket, she fumbled around for the small mage lamp and raised it to examine her surroundings. 
 
    The entrance was roughly made but the central area was cleared of rubble. The rocky debris had been moved and stacked along the edges of the jagged walls. Clearly, whoever was camped here had been occupying the cave for some time.  
 
    Amira freed the staff and clutched it tightly. Then she took a deep breath and let it out along with some of her tension. No sense in remaining here. If she was discovered, she’d deal with it. Reassured, Amira crept through the passage which coiled around like a snake. She paused at each blind curve to listen for trouble before continuing. All was dead silence until she arrived at the first intersection. 
 
    Amira heard voices approaching along the left tunnel, so she ducked right and accidentally kicked a small rock, sending it scattering across the hard packed dirt with a loud ping, ping, ping. In an awesome display of terrible luck, it kicked loose a pile of precariously stacked rocks which came crashing to the ground with an echoing boom. Amira’s breath seized up as she stood frozen with dread.  
 
    “Did ya hear that?” a thin, nervous voice cried out not too far away.  
 
    Amira’s heart raced and her hands gripped the staff tighter. A quick survey told her she was in a dead end. Footsteps approached. Fighting was the wrong choice without more information. They were almost here! Spying a large boulder in the back, Amira lunged for it and got herself stuck in the tight gap between the rock and the wall, leaving her boots exposed. Out of time, she jammed the light down her jerkin and breathed into her sleeve to stifle her ragged breaths. She hoped they didn’t have a bright light.  
 
    “Bean, that you?” It was the same voice as earlier, but even more jittery. He sounded young. 
 
    A heavier set of footsteps halted nearby. “Maybe it’s a biter,” a gravelly voice teased. 
 
    “Don’t even say that!”  
 
    Light illuminated the tiny space except where the rock cast its shadow. Amira slowly shifted her feet closer to the wall and hoped they looked like another shadow. 
 
    “Don’t see nothin’.” Jitter sounded reluctant to search any closer.  
 
    “C’mon, let’s check the entrance. Bean should be there.” Gravel sounded bored. 
 
    Sweat trickled down Amira’s back and began itching, but she dared not move a muscle. Jitter and Graval were still standing just feet away, and now she heard a third set of running footsteps growing louder. The new arrival skidded to a halt.  
 
    “Bean, where you been?” Jitter cracked with enthusiasm. 
 
    “What’s the hurry?” Gravel inquired. 
 
    “Boss, we got trouble.” Bean’s overly excited voice sounded even younger than Jitter’s. “The Prime is missing and strangers are poking around up top by the entrance.” 
 
    “Go remove the rope,” Gravel ordered. 
 
    “Um… you s… sure?” Bean stuttered. 
 
    “Ok, I’ll remove the rope, you inform the master.” 
 
    “No, no, that’s ok,” Bean replied. His receding footsteps immediately turned into a fast run as he called out, “I’ll get the rope.” 
 
    Gravel chuckled. “Don’t blame ’m none. I hafta inform the master. Meanwhile, round up the men and bring um back here. Looks like we get a fight after all.” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    As the footsteps receded, Amira sagged with relief. They hadn’t discovered her and the coming distraction sounded like the perfect time to skirt past more of them, whoever they were. She still had no idea who took Radcliff or what they wanted with him. The young man up top didn’t wear anything that could be identified. So far they looked like mercenaries and were non-magical. Not that she was any better off given her unpredictable talent. The only thing in her favor was surprise and a borrowed staff. 
 
    When Amira tried to get up, she found herself tightly wedged in. She had to wriggle, push and shove before finally getting free, though not without a few scrapes and bruises. Checking both packs to ensure they weren’t damaged, she slung them back over her shoulders and moved closer to the exit. Wiping her sweaty palms on her pants, she waited. With nothing to focus on, the darkness began to press in on her and all the concerns she’d pushed aside since the moment the wizard went missing came swarming back with a vengeance. She’d be discovered. She’d be killed. He’d be dead. Amira pressed her hot cheek against the cold, rough wall and breathed in the clean earthy smell. She pictured the training field of her youth, the churned earth turned sloppy after a heavy rain.  
 
    Instructor Ardham bellowed at them to fall in line and paced before his mud splattered trainees, a perpetual scowl on his face.  
 
    “Fear is a two-edged sword. It can make you sharper, faster, and keep you alive. Or it can weigh you down like the heaviest stone and get you killed. You can be the best swordsman in the world but only if you discipline your mind. Sit.” When the trainees were slow to obey, his voice cracked like thunder. “Sit your butts down now! Yes, in the mud. Yes, getting wet and cold. You will train your minds to put aside all distractions.”  
 
    Amira remembered feeling just as disgruntled as the other students, maybe more. Meditation, she believed, was for magic users not warriors, and was the least favorite of her magical lessons. To have to do it again for weapons training was extra torture. But here, alone in the dark, she was grateful for that long ago lesson. Picturing all her worries slowly draining away with each exhale, she brought her fears under control and had nearly fallen asleep when the rapid pounding of running footsteps echoed in the tunnel. Pressed up against the wall she could just see the shadowy outline of men clutching swords as they jogged past. She waited until silence fell before risking a light and stepping out. Seeing no immediate threat, she strode briskly through the tunnel. 
 
    The cavern seemed to go on forever as it wormed its way deeper underground. Amira could almost feel the weight hanging overhead as she halted at yet another branch. Once again she carefully studied both paths and picked the one most traveled. When she came to a dead end filled with barrels, she cursed under her breath and had to backtrack. She was still muttering curses at whatever entity created the confusing tunnel system when she turned a corner and was hit with a stench of rot and death so overwhelming she threw up.  
 
    Amira wiped her mouth with a shaky hand and covered her nose with her sleeve just in time to stave off another round of heaving. Leaning against the wall while she recovered her strength, she could just see the reflection of light off a puddle of blood and what looked to be melted flesh. She gagged and quickly looked away from the grisly sight. The body, what was left of it, blocked the path and she had no choice but to walk over it.  
 
    She shuddered and summoned her courage. It was just a body. She took a wobbly step forward and the hair on the back of her neck stood on end. Something wasn’t right. The area above the body looked darker than the rest of the tunnel. Amira took a calming breath and carefully kept her eyes on the wall ahead. Stupid nerves. She managed two steps this time before her feet refused to move. Her entire body was shaking and her sweat stank of fear. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the body was right in front of her. Just one long step over it and she’d be past. One step had never been so hard to make, but finally she did it. 
 
    Darkness imploded around her and she screamed but no sound came out. When she became aware again, she was floating, without body or form, in an empty black void. Where was she? As soon as the thought crossed her mind, a narrow jet of absolute emptiness shot forth from a ripped hole in space right in front of her. If she’d thought there was nothing around her before, she knew now how absolutely wrong she was. The thing writhing before her was the very definition of Nothing and she knew deep within her bones that a single touch would render her gone as if she’d never existed. 
 
    The Nothing bellowed its anger. RUINED! THWARTED BY A CRIPPLE! ALL OF MY WORK WASTED! It writhed and twisted in agitation until Amira felt ill, body or no body. Without warning it stilled and wave after wave of intense malice pulsed out from its center. NO MATTER. I WILL REAP THE HARVEST EARLY AND TAKE ONE MORE FROM HER. 
 
    A different type of pulse shot out from the Nothing and zeroed in on Amira’s location. She tried to move away, but had no idea how. If she had a body, her heart would be hammering an exit out of her chest. The Nothing’s full malevolent attention washed over her like a wick drenched in oil before the coming flame. AT LONG LAST I HAVE YOU ENSNARED IN MY TRAP. A surge of foulness brushed against her as the Nothing shifted closer. She struggled harder to break free and something stretched but then it snapped back in place. “No!” she shouted in growing desperation. YOU ARE WEAK NOW. I TAKE MY REVENGE. The Nothing was almost touching her! Beyond panicked, Amira shoved with all her strength, letting loose a mental scream as something tore and pain ripped through her.  
 
    The silent scream morphed into an audible shout as Amira’s knees slammed into the hard earth of the tunnel and her body pitched forward. Using the momentum, she rolled onto her back and crab walked away from the corpse as fast as she could manage. Her back slammed up against solid rock but she kept pushing against it anyway, not comprehending her lack of progress. Fear kept her eyes locked onto the pulsing blackness hanging over the body. A pair of red eyes formed, spotted her, and flashed in anger. She cowered as an oily, black tentacle coalesced and stretched to reach her. “Noooo,” she wailed and slammed her back against the wall in a frantic attempt to escape the certain doom. The thing absorbed the light in the tunnel until only a small glow was left shining from the lamp clutched tightly in Amira’s fist. When it was about a foot away, it paused, uncertain.  
 
    WHERE DID YOU GO? The angry voice shrieked and bellowed, shaking the floor beneath her. The appendage whipped around but couldn’t pinpoint her location. Finally, the void snapped shut with an audible pop, cleanly slicing through the mutated limb. It dropped to the floor with a solid thud and began to pulsate violently, releasing obnoxious, foul smelling smoke. Amira shrank into an even tighter ball to avoid being touched. When the air finally cleared, it was gone, but it left a message burned into the packed earth—THIS ISN’T OVER. 
 
    It was a long time before Amira was composed enough to stand. Checking to make sure all her valuables were still with her, Amira realized she’d dropped the staff next to the corpse. The thought of getting near it made her shudder and she seriously considered leaving it behind, but that would leave her with just the dagger which she wasn’t as skilled with. Not wanting to be near the corpse any longer than she had to, Amira lunged, grabbed the closest end, and then took off running down the tunnel. Somehow she still had a death grip on the light and used it now to put some distance between her and whatever that was. She ran in a blind panic until a strangled cry of agony cut through her terror and brought her to a stumbling halt. A dropped lantern dimly illuminated a crevice where she saw a shockingly familiar face. 
 
    “Radcliff!” She was never happier to see another person in her life. He sat on the floor with his hands wrapped around his legs rocking back and forth. When he looked up at the sound of her voice, Amira gasped at the swollen bruise on his face. She knelt before him and reached out to touch him but paused, unsure if it would make things worse. “Radcliff?” she gently prodded. 
 
    He stopped rocking and shot his hand out to grab her tunic and pull her close. “The girl,” he rasped. “You must save her.” His pleading eyes stared into hers. 
 
    Amira looked around but didn’t see anyone. She shrugged it off. Better imaginary girls than… she shied away from thinking about it. “I need to get you out of here before we are discovered and killed.” Or worse… She mentally cringed. Nope, still not thinking about the thing she encountered. She tried to lift the wizard off the floor. 
 
    Radcliff gripped her tighter, resisting her pull. “She’s important,” he hissed through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Why?” Amira asked, genuinely confused. Why was he fixated on some girl? 
 
    “I don’t remember, she just is,” Radcliff shouted in frustration. Another spasm racked his body, and he gripped her so hard his knuckles turned white. 
 
    Amira sighed and decided to just placate him so they could get moving. She really needed the sun on her face so she could forget what she saw back there. “Ok, if we find her on our way out she can come with us. But you’re my only responsibility and my only concern. Now let’s get you up and moving.” 
 
    “No!” Radcliff growled and shoved her back.  
 
    Amira’s eyes widened in alarm when she saw him holding a dagger to his throat. She looked down and saw the empty sheath. How did he get it without my noticing? 
 
    “Swear on your power to find the girl and keep her safe or I will end your responsibility.” Despite the obvious pain in his eyes, Amira also saw intense conviction as well as a touch of madness. He’d do it. Part of him wanted to do it. She recalled his bouts of depression and grew chilled. 
 
    “Ok,” she choked out the words, “I swear by my power to find the girl.” 
 
    “And keep her safe,” he prompted. A tremble in his hands caused the dagger to dig into his flesh. 
 
    Amira rushed her words when she saw blood beading around the blade. “And keep her safe!” she shouted. “Can I take the dagger now?” she pleaded and held out her hand. 
 
    Radcliff dropped the dagger. 
 
    Amira wasted no time scooping it up and sheathing it. Only then did she exhale with relief. One battle fought, more to go. As she knelt to help him up, once again he resisted. 
 
    “Memory…” he choked out. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Only council can fix—” Radcliff broke off as another painful spasm wracked his muscles so hard his back arched. His hoarse, agonizing scream was mercifully cut short when he passed out. 
 
    Amira caught him before he hit the ground and held him in her arms. Settling with his head in her lap, she wiped the sweat off his brow and tried to convince herself he was the enemy and deserved his punishment. It didn’t work—she was responsible for his pain and was beginning to feel guilty about it. If only he was the same uncaring, arrogant asshole he’d been in that council room so long ago. That man she still hated. But the man without his memories was innocent and far too likable. Then what he did hit her full force, and she grew ill. She knew for sure it was well past sunrise and he hung onto two pieces of information until he could pass them on. His pain wasn’t just from the transition, it was also because he was fighting the obliviate spell.  
 
    Amira’s admiration for this man was growing. The same man who murdered thousands of innocents. Horrified at her conflicting emotions, she looked at his sunken face, etched with centuries of suffering, and could barely see the man he once was. She absentmindedly caressed his unbruised cheek. What might have happened in his youth to turn him into such a villain? Because surely, how he was without his memory was the way he could have been. Should have been.  
 
    Once, shortly after the wizard’s sentencing, Amira searched out information on Radcliff but the council was very quick and thorough. No mention of his name or deeds survived the purge. And this council was the only hope to restore his memory? Amira hoped Radcliff was wrong despite the pain he suffered in getting her that information, because she couldn’t see that happening. One problem at a time, Amira. 
 
    “Hello beautiful.” Storm gray eyes looked up at her in blatant admiration and he smiled at her as if she was the most precious thing he’d ever seen. 
 
    I am the only thing he’s ever seen today. The thought squeezed at her heart and she had to look away to collect herself. Taking a deep breath, she shoved aside her feelings and tackled the immediate problem head on.  
 
    “We have to get out of here. Can you stand?” 
 
    “For you, I can do anything.” 
 
    Amira rolled her eyes at his not so ineffective charm, then pulled him up and allowed him to lean on her longer than he probably really needed. This was not a side of him she wanted to know about. That’s when she noticed his ripped tunic and blood dripping down his chest. “Radcliff, what happened?” she asked before realizing the futility of questioning a man with no memory. 
 
    “Is that my name?” he whispered, sounding vulnerable. 
 
    She ignored the stirrings of emotion and dug into her bag, retrieving a small cloth. Carefully, she wiped up the blood and inspected the gash. While long, it wasn’t deep enough to require stitches, and the bleeding had already stopped. “Yes, you are Radcliff, I’m Amira,” she replied while looking over the rest of his body. Aside from a bloody fingertip, she found no additional damage. She grabbed the spare lantern and stuffed it and the cloth in her bag, preferring the smaller mage light in case they needed to go dark fast. Once Amira had everything in place, she grabbed her staff. “Let’s go,” she ordered. 
 
    After taking a few steps with him leaning on her, she pulled away, and he seemed to take the hint. He walked with a slight limp but maintained his distance. They walked together in silence until they reached a fork, at which point Amira decided to lay out their problem. “You were taken here. I don’t know why. Enemies surround us, but most should be at the entrance, fighting.” She paused, remembered the oath and swore under her breath. “We are looking for a girl and another exit. I only hope we find one.” She knelt to examine the floor, but neither path had many footsteps. She tossed up the decision to her best guess and stepped down the right path. 
 
    “This way.”  
 
    Radcliff’s voice startled her. Amira turned to see him gesturing left with an arrogant confidence reminiscent of his long ago self. “Why?” she asked with suspicion. Was he just trying to be contrary? 
 
    He lifted up a strip of his ripped tunic and held it in front of her face. It remained limp. Then he shifted to the left path and lifted it up again. It fluttered. “See?” he replied. “Air current. The exit is this way.” Amira begrudgingly let him lead the way. For a man with no memory, Radcliff was amazingly resourceful and intelligent. No wonder the council feared him. 
 
    Radcliff led the way in silence. Only the tap, tap of her staff and their footsteps echoed in the winding tunnels. Amira lost track of how long they spent navigating the maze. When the wizard faltered, she called a halt, and they ate a quick meal. Neither spoke a word as they resumed their trek. The shadows in the tunnels preyed on Amira’s mind and had her looking back, expecting to see the Nothing hunting them. She didn’t realize how close she’d crowded the wizard until her arm brushed up against him. She jerked it away and scowled, mentally kicking herself for seeking comfort from her stupid fears. I don’t need or want his company. Then she took another look around. Yeah right, ok, that’s a lie, she finally admitted. She’d take her enemy’s company any day in this underground nightmare. 
 
    Just when Amira thought they’d be lost forever, a girl’s ear splitting shriek of absolute terror broke the silence. Amira readied her staff for battle as she sprinted down the tunnel. She could hear angry voices now along with more cries of alarm. When she turned into a side tunnel, the space opened into a large cavern. A huge mound of rubble, likely from a collapsed upper tunnel, filled the entire back left corner. Two thugs in black leathers stood at the base while three others were scrambling up it chasing after a thin waif who dodged and darted around the larger boulders with surprising agility. As she surveyed the scene and came up with the beginnings of a plan, Radcliff caught up, wheezing from the run. Amira dragged him off to one side, dropped her packs, and stuffed the light in his hand. “Wait here.” Without waiting to see if she was obeyed, Amira pulled up her hood and stalked forward.  
 
    The girl found a tiny crawl space under one of the larger rocks and backed into it. One man tried to reach in and yanked his arm back with a curse, sporting a crushed fingertip. The second one unsheathed his sword, but the third grabbed his sword arm. “Are you crazy? He wants her alive.” The second one grunted and sheathed the weapon, then he unbuckled his sword belt. Holding the sheath as a makeshift club, he carefully picked his way past the first man.  
 
    Before he could poke at the girl with it, Amira called out in challenge. “What are you doing here? You are needed at the entrance.” 
 
    Five pairs of eyes turned and glared at her before quickly widening in fearful recognition, then looked down. The fifth man, apparently their leader, spoke. “Prime Seer. The master ordered us to catch the girl.” 
 
    “I will handle the girl. You will handle the intruders. Go now,” Amira ordered in her best arrogant tone. She only hoped none of them really knew the Prime or this ploy would backfire terribly. Five to one odds was never good, and these men were hired killers. She held her breath as they grumbled but crawled back down the mound. She made sure to keep in the shadows as they approached and stepped aside when they came closer.  
 
    When they left the room without a backward glance, Amira exhaled and giggled with relief. She couldn’t believe that worked! That joyful feeling slowly ebbed as she realized they took all the light with them. Her unhelpful mind flashed back to an image of the corpse and memories of… it… Amira gripped the staff tighter and struggled to control her breathing. She would not let her fears rule her. 
 
    Light flared up by the entrance and she whirled around, poised to attack. When she saw the wizard’s craggy face, she lowered the weapon and used it for support while she calmed her racing heart. He looked as battered physically as she felt mentally. While he limped towards her laden with all of their stuff, she began climbing the mound to rescue the girl. It was well past time to get out of here.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 8 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Escaping the Cave 
 
    It should have been easy to grab the girl and go, yet Amira’s knees were aching from kneeling too long on the rough stone and she was seriously debating leaving the stubborn child behind. Only the oath kept her there, trying to coax the child out for the umpteenth time.  
 
    “It’s safe, but we need to go now,” she pleaded again. Her falsely honeyed voice was laced with irritation and she had to bite back a snarl as the girl scurried even farther back. Amira didn’t realize the space was that big or perhaps the girl just shrank in on herself. Only her eyes could be seen in the shadowy crevice. Those stared back with distrust, fear, and a fierce glint of stubbornness. 
 
    Amira reached in and snatched her hand away when the girl hissed and attacked with a rock. She should have remembered that from before—it didn’t work well for the thug either. Her other hand unconsciously tightened on the staff. Like that last brute, she had a half mind to use it to prod the child free—the staff was certainly long enough to serve. She was still debating the wisdom of such an action when a hand landed on her shoulder. She twirled around with a retaliatory strike and barely halted in time to avoid smacking the wizard’s knee caps. 
 
    “Let me try,” he said, standing there nonchalant and calm as could be despite the near hit. 
 
    “Gladly,” Amira growled back. It would serve him right to get annoyed too. When she stood, her bones creaked so loudly they surely heard her back at the entrance. She stalked away and stood by the exit in case those men returned. At the sound of humming, she turned around and her jaw dropped at the sight of Radcliff sitting cross legged and juggling four uneven rocks. His pleasant tenor voice rose and fell with the arc the largest rock made in its motion between his hands.  
 
    The girl no longer looked terrified and Amira held her breath as she crept closer. The wizard ignored everyone, his brow furrowed in concentration as the juggling grew wilder. The girl actually gasped when the wizard nearly lost control. With a flourish, he recovered just in time to save the rocks from hitting the ground and began to swirl them around more swiftly.  
 
    The girl exited the crevice, completely fascinated by the display. 
 
    Radcliff’s humming grew faster and more intense as the rocks whizzed about, just one hairs breadth shy of disaster. Then, he made a strangled sound like something dying and the rocks flew in all directions except where the girl crouched, entranced. One shot straight up and when it landed on the wizard’s head, he made a conking noise and let his head sink into his chest like he’d been knocked out. The guilty culprit rolled off his head and plopped onto the ground right in front of the girl. 
 
    She shot looks between the rock and Radcliff, finally breaking into a quiet laugh as if she feared attracting attention. When Radcliff didn’t respond she grew silent and looked worried. Taking another step closer, she tentatively stretched out her hand to touch his face.  
 
    The wizard’s eyes slowly opened and he smiled. 
 
    The girl gave him a tentative, shy smile back which quickly turned into a huge grin and a hug. 
 
    Amira couldn’t decide whether she wanted to puke, strangle the girl, or throw something at the wizard, but at least he succeeded and they could finally get out of here. “We need to leave,” she whispered, trying not to alarm the child or send her back into hiding. 
 
    The girl flinched and snapped her head to look at Amira with wild eyes, like she’d forgotten anyone else was around, but Radcliff whispered something that snagged her attention and had her smiling again. He held her in his arms as he got up and she clung to him as if he was her most prized possession. Amira could only shake her head as she gathered their things and led the way back out of the cavern. “We need to find another way out,” she tossed over her shoulder to remind him. 
 
    The girl whispered furiously in his ear. Radcliff whispered back. Amira ignored the pair as she edged into the main tunnel, looking both ways for enemies before stepping out.  
 
    “I can lead us to the exit,” Radcliff stated with great confidence. 
 
    “What?” Amira whirled around in surprise. 
 
    “The girl found it last summer. She was trying to reach it when those men discovered her escaping and chased her under that rock.” 
 
    “Humph,” Amira grunted. She wasn’t sure how much they should trust the child but it wasn’t like they had much of a choice. “Lead on then.” She waved him forward and stepped aside to let Radcliff slip past. Following behind with her staff gripped firmly, Amira strained to hear or see any danger before it came into view. If they were attacked from behind, she was confident about holding them off in the narrow confines. However, threats from ahead posed a problem. 
 
    Her anxiety was at an all-time high when Radcliff stopped abruptly. She nearly plowed into him before noticing. “What is it?” she whispered through clenched teeth.  
 
    “The exit is through there,” Radcliff whispered back and pointed at a dark spot in the wall. 
 
    Amira moved the mage light closer. It revealed a smooth round hole that was barely tall enough to reach her waist. “That’s it?” she squeaked nervously. 
 
    Radcliff was already on his knees crawling after the girl.  
 
    There was certainly a strong air current blowing out from the hole which would indicate a possible exit. Unfortunately, the air stank like a dead something or other had been rotting for weeks. Amira wrinkled her nose in disgust. She dropped the packs and opened hers. Rummaging around, she finally found the small rope and tied both packs together so they could drag behind her one after the other. After tying the free end around her waist she studied the so-called exit tunnel one last time. The staff could be a problem if she came upon a tight bend but she didn’t want to leave it behind. Shrugging, she decided to chance it.  
 
    Amira got down on all fours and plunged in. After several minutes of crawling, her knees were complaining, her breathing sounded like a wheezy bellows in the narrow space, and her thoughts began fixating on getting stuck, especially after the third time her shoulders brushed both sides of the tunnel at the same time. It was stupid, she knew, given that Radcliff was still moving and his shoulders were wider despite his gaunt frame. This was the first time she wasn’t sorry that he’d starved all those years—he wouldn’t have fit otherwise.  
 
    While she wasn’t afraid of tight spaces in general, the idea of becoming trapped escalated to the point where Amira couldn’t breathe and her muscles were locking up. Only the greater fear of being left behind forced her to keep moving forward one halting crawl-step at a time. Then Radcliff began humming and she felt like laughing at how stupid she was being. Grinning, she sped up until she could see him again.  
 
    The tunnel began to gradually slope downward which Amira took as a good sign. She wasn’t sure how far below the plateau’s surface they’d already traveled but she figured they still had a ways to go, assuming the exit came out close to the base. Unfortunately, the smell got worse. Breathing in through the mouth didn’t help much and she was one more bad smell away from gagging.  
 
    The girl’s shrill scream made Amira almost jump out of her skin. “What’s going on?” she called out while trying to steady her galloping heart. 
 
    “I can’t see well enough to tell for sure but it looks like a corpse,” the wizard replied. 
 
    That would explained the odor.  
 
    “Can you pass me the light?” he asked. 
 
    In this tight space? Amira crawled forward and raised the light to watch where she was going. Radcliff was currently lying flat in the tunnel looking back at her. She managed to crawl over his legs and up his back until she could place the light in the hand stretched over his shoulder. Then she slowly crawled back, shoving the bunched up packs back until she was clear. 
 
    Grunts and mumbled cusses played counterpoint to the girl’s whimpers. And a soft buzzing noise? No, that was just the girl who was climbing backwards down Radcliff’s back. It was impossible to tell in the low light but Amira swore she was even filthier than before. 
 
    “Ok, I’m going to have to push it as we go.” Radcliff’s voice sounded strained. 
 
    The girl refused to leave Radcliff’s back, so he had to slither through the tunnel with her on top. “We have mud up ahead,” he warned. 
 
    Hah, this just keeps getting better and better. As if to punctuate her sentiment, Amira’s hand squelched into a thick ooze paste which came up to her elbow. “You didn’t say it was elbow deep.” 
 
    The wizard just grunted, shoved, and wriggled. 
 
    Amira was coated in mud and wrestling with stuck packs when something squirmed against her skin. Then something beetle-like flew across her face. “There’s things crawling around.” Her voice was shaky and she bit off a scream when something slimy pressed against her neck. “Please tell me there’s no snakes.” 
 
    “There’s no snakes. Just insects.” 
 
    “Oh good.” Not. Good. At. All. Stifling a whimper—she wouldn’t show weakness in front of the child—she mentally urged Radcliff to move faster. If her mind had any magical push to it, they’d be shooting out of that tunnel faster than they could take another breath. Her skin itched all over as she pictured creepy crawlies under her clothes, in her hair, and everywhere. 
 
    “Please tell me the exit is close,” Amira pleaded under her breath before mentally chastised herself for having less courage than the girl. Of course the kid was clinging to Radcliff like an extra appendage and was staying above the mud level. Then she realized Radcliff must be reducing the level of mud like a plow before she reached it. Amira shivered at the thought of how deep it really was. Plus, he had to shove a body in front to make way. Was she such a bad, bad person for being happy that he was in front? 
 
    Her hand smooshed into something distinctly fleshy. Her shriek sounded overly loud as it echoed in the darkness.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Radcliff stopped and raised the light behind him. 
 
    “Don’t stop!” Amira cried out, half embarrassed and half ashamed. So much for acting courageous, she thought as she clawed her hand through the mud trying to wipe it clean of fleshy bits. She wanted out of this tunnel yesterday. 
 
    Radcliff gave her a quick once over then started up his slow slither crawl. 
 
    Amira followed and tried not to think about what she might be crawling over or through. She felt as though every inch of skin was filthy and crawling with maggots, flies, worms, and worse things. No snakes she repeated to herself like a mantra. It wasn’t until the darkness looked noticeably lighter that her mind started working again.  
 
    “Is that the exit?” she asked, hopeful. 
 
    “Yes, we are close now,” Radcliff replied. 
 
     Amira couldn’t help it, she began to cry. Several emotions surged at once but relief was the clear winner, followed by a desperate need to feel the warm sunlight on her face. Never again would she go into a cave. Never. Ever. Not even if a snake was chasing her. Well, maybe in that case... 
 
    As soon as her companions exited and Amira saw that bright light, she charged it like an unstoppable force and finally stood in the open. She stretched her arms wide and closed her eyes, turning her face up to the sun to enjoy its warmth. Freed from confinement and darkness, her spirit soared and she smiled. 
 
    The ticklish feeling of legs crawling down her spine shattered the spell and Amira began frantically scratching and wriggling. Once her eyes adjusted to the sunlight, Amira saw just how much mud was caked onto her clothes. Some of the wetter clumps had maggots wriggling free. Eww. As she tried to scrape herself clean, Amira spotted salvation in the form of a river. 
 
    Without wasting any time, she ran to the water. Only the rope jerking her at the waist made Amira pause long enough to scrabble at the ties. Once freed, she didn’t stop there. Off came the boots and then the belt. The pants were stiff with mud and resisted coming off, but eventually they landed with a thud on top of the growing pile. It took longer to remove the tunic because the mud and maggots were wedged into the ties, making them slippery. She may have ripped one or two in her haste but she didn’t care—everything had to come off now. Finally stripped naked, Amira wasted no time running into the water and dug around the river bottom until she gathered enough gritty material to scrub her skin until it turned red. Then she unbraided her hair and pulverized it between two small rocks until she was sure no mud or bugs remained.  
 
    Only then was she able to pause and take in her surroundings. The tunnel exit came out at the end of the canyon where the river began to widen. Following the river away from the canyon, the land smoothed out into a flat plane littered with sparse vegetation and boulders. There was no significant source of cover as far as she could see. Amira’s face heated as she realized she was standing there, stark naked, where anyone could see her. Radcliff! She snapped her head to look upstream and sighed with relief when she saw Radcliff’s bare back and his intense focus on his own cleansing. At least he hadn’t seen her… yet.  
 
    Speaking of people seeing... she scanned the top of the plateau but saw nothing suspicious. Still, it was only a matter of time before the men chasing them would finish their battle—either the cave dwellers or the men with horses would come after them. And she did not want to be caught in this open area by either group. Her eyes landed on the muddy pile of clothing and she shuddered with revulsion. There was no way she’d put those filthy things on before she got them clean. If they were attacked, she’d fight just as well, perhaps better, naked. 
 
    Her mind made up, Amira waded ashore and searched the bank for large stones. When she was satisfied, she began pounding her clothes, taking a savage enjoyment in smooshing grubs and rinsing their remains in the water. Payback can be a real killer. 
 
    It was a real battle putting on soaking wet leathers and braiding wet, tangled hair. Amira was wiped out when she finally won that war. Shivering, she gathered up the wet packs and opened them. Satisfied their contents remained dry, she slung them over her shoulders and grabbed the staff. It was well past time to leave. 
 
    The wizard was sitting cross legged on the bank with the girl in his lap and he was braiding her hair. How could someone with no memory know so many random things like hair braiding or using breezes in caves to find exits? The man was a mystery that’s for sure. 
 
    “You about done?” she asked.  
 
    “Just about,” he replied. The girl tensed up but Radcliff gave her a soothing pat. “She won’t hurt you,” he reassured.  
 
    Amira ignored the girl’s response even though it rankled. “There’s no cover around here. Our only hope is to move quickly.” She glanced pointedly at the child.  
 
    “It will be ok. I’ll carry her.” He smiled at the girl. “Let’s go for a ride.” Radcliff’s eyes sparkled with excitement as he gripped her around the waist and lifted her onto his back. He held onto her legs as he stood—the motion graceful and smooth—and faced Amira. “Ready when you are.” 
 
    Amira frowned with concern. “Are you strong enough to carry her?”  
 
    “I’ll be fine, let’s go.” 
 
    Amira doubted he could carry her for long but she set a grueling pace anyway. If the wizard thought he would be fine, who was she to say otherwise?  
 
    They had only been traveling a few minutes when the girl began singing. It was a happy sounding song sung in a language Amira hadn’t heard before. The words flowed like a burbling stream over rocks on a sunny day. It didn’t take long for Radcliff to hum along. While Amira didn’t join in, she couldn’t help a small smile as her feet joined the rhythm. 
 
    The girl had gone through several songs before Amira thought to look back. She was pleasantly surprised at the distance they’d traveled. The plateau was now a small feature in the landscape. Feeling safe enough, Amira called for a halt so they could have a late afternoon meal. Her empty stomach complained that it was well past time it had something to fill it and she wasn’t sure when the girl last ate anything. 
 
    The wizard gently let the girl down and found a smooth rock to sit on. With his arms resting on his legs, he looked exhausted and sweaty. It was a surprisingly hot day for autumn so she wasn’t surprised. Looking closer at Radcliff, she noticed his nose and forehead were fiery red. She collected a fistful of dirt and used a few drops of water to turn it to mud, chuckling to herself at the irony of cleaning up only to get muddy again. She walked over to Radcliff with her hand filled with the paste. 
 
    “Your face is burning, let me put this on.” 
 
    The child scampered away. 
 
    Amira called out, “Don’t go too far.” Then she dipped her fingers in the goop and smeared it over Radcliff’s face. 
 
    “How are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” the wizard replied, brushing off her concern. 
 
    She wondered if he’d admit it if he wasn’t. Probably not. Seeing the child at a distance, she decided to address her other concern. 
 
    “If those men come after us, I want you to head south to the forest and hide there. I’ll hold them off as long as I can.” 
 
    “You expect me to leave you alone to fight while I run like a coward?” 
 
    “Yes. It is vital you stay alive. I think those men want you dead.” 
 
    He grabbed her wrists. “I’m not leaving you to die.” He shook her gently. “You are just as important as I am.” 
 
    She could see he was going to be stubborn about this and didn’t know how to explain so it would make sense. Instead, she decided to appeal to his attachment to the girl. “What about the girl? They might harm her if you don’t get her into the forest and hide.” 
 
    The wizard growled and stood, breaking their contact. “That’s not fair,” he said while pacing. Then he stopped and sighed in capitulation. “Fine. I’ll take her to safety and return to help you.” 
 
    Amira knew better than to argue further. She brushed the drying mud off her hands and gathered her things. “Time we headed out.” The sooner they arrived at the forest, the better. Perhaps they could even avoid the issue altogether. Wouldn’t that be a pleasant surprise? 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    People of the Shae 
 
    Amira finally stopped their party to rest when it became clear the wizard and the girl could go no further. It was a good enough place to stop with a scattering of large boulders to hide them from casual view, and they were within rock throwing distance of the forest that would hide them. As they ate an early evening meal, she kept a watchful eye to the north but saw no signs of pursuit. They had managed to put enough distance behind them that she could just barely make out the top of the plateau that they had fled from. It was unlikely anyone would set out after them before morning so she began to relax. 
 
    Amira absently fingered her clothes looking for creepy crawlies before she realized what she was doing. While snakes were her number one fear after being bit by one as a child, that insect laden mud tunnel came a close second. Before she could rehash the episode yet again, Amira jumped up and grabbed the water pouch. After taking a long drink, she stared south at the forest and a new batch of worries washed over her. So much for feeling relaxed.  
 
    The famous Shae grassland was a peculiar combination of the rich, arid land, and an overabundance of magic that let the Shae grass grow as tall as most trees and thicker than a man’s arm. But unlike trees, they shot straight up from the soil with no branches or forks and had the same diameter from base to tip. At the very top, delicate leaves unfurled to form a dense canopy that was said to absorb water directly from the air and magically funnel it through the plant. In areas where the magic pulsed strongest, they were clustered so tightly together they were impassable, which made travel through the forest more like navigating a maze.  
 
    The wildlife had also been altered by the upwelling of magic, making predators more deadly than normal with extra abilities like fire breathing or even spatial displacement. If that didn’t pour frigid water over the prospective explorer, the possibility of running into one of the forest tribes would surely do it. Despite being absorbed into the empire long ago, they despised outsiders. Amira had heard stories about how travelers were stripped of all their possessions and dumped outside Shae territory as a warning against trespassing. Still, it was the fastest way south and the best way to escape any pursuers. Her chest tightened with growing stress but at least now she wasn’t scratching herself raw. 
 
    A joyful giggle sliced right into Amira’s thoughts and added a layer of annoyance on top of everything else. She turned back to the camp and watched as the girl chatted non-stop to Radcliff about something. She was still clinging to the wizard like he was her long lost father. Hard to reconcile this scene with the one Amira still had of the silent, scared, filthy child who refused to budge from her hiding spot despite Amira’s best efforts at coaxing. Then the wizard stepped in and within two minutes had her in his arms. And now they acted like family. Unbelievable. Amira finished off the dried meat strip and tried not to be jealous. Or guilty. Enough already! Amira huffed. The vision showed the wizard saving their world. She refused to feel bad about placing his safety first, even if it meant she’d have left behind an innocent child.  
 
    “Time to put out the fire and get some sleep,” Amira snapped out while kicking dirt over the flame. It’d be dark soon and the light would be seen despite the boulders thrusting up around them. 
 
    The girl looked at her with scared round eyes and whimpered. 
 
    “Shh, it’s ok little one. You’re safe now.” Radcliff patted the girl’s back in an attempt to reassure her.  
 
    Amira ground her teeth while rummaging in one of the packs. She refused to be bothered by the girl’s reaction. “Here, catch,” she said as she tossed Radcliff a blanket roll. “You’ll have to share.” Since I’m sure the girl won’t go near me.  
 
    With a graceful, cat-like motion, Radcliff caught the roll one-handed without disturbing the child.  
 
    Amira couldn’t help but be impressed. The wizard’s health was rapidly improving even if he still looked like a walking skeleton. He was even able to carry the girl across most of the distance while only needing a few brief stops to rest. It’s clear he’s drawing heavily upon his magic. Amira already knew Radcliff was powerful. To become the emperor’s general at such a young age was unprecedented. Then there were the stories of his terrible acts. Even if exaggerated, what he did was beyond most mages’ abilities. Now here he was using magic without even knowing he had any—that should be impossible. Imagine what he’ll be like when he regains his memory. Amira rubbed her suddenly cold arms. Would he be cooperative or destroy everyone? Destroy her? 
 
    She set her blanket on the ground across from the wizard and slipped inside, letting the warmth seep into her chilled bones. The spelled runes etched around the edges of the bedroll let it retain body heat and repel moisture. Too bad they didn’t soften rocky ground. Once she finally found a less uncomfortable position, she tried to sleep but her mind kept churning about Radcliff and then it sidetracked to the girl. “I don’t get why the kid is so afraid of me,” she mumbled. 
 
    “It’s the staff,” Radcliff replied. 
 
    “What?” She didn’t even realize the wizard was still awake, or that she spoke loud enough for him to hear her. 
 
    “Nalani said the woman used it to capture her.” 
 
    “Nalani?” 
 
    “That’s the girl’s name.” 
 
    “Oh.” Amira felt ashamed at not knowing something as simple as her name. “I killed the Prime. She’s the one who had the staff.” Maybe knowing that would make the girl feel more comfortable. 
 
    “Ah, I’ll tell her tomorrow when she wakes.” 
 
    The statement caught Amira off guard and she could barely swallow past the sudden lump in her throat. With all the non-stop running around since sunrise, there hadn’t been time for questions or explanations concerning his memory. Please don’t ask. Don’t make me tell you. “We should get some sleep, it will be a long day tomorrow.” She rushed the words out, hoping he took the hint. 
 
    “Right then. Good night… you know, I don’t believe I know your name.” 
 
    “It’s Amira.” She watched as a flurry of emotions crossed the wizard’s face too fast for her to identify. Then his brow furrowed in concentration and his eyes grew turbulent, like a growing spring storm, as they filled with questions. Quickly, before he could put them to words, she called out, “Goodnight Radcliff,” and turned her back to him. Even with her eyes shut she could sense the unasked questions hanging in the air like lightning poised to strike. The image of him wracked with pain as he forced the oath haunted her and she knew right now she didn’t have the heart to tell him he would forget everything the little girl told him. Somehow tonight it seemed overly cruel. It’s always been cruel. I just never thought of him as a person until now. 
 
    She lay in silent misery while pretending to sleep. If only she could fall asleep to avoid the self-loathing thoughts circling around her like a vicious predator. Slash and run, they left her shredded and bleeding.  
 
    You left him to starve.  
 
    I didn’t know.  
 
    You didn’t care.  
 
    He’s been tortured for a thousand years.  
 
    He deserved to be punished.  
 
    Not like this.  
 
    When the wizard finally relaxed into sleep, Amira wiped her wet cheeks and sat up to watch over the camp. There was no way she’d be able to sleep now. Despite her anguish, she fell into a half-sleep where fiery eyes chased her through a dark void, coming closer, reaching out, about to touch.  
 
    She jolted awake, her heart racing and sweat dripping out of every pore. Rubbing her bleary eyes, she looked across the fire pit. Everyone else was soundly asleep. All safe. Amira sucked in a few ragged gulps of air and stood, trying to walk off the dread that clung to her, weighing her down. Was that just a dream? Her gut warned that it might be something more. The rising sun lit the horizon yet it failed to cheer. Was she being stalked by that thing she saw in the cave? Or am I just scaring myself? She plucked the staff off the ground and began warming up. Falling into the familiar rhythm of slaying imaginary foes, her mind finally emptied and her confidence slowly returned. 
 
    Thus, she was alert and armed when she sensed a presence. While turning a slow circle she didn’t see anything at first but felt the subtle wrongness that came from using magic. Cursing her own lack of useful magical abilities, she scanned the surroundings again. There! A shimmering shadow at the corner of her eye. Even staring straight on, she could barely make out the shape of a person standing there. 
 
    When her gaze lingered in the same spot long enough, the shape stepped forward into the light. Tall and thin, the boy puffed out his chest and scowled. He was wearing only a simple loincloth, and a dagger strapped to his thigh. Covered head to toe in black and ochre stripes, it was a wonder she spotted him at all in the shadows. 
 
    The boy gave her and the camp a dismissive glance before speaking in heavily accented Common. “You’ve stepped onto our lands. You must turn back.” He punctuated the threat by grasping the dagger’s hilt. 
 
    “We are being chased by those who would kill us,” she countered. “I seek safe passage through your lands so I can reach the mountain.” Amira really meant Caladon, the heart of the empire, but most people called it the mountain in reference to its most prominent feature—a gigantic extinct volcano that could be seen thrusting up in the air even after two weeks of travel away from it. Several thousand years ago when Emperor Caladon won the final bloody battle that forged the empire, he sent an entire army of workers to the ancient volcano and carved out an impregnable fortress that has served as the seat of government ever since. It was also home to the councilors and where they had to go if they hoped to reverse the memory spell. 
 
    The boy didn’t say anything but Amira could practically see a thundercloud forming over his head. She had observed the correct protocols for seeking aid but wasn’t sure if the nomads still honored the forms. The boy hovered between violence and uncertainty. Amira tightened the grip on her staff and prepared for the worst. The boy blinked once, twice, then vanished right before her eyes. Dang, wish I had that ability. 
 
    Certain that he’d left the vicinity and gone for help, she dug through Radcliff’s bag for the journal. Once she verified that the sun had truly risen, Amira ran over to him and shook him. “Get up,” she urged when he didn’t wake up right away. He yawned and looked up but before he could do more than smile, she shoved the book in his hands. “Here, read this. We may have need of your magic soon.” After coaxing a pitiful fire from the charred remains of last night’s meager wood supply, she dove into her own pack to grab the battered tin kettle and two dented cups. Filling the kettle with water, she placed it in the fire and dug around for the food. When the girl stirred, she handed her a lukewarm cup of tea and a strip of dried meat. The girl snatched both then leaped behind Radcliff before devouring it like someone would steal it at any moment. Amira sighed. The girl still didn’t trust her. 
 
    Radcliff chose that moment to cut in. “It says I shouldn’t trust you but why should I trust this?” 
 
    “I watched you write it.” 
 
    “So you knew me before I lost my memory?”  
 
    Hopeful eyes burned into Amira’s skin. “No,” she barked and glared at him, praying he’d stop with the questions. 
 
    He frowned and cleared his throat. “Why was I punished?” 
 
    Apparently the wizard was glare-proof today. Amira stifled a growl. “That’s not important. Just keep reading. I doubt we have much time. You can eat when you’re done.” She jumped up and dropped the other cup of tea and a meat strip next to him. She refused to look at him, knowing he was going to ask again. To cut off any further conversation, she walked to the edge of their camp and began a patrol, making sure to keep the boulders between them. 
 
    It wasn’t even an hour before Radcliff called out, “Someone’s coming.” 
 
    Amira rushed back to the campsite and began packing. “Quick, stuff your journal in your bag,” she whispered so the girl wouldn’t hear. “Don’t let them see it.”  
 
    “Surely they will search our bags,” he whispered back.  
 
    His breath tickled her ear and sent unwelcome shivers down her spine. Not now! She slammed the final bed roll on top of the journal and buckled up the pack before replying. “They will but they can’t read old Aedon. It’s a dead language that only scholars study. I bet none of the council knows it.” Then she gasped as realization struck. “That’s why you still know it—they couldn’t remove what they didn’t think of.” 
 
    After securing both packs around her shoulders, Amira faced the forest and leaned against the staff to appear non-threatening. It wouldn’t do to let the enemy know she could whip it into motion at a moment’s notice. Radcliff stood tall and confident even though he was empty handed. The girl clutched his leg and looked nervous. 
 
    Amira began to get nervous too when a group of around twenty nomads materialized out of the forest and approached. She tightened the grip on her staff but otherwise remained outwardly unaffected. The man in the middle, the leader she assumed, was tall and his bare chest showcased an impressive set of muscles. Unlike the boy, he wore leather leggings and an impressive collection of claws and teeth which adorned a necklace and two arm bands. He looked fierce and angry and was pointing his large spear her way. Riveted by his obvious menace, she almost failed to spot the second man who walked alongside. This man wore a colorful beaded tunic that made him stand out from the rest. He also wore arm bands, but they were decorated with beads and what looked to be feathers. His face bore a neutral expression which was less reassuring than Amira would like but at least it wasn’t angry. 
 
    Before Amira could call out a greeting, the girl streaked past. “Papa!” Nalani called out and leaped into the angry man’s arms. She began babbling in a sing song language and slowly the man’s angry face softened to joy. But as soon as the girl said the word Radcliff, the man’s eyes blazed with hate. He thrust his daughter to the colorful man despite the girl’s protests and stormed forward. 
 
    “Oh dear,” was Amira’s only thought as she watched their death approach.  
 
    “You!” he bellowed. The spear came up into a threatening position and his knuckles turned so white Amira swore she could hear the tortured groan of wood compressing. “I thought I smelled your foul stench but told myself I was mistaken. The Destroyer was executed.” He stopped a spear’s length away. “It appears the emperor lied.” Then the man’s frown turned into a frightful, wicked grin. “I should thank him for that. I will turn his lie to truth and avenge my family.” 
 
    Amira managed to block the spear’s thrust in time to save Radcliff. “No!” she shouted. “You mustn’t kill him!” 
 
    “Why not?” the man sneered. “He burned our forests, killed our people. And my pregnant wife!” He roared and lunged at her. 
 
    Amira deflected the spear to the ground but the shock of impact reverberated through her hands and wrists. This was a losing battle if she didn’t end it quickly. While the staff was lighter than a regular wooden one, it still weighed more than her opponent’s spear. Worse, he was more skilled with it. She gasped back, “If you kill him you destroy us all.” The spear’s return sliced her sleeve, but she jumped back in time for it to miss her skin.  
 
    They exchanged several more blows until Amira’s lungs burned and her muscles felt like wet noodles. She tried to reason with him again in between blocks. “I know about wanting vengeance.” Amira blocked another quick thrust and shook her hand to restore feeling while they circled each other like vultures looking for an opening. “He also killed my family, my people, my little sister!” Her voice cracked with emotion. This time she followed her block with a jab to move him away from the wizard. When she could breathe again, she continued her verbal assault. “Thousands died in Westbrook.” She sidestepped his overhead smash and send out a final verbal parry. “I sacrificed our peoples’ reparation to save his life.” Surely now he would understand how important Radcliff must be. 
 
    He stood still and stared at her like she had two heads. “Did they thank you for that?” 
 
    “I was exiled.” 
 
    “You got what you deserved,” he hissed as he thrust, this time at her feet. 
 
    She jumped over the spear and spat back, “My vision made it necessary.” When he still wouldn’t relent she threw out her final shot. “He saved your daughter.” That got him to back off long enough for her to suck in a few desperate breaths. 
 
    He twirled the spear, showing off how not out of breath he was and smiled. At first it was soft like he was thinking of his daughter but then it turned ugly. “I’m grateful. But it doesn’t repay the death of my first wife and our unborn son.” 
 
    The spear’s blurred motion forced Amira to backpedal, and she quickly lost too much ground as she struggled to keep up. He was back within striking distance of Radcliff. 
 
    “Maleko!” An authoritative voice shouted followed by a string of incomprehensible words that managed to sound threatening despite the melodic language.  
 
    The butt end of the spear wacked the side of Amira’s head and she collapsed to her knees. She cursed the minor distraction—she didn’t even see that move coming. Shaking her head to try and clear her vision, Amira held the staff up in a futile attempt to block the killing blow. It never landed. Cautiously she looked up to see the colorful man’s hand restraining the angry man. They were conversing rapidly. Whatever the colorful man was saying only angered her opponent even more. Finally he spat on the ground and stalked off. She saw him take the girl, Nalani, from one of the other men and vanish into the forest. 
 
    “Forgive Maleko, he has reason for his anger.” Surprisingly, the man held out his hand to help Amira stand. “My name is Ekewaka. I am the spiritual leader of the Alashaesen.” 
 
    A retching sound interrupted the introductions. “Radcliff!” Amira cried out when she saw him hunched over on his knees, vomiting up his breakfast. She ran over to him and went to put her hand on his back but he flinched away from her touch. Blinking rapidly to combat tears at the unexpected rejection, she looked away from Radcliff straight into the eyes of Ekewaka.  
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    Ekewaka’s genuine concern was almost Amira’s undoing. She looked away and saw the warriors’ hard, angry faces staring at Radcliff. Each one looked eager to plunge their spear into him. That’s when she realized her mistake. While trying to reason with the warrior, she revealed to everyone that the man travelling with her was none other than the Destroyer. And while his name might be stricken from the records, a long lived people like the Shae would remember him and hold fast to their grudges. 
 
    And now, because of her insensitivity, Radcliff learned he was a mass murderer, responsible for killing her family and the warrior’s wife and child, and that these people wanted to kill him for revenge. Without his memory, he was too innocent and gentle to be told like that. She doubted she’d ever tell him. What would be the point? 
 
    Amira went to touch Radcliff again but thought better of it. Instead, she leaned down and whispered in his ear, “I’m so sorry.” Then, she gripped Ekewaka’s arm to lead him away. When they were far enough away that Radcliff wouldn’t hear, she filled him in. “He doesn’t remember anything from before. It’s part of his punishment. And now, he just found out he did really terrible deeds.”  
 
    “I see. May I examine him?” 
 
    She looked at Ekewaka and wanted to kick herself for revealing Radcliff’s disability. How could she screw up twice in one day? Both times she was just trying to help. But first she wound up hurting the wizard and now she was exposing his vulnerability to a possible enemy. Yet did she have a choice if she wanted their help? 
 
    “I promise not to harm him,” Ekewaka reassured, clearly sensing her distress. He stood there patiently waiting for her to make up her mind. 
 
    Amira bit her lip and studied the spiritual leader. With the warriors at his command, he could just as easily have them killed and she wouldn’t be able to stop them. That he was asking instead of ordering said much about his integrity. Finally, she nodded her assent before clarifying, “I will kill you if you hurt him.” 
 
    He walked back to the wizard and leaned down to speak. She didn’t pay attention to what was said, too busy preparing to put a hole through Ekewaka’s skull despite knowing it would be a death sentence. He put a hand on Radcliff’s head and closed his eyes in concentration. When he was done his face looked ashen, and he took a stumbling step back. Then he looked at her, smiled, and whatever she saw was gone in a flash. She was about to question him when Radcliff spoke.  
 
    “Just kill me and get this over with.” 
 
    Amira balled her hands into fists to keep from reaching out, to soothe. “Radcliff, that’s just the spell making you feel that way.” 
 
    “I am in agreement with it. Why keep a monster when there are so many others more suitable for your grand plan?”  
 
    The bitterness and misery in his eyes when he looked up flattened Amira. She couldn’t breathe. This was all her doing. Her fault. Her mess to fix. She spoke through the emotions swamping her. “You are the only one who can do this Radcliff. You must hang in there.” 
 
    “Why?” His eyes flared in anger. “I killed your baby sister.” 
 
    Thousand year old pain speared her heart as if it were yesterday. She could feel tears streaking her face but she no longer cared, caught up in a memory of running through fields and her sister laughing. It was the last time she ever saw her. The exposed wound demanded redress. Clutching Radcliff’s face between her hands she let the cold anger in, armoring her shattered heart. “Stop the self-pity. You owe me. You owe the people who lost loved ones to your butchery. You will survive and you will save us. After that, if you still want death, I’ll hand it to you myself.” She leapt from him like a scalded cat and stalked away. Amira was too angry and ashamed to meet anyone’s gaze so she pretended an interesting study of the rocky ground.  
 
    The awkward moment was broken at the sound of horses in the distance approaching fast. When Amira looked north she saw what she feared most—the troops they had eluded on the plateau had finally caught up to them. “They’ve come to kill us,” she said to nobody in particular, too numb at the moment to really care about her fate. 
 
    Ekewaka spoke more of his lyrical language and the nomads quickly encircled them, spears in the ready position. He stepped forward to meet the lead rider just out of spear tip range. 
 
    The horse was a beautiful specimen with its all-black coat and elegantly arched neck. He rolled his eyes and pranced a few steps before finally settling down with a final snort and a head shake. His rider scanned the group before locking eyes on Ekewaka. “I have a writ from the emperor to take Radcliff Durnhast into our custody.” 
 
    Ekewaka said nothing for a long moment, studying the man. Finally he reached out a hand and said, “I’ll see the writ.” 
 
    The man grumbled but produced the document from inside his travel cloak. 
 
    Ekewaka closed his eyes briefly as he held the paper. When he handed it back, his irritation was plain. “This is a forgery. Who is your real master?” 
 
    “What?” the leader bristled. “What would a savage know about writs anyway?” 
 
    “My gift is sifting truth from lie. Your words and that writ are dripping with falsehood.” 
 
    The horse began stomping and snorting, clearly reflecting his rider’s souring mood. “No matter,” he spat out, “we’ll take him by force if you don’t hand him over.” 
 
    The men on horse unsheathed their swords at the leader’s hand signal. The nomads countered by readying their spears for tossing. The unexpected sound of maniacal laughter sliced through the poised brink of violence like a sword cleaving flesh. All heads turned in unison as the source emerged from the clump of nomads. 
 
    Radcliff stood tall and though he was skinny, bruised, and his tunic ripped and bloodied, he radiated a savage menace that captivated his audience. In one hand he held a rock which he repeatedly tossed in the air and caught. The other was empty but somehow seemed as threatening. All eyes were glued to him as he spoke. 
 
    “I am Radcliff Durnhast, killer of thousands. Did you anger your master that he sent you on this suicide mission?” he sneered. “You lack enough spell power to take me by force.” Radcliff tossed the rock a few more times before continuing. “There are two outcomes to this confrontation. One, you return to your master with a message from me. Two, I kill you.” He made eye contact with each rider before adding in a chilling tone that would freeze an ice bear. “Oh, there are enough rocks here to kill each of you, no worries. I may even be able to make them all hit at the same time. That might relieve my boredom.” His wintry eyes returned to bore into the leader. “What is your decision?” 
 
    The leader swallowed a few times before he could speak. “What is the message?” The words came out hoarse and shaky. 
 
    Radcliff gave him a smile dripping with menace. “Tell your master I remember everything and that my reckoning is coming.” 
 
    Thirty pairs of pleading eyes were glued to their leader’s every motion. The leader flashed Radcliff a hateful look which quickly turned to fear before he broke eye contact. To save face, he pretended an extended examination of the false writ before stuffing it back in his cloak pocket. He shifted uncomfortably in his saddle, clearly debating the wisdom of returning empty handed before making the difficult choice and lifting his hand to signal the retreat. With a collective sigh of relief, the riders gratefully sheathed their swords and turned their horses with perfect precision. Then they galloped away as fast as they dared, like the very fire of their worst nightmare was at their tails. 
 
    The nomads stared at Radcliff with a mixture of hate, suspicion, and fear. 
 
    Radcliff deflated under their combined stares and his previous aura of menace and arrogance vanished like a puff of smoke. He looked away and spoke softly, his words tinged with bitterness. “I guess I don’t have to ask how accurate that impersonation of myself was. I can see it in your eyes.” He dropped the stone to the ground and held out his shaking hands. “With all the terrible things I’ve done, I’m shaking like a leaf in a wind storm.” He finally mustered the strength to look at each warrior, one by one, before stopping at Amira. She looked away, ashamed for him to see her own fear. “Some monster I am.” He gave a self-deprecating laugh. “Still, it was a good bluff wasn’t it?”  
 
    The silence grew uncomfortable until Ekewaka began barking out orders. The Shae, clearly grateful for the diversion, hustled into a single file formation. Ekewaka gestured for Amira and Radcliff to precede him in the middle of the line.  
 
    The wizard stepped ahead of Amira as they began their march into the forest. He looked so fragile and broken. The glint of humor in his eyes was gone, snuffed out along with his trust. She did this to him. Always before, she used her visions for the greatest good as they guided her through life’s journey. And the one time it truly mattered, she allowed her hatred to twist her gift from saving a man’s life into ruining it. 
 
    Her shame only grew stronger when she realized she was looking forward to sunrise when Radcliff would forget everything and they could start anew. She kept her head down and surreptitiously wiped away the tears that fell. Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Village Troubles 
 
    After the woman shoved a book in his hands and told him to read it, she bolted before he could ask her to stay. She was beautiful, yet sad—a striking combination that piqued his interest. With nothing better to do, he opened the book and read the first page before the words finally sunk in. My lack of memory is a punishment? Curious, he skimmed through pages of stuff regarding magic he supposedly had before his eye caught on what looked to be diary entries containing several paragraphs of curt notes detailing people and his interactions with them. At least he now knew the woman’s name as well as his own. He wasn’t sure he felt like a Radcliff but Amira was an elegant name and matched the beauty of the silver haired, violet eyed temptress who wanted nothing to do with him. Why was that?  
 
    Reading entries from five days ago, Radcliff found out exactly what she revealed during a conflict over his fate. A chill crept into his bones with each line. Did I really do all that? I don’t feel evil. Sadness washed over him and he wondered why he wrote all that down in the first place or kept those pages. If he ripped them out, he wouldn’t remember come sunrise. But then he wouldn’t know why Amira was avoiding him or be able to fix things with her. He laughed at the absurdity. What’s there to fix? It’s not like you can have a relationship. You forget everything each morning.  
 
    Just kill yourself already. You are evil, worthless, nobody wants you. The terrible voice rose from nowhere and repeated itself over and over. The urge to give in and die grew stronger with each repetition.  
 
    “You owe me.” Those three words read just moments ago speared through the fog of depression and slapped Radcliff’s very soul, demanding his attention. He could almost picture Amira’s face filled with rage, confronting him. They were only words strung together on a page now, but he latched onto them and that imagined scene and threw it all at the darkness clawing away at him. For whatever reason, what she said mattered to him.  
 
    The death urge left as suddenly as it arrived, leaving Radcliff drained. Where had that come from? He stared at the book in fascinated horror. Was this also documented in there or was he just going crazy? What other nasty surprises were left to uncover? Did he really want to know? Dare he not? 
 
    The creak of the door opening was the only warning Radcliff had before a man wearing a colorful beaded shirt stepped into the two person sleeping structure. Radcliff snapped the book closed and hugged it to his chest possessively. While the things written in it were poor substitutes for memories and many were unpleasant, they were all he had and he refused to lose what little he had left, regardless of whether he chose to read them or not. 
 
    “It’s ok, I’m not going to take your book away,” the man said as he walked over and sat on a cushion facing the wizard. 
 
    Radcliff studied the man. His long black hair was tied back to reveal a chiseled face that looked both youthful and ancient. Radcliff’s gaze shifted briefly to the tunic made from thousands of beads which formed an image of a colorful bird that was probably native to the region. Clearly it held significance to this society. The way the man carried himself with such authority tempered with wisdom screamed tribal leader. And while the man’s smile was friendly enough, it didn’t reach his eyes. Those twin pools of deep brown looked haunted, like they’d seen terrible things, and bored into Radcliff as if he was the cause of some of them.  
 
    Radcliff smoothed unseen wrinkles in the journal’s cover to stall for time while he thought up something to say in greeting, all the while wishing he’d had the foresight to read all the notes before now. With his luck, he already knew this man and had an entire conversation or three. He’d probably even jotted down the proper forms of greeting a respected leader of these people expected. He finally looked up into those judgmental eyes and gave a polite nod of silent greeting. He’d let his esteemed guest make the first move. 
 
    The man must have caught onto Radcliff’s discomfort because his harsh expression softened slightly. After a few more lingering moments of intense study, the man finally broke the awkward silence. “I am Ekewaka, spiritual leader of the Alashaesen. This is our first conversation though we’ve met in passing.” 
 
    Well, that made the situation less awkward. Radcliff breathed a bit easier. Perhaps this visit wouldn’t be so bad after all.  
 
    “I am Radcliff, but you probably already know that.” And it was just dumb luck that I happened to read my own name right before you came, otherwise you wouldn’t have gotten that much. Maybe I should put out a sign warning people not to enter until afternoon if they want more than a one sided conversation. 
 
    Ekewaka nodded his agreement then pointed at the book. “Does it help to write things down?”  
 
    Does it help? It might if I read more than a few pages. Then again, maybe not. What little he scanned seemed far removed from anything he’d do. He resented this man’s overt curiosity into what Radcliff viewed as something intensely personal, but perhaps it would serve the man right to know how he truly felt. Maybe provoke him a little. 
 
    “Not really. People say I’ve done bad things but I can’t believe it. I don’t feel evil.” 
 
    “Evil is fairly relative isn’t it?” Ekewaka asked. 
 
    Radcliff didn’t know what to make of that statement and was fresh out of ideas on what else to say. He didn’t feel like engaging in conversation that would make him look stupid so he studied the room instead. Since waking up, he’d focused on Amira and then the book without noticing his surroundings. The walls were made up of the narrow green tubes thrusting up from the ground and wedged tightly side by side. They formed a solid living wall which curved inward to bunch up at the ceiling. The floor was covered with a wall to wall ochre mat made from smaller diameter tubes cut and tightly woven together with some type of tough fiber. There was also a chair and table made from them as well. And likely he already knew all this and would have read it in his notes if this man hadn’t interrupted.  
 
    The man remained silent as Radcliff perused his surroundings. When he ran out of distractions, Radcliff returned to studying his unwanted guest.  
 
    Ekewaka waited silently until Radcliff’s attention shifted back to him before speaking again. “Some actions appear evil despite good intentions. Others look good on the surface but deep down have evil designs. So what is evil, really?” 
 
    Apparently his guest was determined to draw him into a conversation. Radcliff grimaced in distaste. “I apparently killed people.” The statement wasn’t a question so much as a stick poking a slumbering bear. 
 
    “Yes, and for many that was an evil. But what was your intent?” The man stared at him, eager for an answer. 
 
    The slumbering bear turned the stick on Radcliff. “I don’t remember!” he shouted in frustration. Of course he didn’t remember, someone made sure of that. Someone he ached to rip into pieces. He jumped up and barely stifled an intense urge to throw the journal against the wall. Instead he tossed it on the bed and began pacing in the narrow space by the door. 
 
    Ekewaka sat there calm as a rock in a stream. “I met you once, long ago when we signed the treaty with your emperor. You knew our language then and acted as the interpreter. Throughout the entire meeting I stared at you, hating you, knowing you were the one responsible for the fires that burned our forests and killed our loved ones.” 
 
    Radcliff’s hands bunched into fists and he wanted to punch something. That voice was grating, like sand on a wound. He thought about telling the man to shut up, he didn’t want to hear this. But he was also starved for any information on who he was. 
 
    “I wanted to kill you and looked for any reason no matter how small. But you stood like a statue behind your emperor and truthfully translated everything that was said. If you didn’t understand a term, you halted the talks and asked for clarification so you could remain impeccably accurate. Your eyes scanned our council for potential threats but in them I saw no malice, no gloating, and no wish to stir trouble. So, was that man evil?” 
 
    Radcliff stopped next to the seat cushion and stared at his guest in confusion. Was he trying to find evil in him or exonerate him? Was he looking for a confession of guilt? If so he wasn’t getting one. Radcliff had to believe there was a good reason for his actions. That he wasn’t blindly evil.  
 
    Ekewaka stood and slipped past him to the exit. With his hand on the door latch he paused and spoke again. “Your intention was to force a treaty. You fired our forest to make that happen. It caught people unawares and they died. Now at least you know the facts.” With that he exited the structure, letting the door bang shut in his wake. 
 
    Although the man tried to sound clinical with his final assessment, Radcliff heard the underlying anger. It seemed like their leader came to judge him despite his lack of memory which wasn’t very fair. What was the guy truly after? Radcliff hated mind games, and this sure seemed like one. He sat on the bed next to his journal, deflated. Did he want to record this conversation? He was tired of reading only negative stuff about himself. Didn’t anyone like him? Still, it was better to know how people really felt so he could watch his back. And this was at least something about his past. With a weary sigh he turned to a blank page and started writing. 
 
    The knock outside his door came as a welcome diversion. Radcliff had finally gotten through reading the entire journal and needed to get some fresh air. 
 
    “Enter,” he called out. 
 
    A head popped around the partially opened door. “Time for practice,” Kaholo shouted with excitement. 
 
    “Ah, Kaholo.” Radcliff smiled. He had several days of notes about the young scout who was one of the few friends he’d made in the village. He recognized him by the small scar on his chin, the timing of his visit, and his youthful exuberance as the youngest scout in the village. “I’ll be right out.”  
 
    After grabbing a biscuit and cheese to snack on, Radcliff joined Kaholo outside. He followed him down the narrow path leading between various structures. From outside, they were even more impressive. The stalks were actually living plants growing so close together they formed a solid wall. They were carefully curved to meet at the top where they were tied together to form the living quarters. The rest of the plant was left to grow straight up until it branched out into a thick, leafy canopy far above which shaded the entire village.  
 
    In his notes, Radcliff wrote about how the path that wound between them was deliberately kept narrow as protection against predators. Plus, the entire village was surrounded by a wall of Shae grass with only one heavily guarded gate as an entrance to the village. Both the structures and the spiral nature of the path were defensive measures. When asked about the specific dangers, Kaholo refused to talk about it, citing bad luck if he dared speak directly of such things. 
 
    They stopped at the gate while Kaholo talked with the guards before exiting the village. The practice area was just beyond the wall and had various target dummies set up. A few other boys and young men were already out there practicing spear tossing and dueling. Radcliff was surprised to see Amira there as well, fighting one of the older men with a staff. He watched in awe as she snapped it around so fast it was nothing but a blur of motion, attacking and defending with a master’s skill.  
 
    “She’s really good isn’t she?” Kaholo observed. 
 
    “I had no idea,” Radcliff replied. 
 
    They watched for several minutes longer before the scout tugged on Radcliff’s sleeve. “Come on, we should get started so you can get good like her.” 
 
    Kaholo smirked and Radcliff flushed thinking about his journal entries on the subject. The first day after practice, he drew detailed pictures indicating proper stances and ways to defend. The second day was spent learning various ways to block. On the third day there were no pictures, just a single statement—terrible at spear fighting. There were no more entries after that. It was clear he’d given up on trying to improve and settled for the comradeship with Kaholo. 
 
    “Prepare!” Kaholo called out as he tossed a spear to Radcliff. 
 
    He caught it and had just enough time to get into a starting stance he recalled from his journal when Kaholo thrust straight at him. He sidestepped and moved the spear forward in an awkward return thrust but it came nowhere near Kaholo who had already jumped to the side. 
 
    “You need to anticipate your opponent. Count on him to avoid your next planned move and adjust accordingly.” Kaholo grinned while giving his solid, non-judgmental advice. “Also, your footing isn’t quite right.” He moved behind Radcliff and slapped his left leg with the spear. “A little farther out. There you go. Now again.” 
 
    Try as he might, the scout moved like the wind, leaving Radcliff feeling slow and clumsy. A few of the men turned to watch and eventually gave shouts of encouragement. Radcliff wiped his sweaty hands on his leggings and repeated the latest move until he finally got it right. Then everyone cheered and he couldn’t help a small smile. It appeared that not everyone hated him after all. 
 
    A few hours later Radcliff understood why he hadn’t bothered adding anything else about spear practice to his journal entries. Not only was he uncoordinated, his body lacked the strength to whip the spear into position fast enough. Still, it was good exercise. His muscles burned and sweat poured off his body. And it also seemed to help his standing with the fighters. The men slapped him on the back and teased him in good fun once practice was over. As a group, they all headed to the river where they washed off the morning’s exertion. They were just beginning to sun themselves dry when a scream shattered the peaceful mood. It sounded like it came from the direction of the village.  
 
    Everyone took off running, grabbing spears as they passed the fighting area, and stumbled to a halt at the gate which was ripped to shreds. The body of one guard was off to one side, torn in half. The other was missing. Kaholo took the lead, Radcliff right on his heels as they prowled down the path looking for answers.  
 
    As they came around a bend that opened into one of the park areas, Radcliff saw a group of elder warriors, including Maleko, completely surrounding something in a loose circle. Each of their spears began twirling fast enough to blur, so Radcliff only caught a glimpse of what they faced.  
 
    A large cat-like animal was standing in a pool of blood where the body of the second guard lay in separate chunks. It stood at least chest height and had smooth black skin and a reptilian tail that twitched back and forth. It was currently snarling at Amira, who was planted in front of Ekewaka twirling her staff in anticipation. 
 
    Ekewaka stood behind her, his brow furrowed in concentration. Radcliff could see a stream of magic connecting him to the solid wall of Shae grass that blocked off the deeper part of the village where the path used to be. When it shimmered briefly, Radcliff gasped in surprise at the complex illusion. He looked at the spiritual leader with new respect. 
 
    “A blink cat,” Kaholo whispered with dread.  
 
    “What is that?” Radcliff asked, focusing his attention back on the scout. 
 
    “It can travel to any location it can see in a blink,” Kaholo replied. Then he frowned. “They don’t normally attack fortified places.” 
 
    Radcliff had to stand on a chair to get a better look at the predator. It dripped black foam from its mouth and its muscles bunched like it was preparing to strike. 
 
    The thing moved instantly across the space to stand in front of Amira and its head snapped forward. 
 
    The spinning staff struck its nose with a loud smack.  
 
    The cat didn’t stay long enough for Amira to strike back. It leaped back to its center spot before blinking to another warrior. 
 
    This warrior wasn’t as lucky. The animal’s powerful jaws snapped his spear in two. Before the cat could attack again, the men on either side of the warrior stabbed at the cat.  
 
    It blinked away before they even got close. 
 
    The warriors stepped closer to close the gap left by the injured man. Radcliff couldn’t believe how fast the thing was. Even with such skilled warriors, it had the advantage despite being outnumbered. “Doesn’t anyone have magic that can work on this thing?” he asked Kaholo. 
 
    “Nah, magic slips off them.” 
 
    “What about surrounding it with the wall illusion?” Radcliff tossed out. 
 
    “It will just walk through.” Kaholo shrugged. 
 
    “Yes, but then you could stab it with a spear.” 
 
    “Ekewaka is the only one who can work illusions and his is needed to protect the rest of the village.” 
 
    “How are they keeping it inside the circle?” 
 
    “The spinning spears interfere with its ability to see a way past.” 
 
    Well, for sure they couldn’t keep that up for much longer. Radcliff ran through the meager list of magical things he’d read about in his journal. He was hesitant to use magic—it would definitely increase tensions among some people and erode any good will he was forming with the group of warriors. While he debated, a second warrior lost his spear and a good chunk of his wrist. He dropped back, clenching his wound and biting his lip to keep from crying out. The remaining warriors took another step to close the gap. Good or bad will towards me won’t matter if everyone dies.  
 
    He stared at the spear in his hand as he got a crazy idea. Either this would work or he’d fail to do anything, especially since he hadn’t tried any magic from the journal. It wasn’t like he expected to need it in the village. Besides, after Ekewaka’s visit, he’d felt like that part belonged to his past self. Even now, the thought that he could summon objects seemed unreal. And the journal didn’t mention things like what would happen if he summoned an object where another currently stood or if, say, an animal blinked into a place where an object suddenly appeared. Another crunching sound convinced him to at least try something. 
 
    Radcliff concentrated on the spear in his hand, feeling its shape, its heft, and the warmth of it in his palm. He rubbed his other hand up and down the spear, studying the point made from metal and the shaft made from Shae grass. There was a subtle magic woven throughout that bound the parts together and strengthened the whole. Once he had a complete picture of the spear, he pictured it centered on where the blink cat stood right now. The image in his mind kept shifting to one side or the other. Just to test if he was doing it right, he pictured it standing in the dirt next to him and felt a snap as the spear instantly moved from his hand to his side, point down just like he wanted. Annoyed, he watched as the cat splintered another spear. So far, the warriors were keeping it contained, but it was only a matter of time before the cat killed someone. 
 
    “Give me your spears,” he whispered to the surrounding group. When they gave him slightly distrustful looks he told them, “I have an idea that could help.” 
 
    One by one each person donated their spear until Radcliff had a pile. He picked up one of the spears and learned it as well as his own. When he felt he knew that spear intimately, he stuck it in the ground at his side. He shut out everything except the memory of each spear until the pile was gone.  
 
    “Kaholo, tell them to be ready to strike.” Radcliff couldn’t spare any attention to verify if the scout did as he asked or not. Instead he pictured the location of each spear in his mind until it was ready. Then he shoved magic into the image. All sixteen spears appeared around the blink cat’s head and shoulders, blocking its sight and momentarily trapping it. 
 
    The cat tried to pull its head free, but the spears held it in place. Its snarls became louder and its motions grew frantic as it failed to break out of the trap.  
 
    Maleko charged forward and thrust his spear through the beast’s side at an angle to pin it to the ground. The other warriors followed right behind until the cat’s body could barely be seen for the spears. Its snarl of rage quickly turned into a gurgle as it choked on its own blood before finally collapsing. 
 
    As Radcliff predicted, the surrounding group backed away from him with fear in their eyes as they alternated between staring at him and the dead cat. He ignored them and walked over to inspect the body. When all the spears were removed, there wasn’t much left of the cat. Its torn carcass oozed blood as expected, but Radcliff spotted an area of the skin undulating like something was crawling under the skin towards one of the gaping holes. 
 
    Each elder warrior clapped Maleko on the back for getting first blood. Maleko grinned back and pointedly ignored Radcliff. Three warriors were off to the side getting patched up. It looked like only the first guard died, which was a relief. The sing song language flowed between the warriors as they began to celebrate life. 
 
    Radcliff was the first to notice the tentacle as it emerged from the corpse. As it extended its long, skinny black body to stand swaying at eye level, others spotted it too and fell silent. The sucker mouth at its tip was filled with spiny teeth and opened and closed like it was seeking new flesh to feast on. Before that could happen, Radcliff uttered the spell for fire and burned everything to ash. 
 
    Everyone jumped back at the sudden burst of flame. 
 
    Maleko stomped over to Radcliff, his face red with fury. “You were supposed to have no memory.” 
 
    “I don’t,” he calmly replied. 
 
    “Then what was that?” Maleko pointed at the pile of ash. 
 
    “I have some natural talents,” Radcliff shrugged. He wasn’t about to reveal his dependence on the journal. 
 
    “I demand satisfaction!” Maleko seethed. 
 
    “Enough!” yelled Ekewaka. He walked slowly over and stood between Maleko and Radcliff. “We have bigger problems right now.” 
 
    Maleko refused to back down. “You told me he was harmless!” He pointed a finger at Ekewaka. 
 
    Ekewaka drew himself to his full height and glared at the warrior leader. “And he is harmless. What he did only helped here. Are you challenging me?” 
 
    Maleko looked ready to explode but he bit back his reply. 
 
    Ekewaka turned to address the crowd. “We need to find out where this cat has been and see if there is more corruption.” 
 
    “Why?” the warrior standing next to Maleko asked. 
 
    “The council has its reasons.” 
 
    Maleko rattled off something in his native tongue. Others followed suit until several warriors were talking over each other. Ekewaka finally looked perturbed. Radcliff snorted. Only Maleko could make that happen or turn their flowery language into something that sounded menacing. 
 
    Suddenly weary, Radcliff walked away from the argument to find his quarters. A nap sounded like a great idea even if it was only early afternoon. Between the physical exertion and his magic casting, he was wiped out. That was another thing left out of the journal—how much energy magic takes out of a person.  
 
    “Radcliff, wait up,” Ekewaka called out. 
 
    He paused. What could the spiritual leader possibly want with him? 
 
    The crowd parted and Ekewaka walked past them to stand in front of Radcliff. He said, “I want you to go with the hunting party.” 
 
    “No!” Maleko shouted as he shoved his way to them. 
 
    “A wizard’s magic may be useful,” Ekewaka explained. 
 
    “We don’t need him,” Maleko bristled. 
 
    Ekewaka ignored the outburst and scanned the crowd until he spotted someone. “Kaholo, you’ll be his guide.” 
 
    “W… What?” the young man stammered and pointed at himself incredulously. 
 
    “Yes you, come over here.” 
 
    He stumbled closer but kept away from Radcliff. 
 
    Radcliff sighed in disappointment. Even though he predicted this, it still hurt. 
 
    Ekewaka gave the man’s shoulder a gentle squeeze before addressing the smaller group around him. “Maleko, you’ll be in charge of the hunting party. Radcliff will accompany you in case his magic is needed. Kaholo, you’ll prepare Radcliff and join him.” 
 
    “I’m coming too,” Amira said from next to Radcliff’s ear.  
 
    He started and turned to stare at her. Where did she come from? 
 
    She didn’t bother looking at him. Instead, her steely glare was set on Maleko. 
 
    As expected, Maleko roared in anger. “I am not taking these outsiders along. They will just get in the way.” 
 
    “His magic may save lives,” Ekewaka replied, a bit testy. 
 
    Maleko chopped his arm in the air in a flagrant dismissal of the suggestion. “We’ll be prepared this time. We don’t need his magic and I don’t trust him.”  
 
    “Very well. You’ll head out first, but he will follow behind and use his abilities if required.” 
 
    When Maleko opened his mouth to argue further, Ekewaka had enough. “No!” he shouted in Maleko’s face. “I am not salving your pride at the cost of lives. There is an unknown threat out there and I will use all the resources given to me to see this village safe. If you can’t handle that, I’ll appoint a new warrior leader to take your place.” 
 
    Maleko glared at Ekewaka and his face turned redder than the brightest sunburn. Yet he swallowed whatever he wanted to say and stalked back to his warriors. 
 
    Ekewaka turned to Radcliff. “I’m sorry about that but I have a feeling your magic will be needed.” 
 
    “That one is not done causing trouble,” Amira added, nodding at Maleko. 
 
    “I realize that. But you’ll keep him safe.” Ekewaka shared a knowing glance with Amira. 
 
    Radcliff wondered what passed between them. He didn’t like not knowing most of what happened around him, he hated having no memory, and he definitely detested being the center of turmoil. “Are you sure it wouldn’t be better for me to remain here? I don’t want to cause trouble.” He was likely to be more of a hindrance if it caused further arguments. Radcliff also wouldn’t put it past Maleko to arrange an ‘accident’ when they were away from the village and he rather liked living, even without memories. 
 
    Ekewaka patted his arm. “Ignore Maleko. He holds grudges far longer than they are useful. He won’t act on his anger, not yet. He’ll probably ignore you to save his pride.” Then he leaned in closer to Radcliff and whispered, “I need you to go with them.” 
 
    Radcliff got the sense that Ekewaka was holding back something big. There was more to this than just one dead cat. He stifled a sigh and asked, “When do we leave?” 
 
    “After lunch.” With that pronouncement, Ekewaka walked off to join the group of warriors who sounded like they were still arguing back and forth.  
 
    So much for a nap. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 11 
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    Hunting Preparations 
 
    “Here, catch.” Kaholo tossed Amira a black and gray beaded tunic. “Since you were granted warrior status, you can wear the tunic my sister wore before she joined another village.”  
 
    When Amira put it on, it went down past her knees. The stripes and swirls were vibrant and dizzying. “Why did she leave?” she asked, curious about his culture. 
 
    Kaholo’s nose scrunched up. “She married a warrior from outside our village and gave up her place here to be with him.”  
 
    “You sound as if you don’t like him very much.” 
 
    Kaholo shook his head in denial. “No, it’s not that. They are both great warriors and they work well together.” Then he paused and sighed. “I just miss her is all.” 
 
    “Do you see her anymore?” 
 
    “During the harvest festival when every village comes together.” 
 
    They both jumped at the sound of the door banging shut. When Kaholo’s face shifted from expressive to stony mask, Amira sighed and turned around. Sure enough, Radcliff stood just inside the door with his arms crossed and a glower that would make even the sun sink. 
 
    “I have the paints you sent me to fetch,” he grumbled and thrust one hand out, palm open, to display two small clay pots in his palm. 
 
    Kaholo took a hasty step back and stared at the offering with stark fear in his eyes. 
 
    Amira touched his arm. “Hey, it’s ok. He’s not going to hurt you.” 
 
    Radcliff slammed the paints on top of the table.  
 
    Kaholo jumped and looked ready to bolt. 
 
    “Radcliff, you’re not helping,” Amira chastised. Gah, he was normally so mild mannered. What was up with him today? 
 
    Radcliff began pacing and yanked his hair in frustration. “I cast a spell. Big deal. I’m still the same as I was yesterday and the day before.” The hurt and anger crackled in the air around him. “Everyone wants something from me or hates me.” He shot a heated glance at Kaholo before adding, “Or fears me.” He stopped pacing and turned to face Amira with his palms up in supplication. “I’m sick of this.” 
 
    Amira slowly reached out to touch his wrist as though soothing a wild animal. “I don’t hate you. I like you,” she said in her most convincing tone. She smiled past the worry. Did something else happen when he was away to trigger this or is this just an accumulation of many things? 
 
    He jerked his hand away from her touch and jabbed a finger at her face. “You fled from me this morning, so I don’t believe you.” 
 
    Oh. It finally dawned on Amira. Today, for whatever reason, the people Radcliff relied upon had abandoned him in some way. And she was first on that list by running from her own feelings this morning without thinking of how it would impact him. 
 
    She needed to repair his trust. Once again she reached her hand out and lightly stroked his cheek. Looking right into his eyes and praying he saw how remorseful she felt, Amira explained. “I was ashamed of what I said the other day. About your past. You didn’t need to hear that or in such a manner. That’s why I rushed out.” She paused and then said, “I’m sorry.”  
 
    Radcliff’s stony façade crumbled, revealing the depth of pain he normally kept well hidden. “I can’t keep existing like this,” he confessed. 
 
    Amira’s heart felt ripped and torn to shreds until it lay bleeding. Without really thinking she wrapped her arms around him in a hug and whispered in his ear, “I promise, it’s only for a little longer. I’ll get you fixed.” It was a terrible promise to make given the uncertainties and obstacles in their path, but it was one she resolved to keep. Not only did the world depend on her success, but now her heart did as well. 
 
    Radcliff stiffened at the intimate contact and Amira thought he’d pull away. Then he sagged against her in a rare display of vulnerability that left her teary eyed. “I care for this man,” she realized with no small amount of distress. This would not end well. 
 
     The sound of a throat clearing broke the spell, and they both jumped back. Radcliff went back to his stiff, arms crossed pose and all traces of his emotions were carefully tucked away behind his fresh glower. Amira turned towards the source of the interruption. 
 
    Kaholo still refused to look at the wizard but he held the two pots in his somewhat unsteady hands. “I need you to take off your shirt,” he mumbled before turning around and fumbling with a pack he’d brought in earlier. 
 
    As Radcliff took off his shirt, Amira couldn’t help but stare at his improved physique. Just a few days ago she could count his ribs. Now he sported a thin layer of muscle and his skin had a healthy glow to it. He was still too thin, but he no longer resembled a walking skeleton. 
 
    “Like what you see?” 
 
    Amira jerked her eyes back up to his face and instantly regretted it. Radcliff’s eyes held an amused glint and his lips twitched upward into a slight smirk. There was no sign of his earlier anguish. Like a fire shooting out a spark, he flared into full blown flirt mode and left her completely unprepared.  
 
    “What? No, I just—” she stammered and her face started to burn as she pictured his reaction when she told him she was just examining his muscles. Ugh. She tried again. “I mean, you look healthier than you did just a few days ago.” She blew out a breath. There, that wasn’t so hard was it? 
 
    Radcliff shrugged and looked down. “At least something is improving.” And like that glowing ember descending, his good mood flickered out. 
 
    No, no, no, go back to flirting. Wait, maybe she could help. “Yeah, I heard you were so bad at spear fighting, they thought you were trying to trim your toe nails on your first spear toss.” Hopefully teasing him would improve his mood. 
 
    At that, Radcliff’s head popped up, mouth open slightly in surprise. “What?” 
 
    She nodded with fake seriousness. “And you almost put out your own eye when trying to run with it.” 
 
    Radcliff’s eyes narrowed. “I am bad, but not that bad.” 
 
    In the background, Kaholo made a snorting sound.  
 
    Encouraged, Amira thought of a better one. “When you finally got the hang of throwing the spear, you managed to miss the target completely. It sailed right over the impossibly high fence and clipped Ekewaka’s belt through his tunic. Right there, in the middle of a council meeting, his pants fell down, and he was standing there stark naked.” 
 
    Radcliff looked at her in utter disbelief.  
 
    Amira kept a straight face while he began looking less confident at the impossibility of the event. It was far too easy to pick on him like this but her crazy idea was working. She was trying to come up with something even more outrageous when Kaholo erupted into a full blown belly laugh. A smile twitched her lips but before she totally lost control, she pointed at Radcliff and said, “You should see your face.” Then she joined in, laughing so hard tears streamed down her face.  
 
    “Ha, ha, very funny. Way to pick on the man with no memory.” Radcliff shook his head and began to chuckle under his breath before growing thoughtful. Finally, when there was a pause in all the laughter, he asked, “How is it that I am so terrible with the spear despite the practice?” 
 
    Amira clutched her aching sides, wiped away her tears and pondered his question over another fit of giggles. When she could breathe again, she replied, “Radcliff, since you are naturally gifted with magic, I bet you never tried picking up a weapon before.” 
 
     He cocked his head to the side as he considered it. “Perhaps, but I still find it odd.” 
 
    “It takes a lot of repetition before something becomes muscle memory. Give yourself some time.” 
 
    Radcliff frowned and gave it some thought. “I suppose,” he conceded. 
 
    That slightly off tone in his voice set off new warnings and Amira became desperate. Like a predator wolfing down its prize, the despair part of the spell wasn’t letting go. Is this normal or is the spell getting worse over time? She shoved aside the troubling thought and zeroed in on the pounding sound coming from behind, grateful for something else to try. “Kaholo, what are you doing?”  
 
    Kaholo’s fist was raised in the air clenching a palm sized oblong rock. He brought it crashing down into a large clay bowl and ground it around before raising it again and repeating the action. In between pounds, Kaholo explained. “I’m mixing the dye in with the sacred clay. When I am finished, I will paint the warrior pattern on his chest, like your tunic.” 
 
    “What is the warrior pattern exactly?” she asked, her eyes lit up with excitement. There wasn’t much known about the Alashaesen despite their reluctant absorption into the empire centuries past. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Radcliff listening attentively with no evidence of his previous gloom. Amira breathed a bit easier. The distraction was working. 
 
    “When warriors go on the hunt, they paint the black and gray design on their chests. Well, the men paint their chests. The women wear beads, cause… well… you know...” His face reddened, and he snatched his eyes away when she caught him blatantly staring at her chest. 
 
    Radcliff’s sudden molten death glare looked ready to burn Kaholo to ash. When Kaholo noticed, he cringed and swapped back to looking at Amira. Unfortunately, his gaze landed right on her chest again. Turning completely scarlet, Kaholo snapped his eyes back down to his clay bowls and fidgeted with their contents. 
 
    Amira shook her head at their obvious male behavior. Was Radcliff actually jealous? Her stupid heart fluttered at the thought. Stop that! He won’t even remember you tomorrow! Pretending to take an interest in the clay pots while shoving aside her uncomfortable feelings, Amira thought of something else to ask. “So why this particular design?” 
 
     Kaholo replied, this time keeping his eyes from wandering into trouble. “The pattern confuses a blink cat’s vision and makes them dizzy long enough for a war party to surround it. Once they stand side by side, the pattern immobilizes the cat and the warriors can close on it and kill it.” 
 
    With a final stir, Kaholo scraped the clay off the rock and stood. With the two bowls clutched in his hands, he froze after taking just one step towards the wizard. 
 
    Radcliff glanced away but not before Amira caught a brief flash of hurt at the boy’s reaction. She wished there was something she could do to mend their friendship. 
 
    Finally, Kaholo screwed up the courage to close the distance and slowly applied the first line. Shaky at first, he grew more relaxed as time passed and began to paint with bolder, more confident strokes. 
 
    Amira watched with rapt fascination as the design came to life before her eyes. What began as a few separate lines was now connected by zigzags and whirls that made the image jump out at her. She could only stare open mouthed at the effect. 
 
    “It makes me dizzy just looking at it,” she said. 
 
    Kaholo gave her a wicked grin. “Just think what it does to a blink cat.” He moved to the back of the room and began repacking his bag. “Just give that a minute to dry and you can join the other warriors.” He hitched the bag onto his shoulder and turned to Amira. “Let me drop this off and I’ll join you.” 
 
    “Don’t you need to get painted too?” Amira asked. 
 
    Kaholo scowled and his fist tightened on the bag strap like he wanted to hurl it. “Not as a guide,” he said, anger punctuating each word. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. I don’t know enough about your customs. Ekewaka made it sound like a special status.” 
 
    “It is but…” Kaholo’s eyes flicked briefly to Radcliff then back to her.  
 
    Amira’s lips thinned with disappointment. The boy glanced down at his toes, finally showing at least some shame for the way he was treating his friend. 
 
    Apparently she wasn’t the only one cued to the boy’s body language. Radcliff growled as he announced, “I’ll meet you at the practice area,” before ripping the door open and making a hasty escape. 
 
    Both of them jumped as the door slammed shut. Amira curled her hands into fists and whirled around to face Kaholo. “What is wrong with you?” she yelled. Her eyes were two bright, angry flares. “He is your friend.” 
 
    Kaholo’s face turned red. “His magic’s not natural. And he’s been playing us for fools. Maleko says—” 
 
    “Stop right there! Why would you listen to that man? All he spews is angry bile.” 
 
    “But he makes sense.” 
 
    “No he doesn’t.” Then she took pity on him and released her anger in one breathy exhale. Of course the Shae would fear the wizard’s magic, even if he wasn’t the Destroyer. Their magic was subtle and worked within their natural abilities, while Radcliff’s was a raw display of power. Then they were told he was helpless without his memory, and now he’s working magic. So naturally, they think he’s lying. While she couldn’t repair the damage done to the entire village, she could at least try to patch up his friendship with the boy. 
 
    “Listen, can you keep a secret, especially from Maleko?” 
 
    Kaholo slowly nodded. 
 
    “Each morning he relearns the basics.” Amira refused to mention the journal, but she deemed it safe to reveal this much. 
 
    “How?” Kaholo’s eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    “I show him,” Amira lied, though it wasn’t a big stretch of the truth since each morning she shoved the book in his lap and told him to study it.  
 
    Kaholo turned thoughtful as he mulled over this new information. 
 
    “Time to go,” Amira said while opening the door. Neither spoke as they walked through the village but Amira hoped the boy was working through whatever poison Maleko had injected. When they reached the gate, a distinctly malicious voice boomed out.  
 
    “Take that away, he doesn’t know how to use it.” 
 
     Amira didn’t have to guess at who earned Maleko’s ire. She rushed through the gate in time to watch as he tossed a spear at a young boy and leaned into Radcliff’s face. Kaholo matched her pace as they both rushed towards the brewing confrontation. Already the brewing altercation was attracting the attention of the nearby clump of warriors. 
 
    “The old man may have made you an honorary warrior,” Maleko spit out through clenched teeth, “but that doesn’t make you one. So don’t interfere and stay out of my way.” He shoved Radcliff back and then sneered. “You wouldn’t want to get into an accident.” 
 
    Maleko turned to walk away and Amira started breathing easier when Radcliff spoke out. “If you want to threaten me do it to my face instead of hiding behind insinuation.” 
 
    Amira gripped Radcliff’s arm. “What are you doing?” she hissed. 
 
    He shrugged her off and whispered, “He’s a bully. I intend to deal with it.” Standing there, arms on his hips and a stony expression on his face, Radcliff waited as his adversary turned slowly back around to face him. A hush fell over the growing crowd. 
 
    Maleko glowered at Radcliff. The muscles in his arms tightened on the spear—a clear warning that the least provocation would send it lunging for the wizard’s heart. “What did you say? Are you calling me a coward?” he snarled. 
 
    “Yes,” Radcliff barked out in a clipped tone. Just one word called the bully out and demanded action. The wizard looked prepared.  
 
    Amira was horrified. She wasn’t sure if she could beat Maleko, this tribe’s most formidable warrior, but she would do what she could to keep Radcliff alive and hope the others didn’t join in. 
 
    Maleko raised his spear and his thigh muscles bunched up in preparation to lunge forward when a young girl’s voice called out, “Radcliff!” 
 
    Everyone turned and watched as Nalani jumped up to hug Radcliff. As if nothing was wrong, Radcliff caught the girl and returned the hug, a smile in his eyes. “Hello there little one.” 
 
    “Nalani!” Maleko barked, followed by a rapid fire assault of words in the Shae tongue. He slammed his spear into the ground and pointed back to the village before rattling off another round of invective spew. 
 
    The girl’s face turned mulish, and she replied in Common. “Radcliff is my friend. I’m here to see him off.” 
 
    “Enough!” Maleko yelled. “Nalani, go home. You,” he pointed at Radcliff, “will face me in a duel.” 
 
    “No,” Ekewaka calmly interjected. “There will be no duels today.” He spread his hands out and rebuked the gawking crowd. “What are you waiting for? Get your gear and head out. We don’t have time to waste.” 
 
    The warriors shuffled off to grab their gear. Maleko stood there motionless, an enraged statue waiting to explode. 
 
    “You too Maleko,” Ekewaka gently prodded. “See to your team.” When Maleko began yelling in native, Ekewaka chided, “In Common, so our guests can understand.” 
 
    Fuming, Maleko spoke slowly, his words dripping with menace. “Not until he unhands my daughter.” 
 
    Nalani reluctantly let go when Radcliff set her on the ground. Her small body vibrated with anger and she kept her eyes on Radcliff, refusing to look at her father. 
 
    Ekewaka put a calming hand on her shoulder while he spoke to her father. “Go on, I’ll see her back safely.” 
 
    Maleko leveled a hateful stare at Radcliff that said this wasn’t over. The steely glint in Radcliff’s eyes promised swift retribution if anything did happen. After a long enough pause to send his silent message, Maleko jerked the spear out of the ground and stomped over to where his warriors waited at a safe distance. 
 
    Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. “Radcliff.” Nalani tugged on his hand to get his attention. “I made something to give you luck.” She revealed an arm band braided with gray and black beads to match the colors painted on the wizard’s chest.  
 
    Radcliff knelt so Nalani could tie it around his upper arm. “Thanks Nalani,” he replied with a smile. “I shall wear it with pride.” 
 
    The little girl beamed with joy. 
 
    “It’s time to head back,” Ekewaka reminded Nalani. She gave Radcliff a final hug before running back to the village. Ekewaka watched until she safely entered the village, then he turned back to face Radcliff. “Maleko has a hot temper, but he wouldn’t do something to jeopardize the mission.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Radcliff replied, sounding doubtful.  
 
    Amira agreed with his misgivings. “I will keep the wizard safe,” she promised. 
 
    “I can take care of myself,” Radcliff scoffed. 
 
    “I’m sure you can, but an extra set of eyes is better.” Amira wanted to add ‘backstabbing snake’ and a few other choice insults to emphasize her complete distrust of Maleko, but not while the village elder was present. Instead she darted her eyes briefly over to the group of warriors heading off. Radcliff seemed to get what she was trying to say without words since he gave her a slight nod of acceptance. 
 
    Ekewaka followed Nalani back to the village. The warriors weren’t waiting, probably hoping to leave them behind, so they rushed over to pick up the last two packs. Kaholo popped out of nowhere and handed a spear to Radcliff. He accepted it with such a look of confusion on his face, the boy grinned and teased him. “In case you need to trim your toenails.” All three laughed as they joined the back of the line. Amira’s tension eased at seeing the two friends back together again. Now she only had to worry about Maleko and what they might find.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 12 
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    The Trail to Madness 
 
    Radcliff’s headache was steadily worsening as they trudged through the Shae forest. It started shortly after the blink cat incident. At first, he thought it was due to lack of rest. Then he wondered if he had overexerted himself when he used his magic. But he wouldn’t know for sure, thanks to the spell blocking his memory. He ground his teeth in frustrated anger. Without the spell messing things up, he wouldn’t have to guess about how much magic he could use and he’d have an entire arsenal of spells at his disposal, not the paltry few outlined in his journal.  
 
    He could feel the edge of depression lingering, waiting to pounce. Yet another problem he had to deal with that had no immediate solution. All he could do was fight it and keep his mind busy.  
 
    And while on the topic of things going wrong, there was something about this forest that raised his hackles. At first, he dismissed the anxiety as part of his own issues. But as they continued to press onward, dread clung to him like wet clothing on a cold winter day. It refused to be ignored, so he focused his attention outward. 
 
    The Shae grass to the left was an impassable clump of ochre pillars that had an ominous, shadowy look to it. To the right, the grass was sparse enough to let filtered sunlight in. Bushes and the shorter variety of grasses grew in splotches, giving the forest a scraggly, unkempt look. The game trail they followed snaked around the random growths, sometimes even backtracking, before finally heading east again. It looked normal enough to Radcliff, certainly nothing that should trigger these uneasy feelings. 
 
    They walked in silence a few more minutes before Radcliff realized just how quiet it was. The warriors moved like ghosts through the forest, making no sounds. Even Amira was very nearly as deft as the warriors, only an occasional misstep revealed her inexperience in this terrain. His own footsteps sounded magnified in the stillness. That’s when it dawned on him—the silence was absolute. There were no birds singing, no insects buzzing, no animals darting away from the group as they passed through, and no murmuring Shae leaves rustling in the canopy. The still was oppressive, like death’s blanket. 
 
    The two warriors walking in front of him must be feeling it too. Both had their hands tightly clenched around their spears and their muscles were coiled, ready to pounce. Their earlier ebullience was now pensive. 
 
    Everyone walked in strained silence for another hour when a low murmur began at the front of the line and drifted quickly towards the back. When the pair in front began frantically whispering to each other, Radcliff asked Kaholo, “What are they saying?” 
 
    The boy jumped at the sudden noise and whirled around. Radcliff caught the spear before it could slice his cheek open. Wide eyes filled with fear stared up at him without recognition. Then Kaholo blinked and recovered, turning bright red as he took the spear away from Radcliff’s face. “Sorry,” he mumbled. Radcliff waved it off. Everyone was on edge. He repeated his question and Kaholo darted his eyes around before whispering, “The trees are sick.” 
 
    At first, Radcliff didn’t see what they were talking about. The Shae grass looked fine, though here it was a darker shade of yellow. When something crunched underfoot, he glanced down and did a double take. The ground surrounding them was a thick blanket of dead leaves and delicate, broken off branches. Squinting, he looked directly into the sunny blue sky—there was no sign of the tree canopy. It was lying dead at their feet. 
 
    The warriors used the tips of their spears to probe the detritus for clues. That’s when Radcliff saw the black discoloration at the base of the Shae stalks. The stain started at ground level and extended about a foot upward. 
 
    As they picked their way deeper into the devastation, the Shae grass became more affected. The black had spread to head height and most of the stalks were leaning or fallen over. Their bases were severely bloated and emitted a foul odor. It was not just the Shae grass that was affected. The black stain had utterly consumed all of the low lying vegetation and completely covered the ground. 
 
    Radcliff didn’t think things could get worse until they crested a hill and saw flattened, black pustules of decaying matter coating every inch of landscape as far as the horizon, forming an immense circular graveyard. The fetid stench reached them even at this distance despite the lack of a breeze. Though the sun burned fiercely down upon the open area, it seemed repelled by the writhing darkness coating the ground.  
 
    A spike of pure evil slammed into Radcliff’s mind. He staggered back and closed his eyes until the worst of the pain receded. 
 
    Amira touched his arm briefly. “Are you ok?” 
 
    No. “I’m fine,” Radcliff replied stiffly. It felt like something was cracking his skull open from the inside but he refused to acknowledge it. Shoving the remaining pain aside, he concentrated on something that’d caught his attention earlier. “There, that’s the source.” He pointed to a darker than midnight sphere gyrating at the very center. 
 
    “The source of what?” 
 
    Radcliff shrugged. “I don’t know, but we’ll have to go down there to find out.” 
 
    Amira shivered and hugged her chest. Radcliff agreed with the sentiment. Something was very, very wrong and screamed of magic beyond his understanding. But what choice did they have? He stepped through the milling warriors, careful to look away from their horror stricken faces. He could only imagine how it felt seeing the devastation of something you relied upon for survival. 
 
    Maleko was already embroiled in a heated discussion with Makani, the scout of this expedition and Kaholo’s father. Radcliff didn’t have the time or patience to wait. 
 
    “We need to get a closer look,” he broke in at a lull. 
 
    “We are returning. It is too dangerous to remain here,” Makani replied. 
 
    Maleko glowered at Radcliff before weighing in with his opinion, for once using Common. “I hate to agree with anything this”—he wrinkled his nose in disgust as he struggled to speak civilly—“man says, but we need to know more about what we are facing.” 
 
    Makani glared at Maleko, but seemed to be thinking about it. Then his eyes lit on his son. “Kaholo, you will remain here.” 
 
    Kaholo crossed his arms and scowled. “What? No! I’m—”  
 
    “You’re staying here. At the first sign of trouble, head back to the village.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “That’s an order, Son.” Then his tone softened. “I need someone I trust to stay back in case we need to send out a warning. Please Son, just do as I ask.” 
 
    Kaholo signed and looked ready to argue when Radcliff told him, “It’s probably a wise idea. We don’t know what’s down there.” 
 
    “If you’re sure?” Kaholo looked at Radcliff, doubt and fear warring with the desire to be included. 
 
    Radcliff nodded and Kaholo sighed. “Ok, I guess.”  
 
    “Remember Son, at the first sign of trouble—” 
 
    “I’ll go.” Kaholo rolled his eyes when his father ruffled his hair and clapped him in a man hug. “Be careful, Papa,” he whispered when his father finally released him and stood back. 
 
    “I will,” he promised. Turning to the warrior leader, Makani insisted that he scout first, before descending slowly into the miasma. 
 
    Maleko, completely ignoring Radcliff, turned to the others and barked orders, once again speaking in native.  
 
    Radcliff didn’t mind, he was busy studying the strange orb. It could be just his imagination, but the area surrounding it looked even darker and definitely more threatening. Almost like it knew they were coming. He shook off the strange feeling, chalking it up to nerves. 
 
    Maleko took the lead and Radcliff waited until the single file line of somber warriors walked past before waving for Amira to go ahead so he could bring up the rear. If he thought the footing was bad before, it was child’s play compared to what they faced now. They navigated around bloated bodies swollen with gasses, the skin writhing with things crawling around underneath. Radcliff was reminded of the tentacle from the blink cat and kept a careful eye on the bodies they walked past. The smell was indescribable and caused Radcliff’s eyes to water. He kept one hand over his nose and tried not to gag. 
 
    One of the men up front screamed in agony. Radcliff heard shouts, scuffling, and then dead silence. After a tense moment, chaos erupted. Everyone began speaking at once and warriors began pushing and shoving to the front. Maleko yelled and everyone froze before reluctantly shifting back in line.  
 
    Radcliff worked his way to the front and spotted a distinctly warrior-shaped body already darkening and bloating. Another warrior was kneeling beside the corpse, muttering under his breath. “What happened?” 
 
    “That was his brother.” Maleko pointed at the corpse. “Something bit him and he simply dropped.” Then he whirled on Radcliff. “This is your doing!” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Amira cut in smoothly before Radcliff could formulate a response. “He was at the back with me the whole time.”  
 
    Radcliff nodded his thanks as she stepped up beside him. He felt terrible about the man’s death but his uneasiness was worsening the longer they delayed. “I’m sorry he died. But he may not be the last if we can’t figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    The grieving brother shot a nasty look at Radcliff before speaking rapid fire native to Maleko. Then he stood and deliberately sliced his palm on his spear tip. Dipping two fingers in the pooling blood, he drew streaks of blood from forehead to cheek across both of his eyes. 
 
    “What is he doing?” Amira asked. 
 
    Maleko replied, “He wears the blood of his blood. Now he will carry the flesh of his flesh.” 
 
    “No! It could be infected,” Radcliff cried out in alarm. Before he could continue, Amira placed her hand on his arm. When he looked at her, she gave him a look that said to trust her. Grumbling, he relented.  
 
    Amira stepped forward and asked, “Can’t he collect the remains once we’ve neutralized the threat?” 
 
    Maleko addressed the other man, and they exchanged a few heated words. Finally, the brother fell silent and stepped into formation. “He’ll stay with us and collect the body when we leave.” Barking a final order, Maleko got the group moving again. Radcliff and Amira stepped back to let the line of warriors pass before taking up the rear. 
 
    It took another twenty minutes of careful navigation to reach the source. By some common feeling of self-preservation, the entire group halted a good twenty feet back. Radcliff broke formation and picked his way over to Maleko. The man didn’t acknowledge him, he kept his eyes on the strange orb, his spear ready to stab it.  
 
    Radcliff was kind of surprised when Amira stepped beside him. They both examined the orb which hovered at chest height and looked as if it was of the void itself. It was so dark it dimmed the surrounding light.  
 
    YOU ARE MINE! A powerful voice dripping with gleeful malice slammed into his mind, though he got the impression the message wasn’t meant for him. Then everything happened at once.  
 
    A large tentacle shot out. 
 
    Amira brought her staff up to block it. 
 
    Something within Radcliff’s mind ruptured and a dark force rushed out. It thrust his arm forward and used his mouth to chant words he didn’t comprehend, though at a subconscious level, they felt familiar.  
 
    The tentacle froze an inch away from Amira’s face. The rest of its body had curved to avoid the staff and would have struck her had it not been stopped.  
 
    She stumbled back, her eyes wide and panicky. “It was real!” 
 
    The tentacle vibrated as it struggled against the force holding it in place. Radcliff brought up his other hand and shot a stream of white hot flame at it. The thing shrieked in agony and struggled, but Radcliff’s grip held firm. Spears from the surrounding warriors struck it, causing further damage, until finally the tip was torn apart. The remaining stump was a smoldering, bubbling mess, but a small bud began to form at its center. Radcliff sent another wave of fire which burned what remained to ash. 
 
    The sphere pulsated with venomous anger as it darkened and grew larger.  
 
    Radcliff’s mouth began speaking even uglier words, directing them at the sphere. Portal, something whispered in his mind. It required all his concentration to speak the strange words, not strange just old. With each archaic phrase, the sphere grew smaller. A high pitched scream ripped across the barren landscape before the portal vanished with a loud pop. 
 
    Amira caught Radcliff when he collapsed. For a moment all he could do was stare up into her eyes. His mind was a jumbled mess of thoughts not really his own, screaming at him to say something vitally important. Finally, he got his mouth to work and the words to come out. “Run!” 
 
    The earth trembled as things began shifting around them. “Run!” he cried out, louder this time. Amira seemed to hear him because she began yelling at Maleko, then she tugged on his arm.  
 
    “Get up!” she ordered. 
 
    Radcliff’s eyes rolled to the back of his head and once again his mouth began changing ancient words. He struggled to regain control of his body. 
 
    Relax, a voice whispered in his head.  
 
    Who are you?  
 
    I’m you. 
 
    Well that was reassuring. Not! Neither was the vision that appeared in his mind of animated bodies surfacing from the vile blackness. His eyes snapped open in panic, but Radcliff saw no bodies, just the group still standing there still arguing. He wanted to scream at them to move, but he dared not stop chanting even though he wasn’t sure what he was doing. 
 
    Hiding us. 
 
    Radcliff lacked the energy to worry anymore about the voice in his head. Even now he could feel his life draining away like a stream of water pouring into the vast desert sand. He gritted his teeth, ignored the spearing pain, and kept funneling magic into the spell.  
 
    “Help me carry him out of here,” Amira called out.  
 
    “He’s causing this,” Maleko accused. 
 
    A spear tip halted just inches from Radcliff’s eye—blocked at the last second by Amira’s staff. 
 
    “He’s shielding us from those things.” She shoved the spear away and jumped up, poised for another attack. “We don’t have time for this! We need to escape while we still can.” 
 
    Fuming, but reluctantly agreeing, Maleko pointed to four warriors and stalked off. The designated carriers picked Radcliff up and followed their leader. 
 
    “Stay close together,” Amira warned. “I don’t know how far the effect extends.” 
 
    Radcliff wasn’t sure either. As his body bounced up and down from the running motion of his bearers, he got a close up view of movement right beside him. Limbs thrust out of the tar-like goop and began twitching. They might have belonged to animals once, but the deformities made it hard to tell. Some were twisted and fused together. All had pustules that undulated like they were ready to pop. When the distorted bodies emerged, they had only crossed half the distance.  
 
    Seeing the danger of being surrounded, the warriors formed a tight wedge formation and forged a path to freedom. A few of the larger abominations sensed the group’s passing and lunged, only to be repelled by an invisible force surrounding the party. Radcliff would have grinned in satisfaction if a spike wasn’t being rammed into his brain. 
 
    “I’ll stay behind and hide our trail,” Makani whispered. 
 
    Radcliff’s eyes opened and he was confused for a second when he saw the partly dead section of the forest. He must have passed out. Fortunately, the group appeared safe for the moment. One of the men, the surviving brother, was arguing with Maleko and pointing back the way they came. He probably still wanted to recover the body. No such luck now.  
 
    Kaholo looked worried when told his father was still in danger hiding their trail. 
 
    Amira looked at Radcliff with that same expression. He tried to tell her he was ok, but his mouth refused to move, his head blazed, and his body felt like an empty water bag. He managed to blink, but she was growing blurry and dark. So very dark.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 13 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Unexpected Choice 
 
    Amira struggled to keep up as the unflagging warriors ran light-footed through the forest. Even the four bearing Radcliff covered the ground like loping wild cats. Behind them, eerie cries and shrieks of the mutated dead encouraged everyone to run faster. Hopefully they were chasing Makani as he led them away from the group and the village. With Radcliff unconscious, he was their only hope of avoiding a fatal confrontation. 
 
    Kaholo kept casting worried glances over his shoulder. During one of their rare, brief stops to quench their thirst, she stumbled over to him. He was staring at their back trail, white faced, as the cries grew excited, like a pack of hounds scenting prey. “He’ll be fine,” she wheezed between breaths in an attempt to reassure him. He sucked in a deep breath and exhaled before giving her a brief nod. 
 
    Then they were back to running. Amira’s concentration narrowed down to two things—breathing and not falling behind. When she stumbled, it wasn’t the fear of being left behind or getting turned into one of those things that kept her going. No, it was the need to remain by Radcliff’s side no matter what. Just duty, she reminded herself even as her heart ached seeing him as limp as an empty sack. She had to squash the overwhelming urge to touch him, to make sure he was still alive. He’s tough, he’ll make it. She refused to lose him now. For once, her heart and mind were in agreement. Ignoring the gnawing uncertainty, the searing pain in her side, the burning in her legs, and the numbness in her arms from carrying the staff which now weighed more than a gigantic boulder, Amira gritted her teeth and ran on. 
 
    It was dark when they finally stumbled through the village gate. It had been fully repaired in their absence and made a reassuring snick when it latched closed behind Amira who had finally caught up to the rest. If she wasn’t in such agony, she’d grin at seeing the warriors walking so slowly. It appeared that even with their magically enhanced endurance, they too felt the effects of running for so long. 
 
    Kaholo collapsed in a boneless heap against the gate. “I’m waiting here,” he panted. Amira knew he wouldn’t budge until his father returned safely. She patted his shoulder in quiet sympathy and leaned heavily on her staff as she shuffled to catch up with the others. 
 
     Ekewaka met the party just outside his home and directed the wizard bearers inside. Maleko glared at Radcliff’s unconscious body before nodding at the four warriors who stood there silently seeking his permission to proceed. Then he set off in a hurried clip that had Amira’s senses tingling in warning. When the warriors carried the wizard inside, Amira shrugged off the feeling and followed. Once they gently laid him out on the bed and left, she was alone with the elder. 
 
    “Can you help him?” she asked, quietly. Her heart twisted with anxiety. 
 
    “I’ll do what I can,” he replied. 
 
    Amira clenched and unclenched her hands on the staff repeatedly as Ekewaka knelt beside Radcliff to examine him. She hated this feeling of helplessness. If anything happens to him... She began to grow ill. No, he has to be fine.  
 
    Ekewaka placed his hands on either side of Radcliff’s head and closed his eyes. He began muttering under his breath and a soft light glowed around his hands before silently winking out. Amira hid her gasp of surprise at the elder’s evident use of magic. She didn’t think any of the Shae people had any magical abilities beyond improving their innate skills. Amira thought of asking about it but she was too afraid to interrupt the elder’s concentration.  
 
    Radcliff stirred, shaking his head from side to side and began to moan. Ekewaka’s hands lit up again, and the wizard seemed to settle. His breathing grew steady and his face became less pinched. The elder kept repeating his magical treatment until Amira grew bored with watching and took a look around.  
 
    The elder’s room was vibrant with colored hangings on the walls depicting life in the village and forest. One shelf held rock sculptures carved in the shapes of animals. Each one was painstakingly painted down to the tiniest feather, claw, or talon. Another shelf held books which surprised her. The people of the forest didn’t read and rejected most of what the empire had to offer. Scanning the titles she raised a brow. They were books of folk tales from across the empire. There were even some stories from the scattered free peoples.  
 
    Movement in the corner of her eye snagged Amira’s attention and she turned back in time to watch Ekewaka slowly stand up. Her heart gave an unsteady jolt at the grim look on his face. When he remained silent she prodded, “Well?” 
 
    “Let’s go in the other room and have something to drink.” 
 
    Great. That meant it was serious. Numb, Amira followed and leaned her staff against the wall before sitting down in one of the wicker seats. She watched in pensive silence as Ekewaka lifted the pot of water from the hearth and poured the heated water into two cups. 
 
    Ekewaka sat a cup on the table in front of her before asking, “What happened before he collapsed?”  
 
    Amira took a sip to steady her nerves. The drink was something grass-based with a minty flavor and a virtually immediate, soothing effect. The choice of drink was further proof that Radcliff was in trouble. She cleared her throat and described the tentacle attack, how he used an unknown language to make the sphere thing vanish, and described the strange shield he used to protect the party while they escaped. 
 
    Ekewaka patiently sipped at his drink until she was finished. He sighed. “I was afraid something like this was happening.” He put the cup down and leaned forward. “I examined him when we first met and felt the turmoil in his mind. At first I shrugged it off.” His eyes became unfocused as if replaying something. Then he zeroed back in on her. The sorrow in his gaze had Amira bracing herself for the worst.  
 
    “Tonight, that turmoil is more like a full scale battle. Based on your observations, I’d say he’s fighting the spell blocking his memory and part of that escaped and cast those spells.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a good thing?” she asked, hopeful. If he freed himself, she could avoid the coming confrontation with Radcliff’s biggest enemies. 
 
    Ekewaka shook his head, cutting her hope off at the knees. “No,” he said. “It’s burning him up from the inside. He’ll go mad or die before he breaks free of it.” 
 
    Her lip quivered, she couldn’t help it. Blinking back tears, she waited until her voice was steady before asking what she had to know but dreaded the answer to. “How much time does he have?” 
 
    Ekewaka shrugged. “Perhaps a few days, maybe a week. If he doesn’t have another episode, maybe even a month.” 
 
    Amira looked away, struggling to think. They needed to reach the capital soon if he was to have any chance. But she lost the horses and Radcliff was still unconscious. Wallowing in self-pity and grief she didn’t hear what Ekewaka was saying. His mouth was moving but all she heard was ‘a few days’ repeating over and over in her mind. 
 
    “You care for him don’t you?”  
 
    Ekewaka’s question finally penetrated. “What? No, of course not. I’m responsible for keeping him safe, nothing more.”  
 
    “You forget, I can detect lies.” 
 
    Her face grew warm, and she looked away. Amira didn’t know what to say. She shouldn’t like him, had tried very hard not to like him, and utterly failed. A knock at the door saved her from answering the wily elder. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Ekewaka said before rising to answer the door. Whoever it was didn’t enter and the message was brief. The elder turned to Amira, a frown on his face. “I’m sorry, this can’t wait. You’d better come with me.” He held the door open and waited as Amira exited the building. She opened her mouth to ask what was going on but one look at his dark scowl killed the urge. It had to be something big to stir up the normally mild mannered elder. 
 
    They made their way to the center of the village where the great meeting hall was located. It was clearly the first building ever constructed because the stalks were immense and so tightly woven they looked melted into one another. The building itself was at least ten times the size of a single dwelling. Inside, the room was packed with people Amira had seen in her explorations but hadn’t met yet. The cacophony of voices speaking the sing song Shae language made a soothing background noise, except for one irritating voice which she latched onto like a bird of prey. 
 
    “Why is he here?” she blurted out loud.  
 
    Ekewaka’s anger was palpable when he spotted Maleko across the room. “Makani isn’t back yet, so he’s here to report on the scouting trip. It appears he started before all the elders were present.”  
 
    “Ah,” Amira muttered, unsurprised. The man seemed to excel at causing trouble.  
 
    Following the elder as he made his way through the crowd, Amira wished, not for the first time, that she spoke the Shae language. Whatever was being said, she could tell Maleko wasn’t just giving an unbiased accounting of their journey. He was spitting as he thrust his finger in one man’s face.  
 
    Ekewaka raised his voice to be heard over the argument. “Now that I’m here, we can officially begin this meeting. I’ve brought Amira to help recount the incident, so please use Common so she can understand.” 
 
    That shut everyone up but not without a few grumbles, the loudest of course from Maleko. Sitting pillows located at the edges of the room were passed around until everyone was seated. Ekewaka stepped up onto a raised platform and took the central cushion in between the other leaders. Amira paused, unsure of where to sit, until he indicated a spot right in front. She sat down but could feel the disapproving stares of others on her back. 
 
    Ekewaka waited until the room was settled before he spoke. “We will begin with Maleko’s report.” 
 
    Maleko jumped up and stood right next to Amira, towering over her. “As I already said before you were here,” he smirked, “Makani tracked the cat’s trail east. As we got farther away from the village, the forest showed signs of illness. The grasses turned sickly in color and there were no insects, birds, or other animals nearby. Then the grasses turned black and began dying until at the end there was nothing left but a rotting crater of death.” He shot a glance at Amira before continuing. “At this point we were betrayed. When we got to the strange disturbance, the wizard began acting strange and caused a tentacle to attack.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” Amira blurted. 
 
    “You’ll have time to tell your side,” Ekewaka reprimanded. 
 
    She stewed. That lying pile of feces. 
 
    Maleko shot her a smug look before continuing. “The wizard knew how to make the disturbance go away. He’s clearly the one who put it there in the first place. He got one of my men killed in an attempt to deter our investigation. But my men are strong willed, we continued. Then he tried to kill us by animating the dead things after the tentacle failed to do the job for him. I demand a trial by combat to settle the matter.” Maleko nodded politely to the elders and sat down. 
 
    Ekewaka looked out over the assembly before addressing them. “Everything Maleko says, he believes to be truth.” 
 
    Amira’s jaw dropped. How could he possibly think that’s the truth? 
 
    “Now we will hear from Amira who was also there and has more knowledge of the magic used by wizards.” 
 
    Amira stood and butterflies began doing a swoopy dance in her stomach. She took a moment to collect her thoughts and blanched when she realized she’d have to talk about what happened in the tunnel. “I know for a fact Radcliff didn’t summon the sphere thing,” she began quietly. The knuckles of her clenched fists turned white. “I’ve seen it before. Back in the cave where Nalani was held prisoner.” Her heart raced, and she had trouble breathing. “It tried to take me back then too, but I escaped. Barely.”  
 
    She sucked in a few deep breaths to calm herself now that the hard part was over. “When I came upon Radcliff, he was barely conscious.” She didn’t want to reveal any more of the wizard’s weaknesses, but she needed to sway their opinion. “He was clinging to a single memory well past the time of its reset. Despite the pain, he held on long enough to make me swear an oath to rescue the girl, Nalani.”  
 
    Then she turned and stared directly at Maleko. “Radcliff is the only reason your daughter was rescued. I wouldn’t have looked for her if not for him.” It shamed her to say that ugly truth, but it was satisfying to see Maleko wince and look away. Not so smug now, was he? 
 
    The normally placid nomads began whispering in hushed tones. Ekewaka had to clear his throat a few times to get them to settle. When the room fell silent, he asked, “What about the magic he used?” 
 
    “I don’t know what languages he spoke,” she replied honestly. “But he stopped the tentacle from reaching me, banished the sphere, and then kept a shield around the party until we got out of the infected area.” Then she threw out her final challenge. “None of us would be standing here if it weren’t for his actions. He saved us all.” Imitating Maleko, she gave the elders a polite nod and sat down. Let them chew on that. 
 
    She couldn’t help but glance at the troublemaker and if looks could kill, she’d be a burnt cinder.  
 
    Ekewaka said, “Everything Amira has told us, she considers truth. Furthermore, I have examined Radcliff, and it is my belief that part of his memory surfaced and performed the spells. His actions put him in mortal danger and we owe it to him to help.” 
 
    Maleko yelled out something in Shae that sounded suspiciously like a curse. 
 
    Ekewaka didn’t bother commenting, he just stared at Maleko with a sad, ‘I’m disappointed in you’ expression. The bellicose man shut up. Then the elders stood and huddled, consulting with one another in barely a whisper. Whatever the debate, it didn’t last long before they were once again seated. When Ekewaka turned his gaze back to Maleko, the man bristled, likely knowing he wouldn’t like what was about to be said. “Your challenge is denied.” Ekewaka’s tone was firm and final. 
 
    Maleko leapt up, pointed a finger at Ekewaka and began yelling. Red faced, he kept at it until a group of his own warriors had to escort him outside. 
 
    Ekewaka seemed disappointed but resigned. He was about to say something else when there was another disruption, this time at the entrance. Gasps echoed in the room as Makani limped in, supported by his son. He had blood dripping down his forehead and his clothes were shredded. As he limped to stand before the elders, the room grew deathly silent, every eye on him. There was no request for him to speak in Common so Amira had no clue what was said, but she could feel the fear in the air and see it on peoples’ faces as he made his report. The vision came without warning. 
 
    Thousands upon thousands of black, tentacle-ridden beasts—small, medium, and large—amble slowly but never stopping towards the village. They surround it and press against the village wall. First one hole appears and is easily defended. Then three, then twenty, then hundreds. The warriors pull back until their backs are defending the meeting hall. The non-combatants huddle in fear inside. Their cries are the only sounds as the silent mutations rush forth. They climb on top of one another in their eagerness to reach the fresh meat waiting. The first person bitten drops to the ground writhing while their skin blackens, starting at the puncture wound and slowly spreading until their entire body is black and bubbly. Like a puppet pulled by strings, the new corpse slowly rises and looks with dead eyes upon the man standing next to him who is too busy fighting to see the new threat. The corpse’s chest splits open, and a tentacle emerges. It lashes out and sinks spiny teeth into the warrior’s bare arm. He too collapses and like a chain reaction, unsuspecting death ripples through the defense. One by one each warrior drops and rises again as a dead thing. They open the meeting hall door and all too soon the shrieks of horror are silenced. Once the swarm finally leaves, only a blackened crater remains of what was once the Shae village. 
 
    “Are you ok? What did you see?” Amira took a moment to remember where she was. The concerned face looking down with his hand on her shoulder was someone she knew. Oh yes, that’s right. Ekewaka. “We have to run!” she cried out when she recalled her vision. 
 
    The elder looked deflated and broken. “I know,” he whispered softly and patted her shoulder twice before slowly making his way to the exit. 
 
    Amira looked around and saw that only Kaholo and his father remained behind. “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    “My father basically said the same thing—we will be overrun if we don’t leave. Then the meeting ended and everyone left. We stayed behind to make sure you were ok.”  
 
    Amira noticed his hands were trembling and he looked white as a ghost. “What is it? What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    Kaholo looked at his father who gave a slight nod of consent. “We don’t talk of this to outsiders but you are like family now.” He paused to gather his thoughts. “In our language, the word Alashaesen, what we call ourselves, means Guardians of the Shae. It is our sacred duty to protect the forest. When we die, our spirits return there to live on. To leave… it is… how do you say?” He scrunched up his nose in thought. “Ah yes… we would become oath breakers. There is no worse fate.” 
 
    Amira was stunned. “But if you stay you will die.” 
 
    “Yes.” He looked like he expected her to understand but she didn’t, not really. To her, life was the most precious thing of all. The forest could be regrown but not its people. 
 
    Kaholo gave her a sad look. “We have to go now to prepare. You should leave in the morning if you plan on going.” Then he helped his father as they made a slow exit. 
 
    Amira’s heart felt ripped in two. When the tears came, she let them fall. Everything seemed so hopeless. Then she pictured Radcliff and suddenly she needed to touch him, to make sure he was ok. She may not be able to save the Shae forest or its people, but by whatever means, she’d save Radcliff or die with him. Wiping away the tears, she left the building with new confidence and burning purpose. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The Angry Warrior 
 
    Radcliff slowly drifted awake. A light-weight warmth was pressing against his chest. When he was finally able to crack one eye open, he realized Nalani was using him as a pillow.  
 
     Just outside the dwelling a man began shouting. 
 
    It took a few seconds for Radcliff’s sluggish mind to connect the voice to a person. It was Maleko, and he sounded quite angry. Looking at Nalani, he could imagine one reason for that. After nudging her awake, he gently pushed her aside while she yawned and sat up in bed. Even though his head still ached slightly, the rest of him seemed fine so he risked standing. Relieved at the lack of dizziness, he looked down, saw he was mostly dressed, and quickly scanned the room for his foot wear. The increased volume of the ongoing tirade told him it wouldn’t be much longer and he wanted to at least be fully dressed when facing the warrior. His boots were placed neatly in the corner, probably Amira’s doing he thought with a smile. With a slightly shaky hand, he grabbed them and got them laced right before Maleko burst into the room like a thunder storm. 
 
    “Nalani—go home!” he yelled as soon as he spotted her.  
 
    She crossed her arms and thrust her chin out. “I want to make sure Radcliff’s ok.” 
 
    “Now!” he bellowed and pointed to the exit when she didn’t budge. 
 
    To stop things from escalating more than they already had, Radcliff knelt in front of her. “Hey,” he said to get her attention. “It’ll be ok. Your father and I have some things to discuss.” She frowned, clearly not believing him. “Trust me.” He mustered up a fake ‘it’s ok’ smile for her. 
 
    She gave him a quick hug and skirted around her father. “I hate you,” she hissed at his back before darting outside. 
 
    Radcliff opened his mouth to speak, but Maleko grabbed his jerkin and dragged him towards the exit. He pushed back, intending to break free, but the warrior grabbed his arm, flipped him around and pinned it behind his back.  
 
    “You’re going to pay, but not here,” Maleko growled. 
 
    Radcliff was frog-marched outside. “You don’t really want to do this,” he said, trying to avert conflict until he could come up with a better plan. 
 
    “Oh yes I do. This is all your fault. They don’t see through your lies, but I do. And I’m going to end you.”  
 
    When Radcliff saw the spear leaning against the building across from them, he knew there was no talking his way out of this. He dug his feet in, but that barely stopped the stronger warrior from dragging him closer to a messy end. Ignoring his apprehension, Radcliff opened his magic core. It was like pouring salt into an open wound. It hurt. A lot.  
 
    He was in so much pain, he barely noticed when Maleko spun him around and slammed a fist into his chest. Radcliff heard something crunch inside and a sharp pain stole what was left of his breath. It took all of his will to ignore the abuse to his body and concentrate on pulling his magic together.  
 
    The warrior pounded his body like a target dummy.  
 
    Radcliff was shoved into the dirt, bloodied and dazed. His tentative hold on the magic was slipping, but he fought to hang on, oblivious to the external danger. 
 
    “Get up!” a voice shouted in his head. His tortured body was slow to respond, but he rolled over in time to see Maleko stalking him with spear in hand and murder in his eyes.  
 
    Radcliff spat blood out of his mouth and focused on the dirt under his hands. 
 
    When Maleko lunged, Radcliff linked his magic with the dirt particles and sent them flying into the warrior’s eyes while he rolled left. 
 
    The spear struck the spot he just vacated and sunk several inches into the ground. Maleko let out a thunderous roar of unbridled rage and yanked the spear up with one hand. “You’ve only delayed things,” he snarled while furiously scrubbed at his eyes with the other. Despite being blinded, he zeroed in on Radcliff’s new location. 
 
    Radcliff clamped a hand over his mouth to muffle the sounds of his ragged breaths and sent out magical feelers to look for something else to use. All the while, he struggled to shut out the pain in body and mind. His head felt like it was stuck in a vise but he had no choice but to use magic or face certain death. Whatever he did would have to happen now or never. 
 
    Right as Maleko lunged, Radcliff found it—a broken off Shae tube. He rolled again but this time he felt the tip’s passage as it missed his side by only a hair’s breadth. His vision grew spotty as the pain grew unbearable, but Radcliff ignored everything but the tube across the village. Just as he was shifting it from there to here, something else reached out and tugged it away. He lay there in stunned confusion while Maleko’s spear raised to its highest arc. Just as Maleko began the downward thrust that would surely impale Radcliff’s heart this time around, the tube came flying down the path and slammed into the back of the warrior’s head. 
 
    Maleko dropped to the ground like a chopped tree and remained motionless.  
 
    What just happened? That wasn’t what I intended. Who interfered? The pounding in Radcliff’s head worsened and left him with cold sweats and nausea until he no longer cared about anything else but surviving the pain. 
 
    Maleko’s weak groan was concerning. Well, at least I didn’t kill him but I really should get away before he recovers. While he doubted the man would try to kill him again, Radcliff wasn’t in good enough shape to test that theory. 
 
    Amira screamed his name and came flying at him. She dropped to her knees at the last second and fussed over him. “Are you all right?” She didn’t even wait for an answer before running her hands over him, inspecting him. He groaned when she hit his ribs.  
 
    “You’re hurt. We need to get a healer.” 
 
    “It’s ok, I think it’s just a cracked rib.” It was actually broken but he wouldn’t tell her that. Besides, all a non-magical healer could do was wrap it. Perhaps when his headache lessened he’d try that healing spell from his journal.  
 
    As he struggled to stand, Amira wrapped her arm around his waist to help, careful to avoid his ribs. “Thanks,” he muttered. While he wasn’t happy at needing assistance, he liked her touch.  
 
    “What did he do to you?” She shot a heated glare at Maleko’s crumpled form and looked ready to kick him. 
 
    “Caught me by surprise, that’s all,” Radcliff replied, trying to guide her away.  
 
    “No wait, let me grab my staff,” Amira said and bolted into Ekewaka’s home which was just down the path. She came out seconds later brandishing the staff and growled, “If he tries anything, he’s mine.” 
 
    Radcliff smiled at her ferocity. “Don’t worry about him. I handled it as you can see.” They both looked down at the warrior who was still on the ground but was growing more alert. “C’mon, let’s get out of here,” he added. As they took a step away, Radcliff winced as something stabbed him from the inside. He had to put most of his weight on Amira. The blow to his male pride was offset by being so close to her. She smelled good, like fresh honey. Suddenly, he felt a pang of longing and ruthlessly squashed it. A man who forgets a woman each morning doesn’t deserve her.  
 
    She’ll never like you. Nobody likes you. You should give up now and just die.  
 
    The depression struck without warning but Radcliff fought back. I don’t need anyone to like me, I just need. The. End. Of. You. Visualizing the voice in a room with a door, he slammed the door shut and wrapped the entire thing with unbreakable chains. No key. No exit. Let the voice wail around now, he wouldn’t listen. 
 
    “Are you ok?” Amira’s question popped him back into the now. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he replied. Not really, but he didn’t want her worrying about him. 
 
    With his mind finally free of internal clutter, Radcliff noticed how quiet it was. Looking around, he did a double take. “Where is everyone?” he asked. 
 
    Amira made a faint whimpering sound that did twisty things to his heart. He halted and held her at arm’s length so he could see her face. The sorrow in her eyes nearly leveled him and a tear slowly streaked down her face. He gently brushed it away with his finger. “What is it? Tell me,” he coaxed. 
 
    She looked away as she struggled to compose herself. Then, taking a deep breath, she told him about the meeting, her vision, and what they were planning. “When I left, they were outside praying like they were already dead.” She wept freely now.  
 
    Radcliff shook his head in confusion. “I don’t understand. Why stay and die? The forest is a lost cause either way.”  
 
    In between sniffles, Amira replied, “Apparently, they can’t leave because the spirits of their ancestors live there. They are honor bound to protect them.” 
 
    It took a full minute for the meaning to truly sink in. Radcliff paled. I set their forests on fire. Would I have known that at the time? Probably. No wonder Maleko wanted him dead. Still, he refused to apologize when he didn’t know what his reasoning was. However, that didn’t stop him from feeling bad about it now. Perhaps if he found a way for them to leave with their honor intact, he could make amends.  
 
    They resumed the slow walk back and Radcliff racked his brain for a way to save the tribe. The forest existed in a condensed magical region that wasn’t unique to the world. Once again he frowned at how he knew geography but not his own name. Focus on the problem at hand, Radcliff. Somehow, he also knew there were many forests, some inside equally dense magical areas, yet only the Shae grass grew here. Why? Then he pictured the massive trees in the other forests. They would dominate and choke out the delicate Shae grass. But if the trees were removed, the grass should thrive. It could be done. If the people refused to leave the forest, he could bring the forest to them one summoned tree at a time. Except by then it would be too late.  
 
    As they arrived outside their dwelling, it hit him. “What if they took cuttings with them? Then they could replant the forest later.” 
 
    Amira looked at him in surprise. “Cuttings?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, it is common with some trees and plants. You cut a piece off and let it root. Then you can plant it in a new location.” 
 
    “And that would really work?” Amira looked hopeful. 
 
    “I don’t see why not.”  
 
    “How can a man with no memory know so much about plants?” 
 
    “I wish I knew.” He frowned, once again annoyed at the mystery. What exactly had this spell done to him? 
 
    “I think it’s wonderful,” she said, bouncing with enthusiasm. “I’ll speak to Ekewaka right away.” Then she gave him a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks,” she told him before darting off. 
 
    Radcliff stood alone in the silence and savored her kiss. Her soft lips on his cheek. Her honeyed scent. Tomorrow he’d forget everything and only a skeleton of what he felt now would be preserved in his journal. It wouldn’t be the same, but it was all he had. All he could ever have from her. The bitter agony lashing his soul matched the throbbing pains in his body. Then, like a wet dog, he shook it off the emotions and shoved them deep down where the other unwanted ones were kept. 
 
    Limping into the dwelling, Radcliff picked up the journal and sat down at the small table to write about everything that happened during the day. When he was finished, he paused before closing it. He really should just close it but even though it was further torment, he couldn’t help but add an entry about the kiss. And then he added a final note. 
 
    I yearn for a closer relationship with Amira. There’s a connection between us and even though I forget her each morning, at night I feel like I’ve always known her. Whatever happens, I truly believe a piece of her will always be with me. 
 
    He shoved the book away in disgust. What was he doing besides engaging in self-torture? He snatched it back up, fully intending to scratch out every entry about her, but try as he might, he couldn’t do it. Instead, he brushed sand over the ink to dry it and cursed his weakness. Eyeing it with growing dread he finally admitted to himself, I need the hope. The thought of ‘maybe’ was all he had to combat the nasty depressing voices in his head. Even being near her helped.  
 
    Though she wasn’t here now. Probably still hard at work convincing the Shae people to choose survival. And here he sat feeling sorry for himself. This time he didn’t even have the spell to blame. The problem was, he had nothing to do. Perhaps he should have gone with her but he wanted to avoid questions about Maleko.  
 
    Absently scratching off flakes of dirt, Radcliff realized just how filthy he was. As he reached for the water pitcher, more needles stabbed at his insides. Tired of feeling useless and broken, Radcliff risked a tiny trickle of magic. The dull throbbing in his head convinced Radcliff to push more magic into his body and he invoked the basic healing spell. As the warmth spread, the pain in his chest receded and then vanished. He cut off the flow and took a deep, lingering breath. The lack of any discomfort was pure ecstasy. 
 
    He stripped to his undergarments and wiped off the caked dirt and blood. Dragging the filthy leathers outside, he shook the worst of it off and spent several minutes wiping every inch until even the creases were grime-free. Once satisfied, he draped them over the chair to dry.  
 
    The dwelling had cooled significantly once the sun set so Radcliff rummaged through the small chest filled with borrowed items and pulled out a night shirt. It was knee length and decorated in multicolored embroidered patterns.  
 
    There was nothing left to do now but sleep. Except morning meant forgetting and sleeping led to morning and that meant losing precious time remembering. Though he was tired, he refused to sleep until the last minute when he had no choice. So he compromised and sat on the bed to rest his body while replaying the day’s events, especially the part about the sphere. He remembered seeing it, but everything after that was a complete blank. Frustrated, he tried again, but it was no use. What was worse, he felt the echo of something but couldn’t quite reach it. 
 
    When the soft scratch at the door interrupted, Radcliff was grateful. He’d had enough with his faulty memory. As he got to the door, he heard a soft voice whispering his name. 
 
    He opened the door to Nalani’s red-rimmed eyes and tear-streaked cheeks. “Hey, shouldn’t you be in bed?” he teased, trying to coax a smile. 
 
    She wrapped herself around his leg and clung on tight.  
 
    He bent down and pulled her up into a hug. “It’ll be ok,” he murmured while rubbing her back in an attempt to soothe whatever was troubling her. “Wanna tell me what’s wrong?” 
 
    She sniffled into his chest as he walked them over to the bed and sat with her in his lap. Her little hands grasped the fabric of his shirt and held on like her life depended on it. She seemed afraid. He tried another tack. “Where’s your father?” 
 
    Nalani cried louder and rushed everything out in one sentence. “I said I hated him and he’s mad at me and I begged him to stay but he went on patrol but I didn’t mean it and I don’t want him to die.” She heaved in a gulp of air. “I don’t want to die either,” she finished with a choking sob. 
 
    “Why do you think you’ll die?” Radcliff had a sneaking suspicion she overheard someone talk about the village’s fate. 
 
    “Papa said we were staying here to fight. He said we’d die. I don’t want to die. I don’t want him to die,” she wailed. 
 
    Radcliff mentally cursed the truthful but insensitive warrior as Nalani bawled against his chest. He wanted to tell her about Amira’s plan but didn’t want to raise her hopes in case it failed. Instead, he rubbed her back and made soothing noises while he let her cry it all out. When she was down to just sniffles and hiccups, he asked, “Feeling better?” 
 
    She looked up at him with her sad, puffy eyes and nodded. Then she asked, “Can I sleep with you? I don’t want to be alone.” 
 
    His heart lurched, and he wrapped her in a protective embrace. “Of course, little one. I’ll keep you safe.” Indeed, he would rather die than let her come to harm. “Let’s get you under the blanket.” He got her settled in next to him, all the time thinking of Maleko coming in, seeing her, and starting another fight. But he looked at the young girl now snuggled up against his side and decided it was worth it if it made her feel better. Just when he thought she was falling asleep she stirred. 
 
    “The nightmare doesn’t come when I sleep with you,” she confessed. 
 
    She had nightmares? She slept with him before? None of that was in his journal. Of course, he thought, I would already be in bed and wouldn’t want to disturb her. Still, he felt guilty. A good friend would know. “What do you dream about?” he asked. 
 
    “The cave. I wish I could just forget like you.” 
 
    “Oh no sweetheart. You don’t really want that. Trust me.” He could barely keep the bitterness out of his voice. 
 
    Nalani propped her head up on her hands and said, “Yes I do.” 
 
    Radcliff struggled to find a way to explain so she would understand. “Losing my memory makes me feel sad, angry, and frustrated. It hurts me knowing that I won’t remember things like what you just told me. I’m not a very good friend.” 
 
    “Yes you are, Radcliff. I love you!” Nalani lunged forward and hugged him.  
 
    “And I love you too, sweetie.” It was like a hand squeezed his heart just then and he had to blink back tears. Talking about his memory was hard, yet telling her made him feel lighter. Radcliff hugged her back. “You are a very brave and special girl and the nightmares will go away in time. And every time you think of the cave you’ll remember how strong you are and how proud I am of you.” And as she fell asleep in his arms, Radcliff felt a sense of peace as he drifted off to join her.  
 
    “Stop right there!” 
 
    The shout woke Radcliff with a jolt. Instantly, he rolled over so his body protected Nalani from the unknown threat. Then he looked over his shoulder and saw a very angry Amira body blocking Maleko. Both were locked in a staring match but neither had weapons. Radcliff eased out of bed but didn’t relax his guard.  
 
    Maleko finally broke the silence. “Peace, Woman!” he said in a surprisingly soft voice. “I’m not here to fight. I just want my daughter.” 
 
    Amira relented but remained close by just in case. 
 
    As if sensing the tension, Maleko walked slowly to the bed and gently picked up his still sleeping daughter. The instant she was in his arms, he relaxed. Instead of leaving, he looked at Radcliff, an unsure expression on his face.  
 
    Radcliff was a tad hesitant himself. This wasn’t the angry, murderous man from earlier. 
 
    With an awed tone, Maleko whispered, “I heard what you did for my people.”  
 
    Radcliff glanced at Amira who smiled in reply to his silent question. Apparently she was successful. “It was her doing,” he said, nodding at Amira. 
 
    “But your idea.” Maleko looked like he swallowed something bitter. His eyes darted back down to Nalani. “She seems to have taken a liking to you,” he grudgingly acknowledged and opened his mouth to say something else but snapped it shut and frowned. After a long, strained silence as he struggled to speak, he began to look downright nervous. When he finally spoke, the words came out in a rush. “If something happens to me I want you to look after her.” He looked Radcliff in the eyes then as if daring him to disappoint.  
 
    Radcliff stared back in wide-eyed shock. Of all the ways this encounter could have gone, he never saw this one coming. “Of course I will,” he agreed without even needing to think about it. He would have done it anyway without having to be asked. 
 
    Maleko looked down at his sleeping daughter. In a rare display of emotion, he smiled and said, “She’s everything to me.” Then he looked up and his face hardened. The coals of his anger were once again stoked. “I’ll always hate you for what you did. But if you keep her safe, consider your debt to me paid.” After that declaration, he turned and stalked out the door, though he was careful not to jostle Nalani and even the door closed with a gentle snick. 
 
    “Well, that was a surprise,” Amira finally commented. 
 
    “Indeed.” Radcliff agreed. “So, want to tell me all about it?” 
 
    “Can we do it tomorrow? It’s pretty late.” 
 
    Radcliff hid his disappointment by sitting at his desk. “Of course,” he said, “get some sleep.” Then he waved her off. 
 
    “You’re going to write everything down?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” He was also going to include Nalani’s nightmares in case they came up again. He still made a poor friend, but he would try to do better. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Amira whispered, her voice cracking.  
 
    He glanced up and frowned at her grief-stricken look. “What for?” 
 
    She hugged herself as if trying to find comfort. “That you have to do that.” 
 
    Radcliff wanted to be the one comforting her, but he settled for deflection instead. “Why?” he asked, “it’s not your fault.” 
 
    Amira gave him an odd look. “But it is.” She frowned. “But I’ve told you that before.” After pondering a moment she gasped. “You never wrote it down!”  
 
    He simply shrugged. 
 
    “But why?” she pleaded. 
 
    He looked at her and then smiled. “Because my one day of life is too short to be filled with anger, especially about someone I…” He stopped mid-sentence, shocked at what he was about to say. 
 
    “I what?” she asked. 
 
    Love. But that was impossible wasn’t it? Certainly not from reading journal entries and a single day of interaction. The spell was trying a new angle that’s all.  
 
    “Radcliff?” 
 
    “Never mind,” he finished lamely. He took a renewed interest in his writing. Perhaps he should leave off what he just said and almost said. Yes, that would be better for both of them. At least he wouldn’t feel the sting of heartache after tonight. No, it’s the spell remember? Yeah right, he snorted, remaining unconvinced. 
 
    “Radcliff.”  
 
    “Yes,” he responded without looking up. 
 
    “Good night.” 
 
    “Good night, Amira.”  
 
    When he finished, Amira was sleeping and his time was up. Casting one last look her way, he memorized the way her hair was mussed up, the peaceful expression on her face, and the way she curled up on her side. When he finally succumbed to sleep, Radcliff took that image with him into his dreams. And for once, though he didn’t realize it, his nightmares stayed away. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 15 
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    Retreat 
 
    Amira woke when she heard banging on a door nearby. Groaning, she cracked open her eyelids. Ugh, it’s not even light yet. Yawning, she rolled over to get more sleep. It wasn’t like she got much last night after leaving Radcliff.  
 
    Radcliff!  
 
    She leapt out of bed and almost fell when the blanket tangled around her legs. Cursing, she freed herself and tiptoed to Radcliff’s room. He was still sleeping. Slumping against the wall in relief, Amira yawned hard enough that her jaw popped. I could really use more sleep. Another bang, closer this time, and she shot out the door like a bee from its kicked nest. Randomly scattered magic lamps provided an eerie backdrop as shadowy figures rushed around. Some were clearly warriors, their spear tips flashing when they caught the light. A few were giving out orders to control the chaos. She watched as the family across the way stepped out of their home, each carrying packs and blankets. While they stacked everything on a long, rectangular mat, their youngest boy darted over to a mound hidden in the darkness and came away dragging over two long Shae poles. So that’s how they’ll carry their stuff with them.  
 
    Another boy ran right past her with his hand raised to knock on her door. Amira leaped out to catch him before he could land the blow.  
 
    He jumped back, emitting a surprised squeak. 
 
     “Shh,” she cautioned. When he looked up at her in confusion, Amira pointed to the building and then to herself hoping to convey the message that he didn’t need to bother knocking because she was already awake. He appeared to understand. He grinned at her and rattled something off in his language before darting to the next door. She started to go inside when Maleko appeared. “What does he want?” she thought to herself. 
 
    “You’re with me,” he commanded. 
 
    “What?” she asked, totally confused.  
 
    He scowled and looked displeased at having to explain himself. “We are to scout the eastern region, looking for trouble. We leave in ten. Meet me at the gate.”  
 
    “Oh,” she blurted to his already retreating form. As she watched him weave past a knotted clump of warriors, Amira wondered if she should run over and tell him she couldn’t go or simply fail to show up. Still debating, she ducked inside and began packing. She had just started with Radcliff’s pack when someone knocked quietly on the door. She yawned again and opened it. 
 
    Ekewaka’s smile was far too cheerful this early in the day. “I heard Maleko wants you on patrol, so I stopped by to help.” 
 
    “Oh.” Amira’s sleepy mind stalled out as she tried to figure out what he meant. 
 
    “Can I come in?” 
 
    Gah. Amira shook herself mentally for standing there like a mindless corpse and replied, “Yes, of course.”  
 
    Ekewaka stepped inside and held something out to her. “First, I’d like to give you this.” It was a bag with a green stick poking out the top. Before she could ask what it was he explained. “It’s an ancestor tree—the council’s gift in honor of your idea.” 
 
    Once again Amira stood speechless, but this time it was from the overwhelming affection for these people. What an incredible gift for an outsider. With shiny eyed reverence, she accepted the cutting from him. “I’m very honored.” She carefully placed the plant on a side table and surreptitiously wiped her eyes dry. 
 
    “I have one for Radcliff too. I’ll bring it over later along with the harness to carry them safely. He can carry yours while you patrol.” 
 
    “Would you like something to drink?” Amira asked while silently chiding herself for her lack of hospitality. At least she finally felt awake. 
 
    “No thank you. I’m fine. Are you finished packing?” 
 
    “I have to finish Radcliff’s pack but the rest of his stuff is in his room and I didn’t want to wake him.” 
 
    “Let me take care of that. You should get going.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Ekewaka interrupted. “I know he needs to read his book.” He patted her arm. “I’ll make sure he does.” He gave her arm a gentle squeeze before releasing it. 
 
    Amira’s heart raced. He knew Radcliff’s secret! As she studied the elder, she realized he must have known about the secret for a while now and nobody had taken the journal away. “Ok,” she replied, deciding she could trust him.  
 
    Amira grabbed her staff, said goodbye, and rushed outside into a congested mass exodus. Most of the families had finished packing and were crowded together in a long, winding line. Amira darted around the people inching along and made her way to the gate.  
 
    “You’re late.”  
 
    The barked words boomed right next to Amira’s ear and she whirled around, only barely checking her staff in time to avoid smacking Maleko who stood there glaring in the lamp light. She glared right back. 
 
    “Makani’s already gone to scout ahead.” Without warning he began jogging. Amira had to run to catch up before the rapidly fading light left her in complete darkness. Why didn’t I remember to bring a lamp? Amira fumed at his unpainted backside.  
 
    The ground eating pace became a soothing rhythm. Amira felt alive as the blood pumped through her muscles and a thin sheet of sweat coated her body. She hoped Radcliff was doing ok. Because he’s my duty, she reminded herself. “Hello beautiful,” Radcliff said as he woke to see her lying next to him. She smiled as the memory popped into her head then quickly shook it off. No, he won’t be so happy to see her when he regains his memory. A hole opened in her chest and she wanted to cry. I’m so screwed. But there was nothing she could do about it.  
 
    Amira cut off that line of thought and focused instead on the shadows bouncing around Maleko as he ran. Spear in one hand, light in the other, his shadow was distorted and looked rather menacing. The forest surrounding them was thick with Shae stalks and looked eerie in the shifting darkness. Her heart raced as she pictured those things popping out to attack and had to suppress a shudder. Not helping!  
 
    Taking deep gulps of air and fixing her eyes firmly on Maleko’s back, Amira’s thoughts drifted to wondering why he wasn’t decorated with paint. Perhaps she’d ask him if he wasn’t so unpleasant. She wouldn’t mind knowing what the plan was. Were other people scouting the other directions? And what about the other villages? She knew there were more villages scattered in the vast expanse of Shae forest. What would happen to them?  
 
    Without even noticing, the darkness lifted until Amira could see several feet into the forest. The normal looking surroundings soothed her anxiety—there were no stalking things ready to pounce. As they continued jogging, even the shadows cast by the lamp faded away as the first rays of sunlight peeked over the horizon. 
 
    Maleko halted abruptly and Amira had to dodge sideways to avoid running into him. He didn’t notice, he simply pointed east and said, “Look at that.” 
 
    Amira shielded her eyes from the sun’s early morning glare and stared down at what could very well be the end of the world, at least for the Shae people. Like a squamous infection, the forest was gone, and the ground was blighted with the same deathly corruption they ran into last night.  
 
    “I didn’t think we’d gone that far?” A sudden flashback of last night’s encounter had her fists squeezing so tight around the staff she thought she might snap it in two. She had to force herself to relax and loosen her grip.  
 
    Maleko’s brow furrowed in thought. “It must have moved overnight.”  
 
    “It’s expanded,” Makani said as he popped out of nowhere right beside Amira. She jumped and let out a startled squeak. He smirked at her reaction. “Magical camouflage,” he said, then winked. 
 
    Once Amira’s heart stopped racing, she punched him playfully in the arm. “Don’t do that!” 
 
    “How fast is it expanding?” Maleko asked, breaking the mood. 
 
    “Watch and see.” Makani said before vanishing. 
 
    Amira watched in awe as a stone lifted into the air seemingly of its own accord and moved towards the corrupted area before gradually lowering back to the ground on the border separating corrupted and uncorrupted earth. “I didn’t know you had magic like that.” 
 
    “That’s not magic!” Maleko thrust his finger at her. “That’s one of the spirit blessed abilities granted to our people at birth. We don’t twist the natural order like your wizards.” He ended the rant by stabbing the spear tip in the ground. 
 
    Ok, Amira thought to herself. Touchy subject. She let it drop. Even expecting Makani’s sudden reappearance, she still jumped a little when he popped back next to her. “I told you not to do that.”  
 
    He grinned at hear, clearly unrepentant. Then pointed at the rock. “Watch.” 
 
    All three looked on in silence as the inky black crept over the rock. It only took a minute before the rock was fully immersed and only another minute for the lump to flatten. It was like the rock never existed.  
 
    “Did it just consume the rock?” Amira asked. 
 
    “Looks like,” Makani replied. 
 
    “At least it’s not that fast. We can outrun it.” Amira sighed with relief but she may have spoken too soon. As she watched the area where the rock had been absorbed, some of the ooze quivered in a bubbly mass and a thin ribbon shot outward and thumped to the ground. About a foot long, it rested there, sliming the ground underneath. While it secreted the black foulness, the bulbous tip puckered in three places and needle thin hairs extended upward like antennae, swaying as if seeking something.  
 
    “I don’t like the look of that,” Makani said. Everyone backed up a step when one of the antennae appeared fixated on their location. 
 
    The ground under the ribbon undulated, and a lump was pushed up until it breached the surface, revealing a glistening egg shaped thing. It cracked open and a misshapen rodent like thing clawed its way out. 
 
    The group took another step backward. “Maybe we should go,” Amira said. 
 
    Maleko raised his spear and said, “No, let’s see what it does.”  
 
    The rodent thing opened the largest eyes Amira had ever seen and was looking straight at them. Behind the rodent, a circular house sized area of the corruption began to bubble. 
 
    Amira backed up another step. “That thing sees us.” Her whispered words seemed too loud in the unnatural stillness. This was just like last night. Only this time that thing could see them. 
 
    “I can take care of that,” Maleko said as he stepped forward and thrust the spear straight through the rodent thing’s head. The corruption emitted a piercing shriek. 
 
    “Guys, we need to run.” Amira backpedaled, caught between an urgent need to be elsewhere and a paranoid desire to keep her eye on that thing. 
 
    Maleko just stood there poking the ground with his spear tip to clean it before finally nodding. “We’ll go north. We can lead them away from the village.” 
 
    As they run north, animated things burst from the ooze behind them and give chase. They run until they hit an ooze barrier and head west. But there was no escape that way either. Now surrounded by ooze on three sides and a vast army of corrupted things, they are boxed in. “We’re trapped!” Amira cries out right as the creatures leap for them. 
 
    “No!” Amira shouted, swaying from the aftereffects of her vision. “We have to go back to the village.” She took two steps away before realizing neither man was following. She turned around and placed her hands on her hips. “I saw it. If we go north we die.” 
 
    Maleko scowled and Makani looked unhappy but they reluctantly agreed. Amira quickly glance back at the corruption and saw the membranous surface stretch as a misshapen appendage struggled to break free. That was enough for her. She took off at a full run.  
 
    When Maleko caught up and took the lead, he changed direction to run parallel with the blighted area. He didn’t waste words explaining, but Amira figured he didn’t want to expose the villagers to anything that might be chasing them.  
 
    She couldn’t help the occasional glances over her shoulder. Once, Amira thought she saw something, but quickly put it down as her fears. She was in the back now, struggling to keep up as the men loped across the ground, making it look easy. Her own wheezing was embarrassing. I thought I was in shape. Guess not. They ran full out for about an hour before dropping to a more reasonable pace. 
 
    Two hours later, the forest ended abruptly and opened into rocky terrain which was covered in low-lying scrub grass and prickly plants. They had to slow down to avoid twisting an ankle on the uneven ground. 
 
    Amira was grateful for the slower pace. The sounds of rocks crunching underfoot grew hypnotic. The tink of a rock scattering from farther back shattered her trance, but when Amira looked over her shoulder she didn’t see anything. She clenched her staff tighter. This time I’m not making things up. They ran for another hour while Amira strained to hear or see whatever was following, but nothing else unusual happened. 
 
    When Maleko finally called for a rest break, Amira was more than ready. She flopped onto a large rock, utterly spent. With her head resting against the staff, Amira sucked in deep gulps of air. She was only mildly gratified to see the others breathing hard as well. Then she heard it again—a sharp rock striking against rock noise that was out of place. Amira whipped her head around but saw only small boulders and a few token spiny cacti. Still, the hairs on the back of her neck rose, and she knew they were being watched. 
 
    “Guys, I think something followed us,” Amira whispered. 
 
    As if the sound of her voice was a signal, a black blur leapt over a boulder right at her face. 
 
    She had just enough time to bring up the staff for a weak parry. The breeze from its passage brushed her cheek. When it landed, it crouched preparing for another strike. This time she could see it clearly. It was smaller than the blink cat and similar in shape except for the two stumpy arms growing from the shoulders with disturbingly human-like hands tipped with six inch claws. Amira froze in horror when she realized where the hands must have come from. The warrior that died when they were escaping! 
 
    The thing jumped for her chest. 
 
    The motion yanked Amira’s thoughts back to the present. She lunged sideways and swept her staff around to slam it in the back of the head.  
 
     It staggered, but shook off the blow and crouched.  
 
    Amira jabbed at it with her staff, forcing it to jump back. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the others fighting off more of these terrible things. How many of them were there?  
 
    This time the thing charged her legs.  
 
    Instead of dodging, she planted the staff and flipped over the thing’s back. While it was momentarily confused, she rammed the staff’s end straight into the back of its neck.  
 
    It grabbed the staff with those terrible hands and struggled in eerie silence. 
 
    “Die!” she shouted, leaning against the staff to keep the beast pinned. A burst of flame shot out of the staff and engulfed it. The stench of cooked meat made her want to gag, but she held on until it was nothing but ash. What just happened? Amira finally pulled the staff up and stared at it with a mix of wonder and fear. 
 
    Shaking off the moment, she analyzed the other fights. Maleko was holding his own. The thing he faced didn’t have hands, but it had several tentacles spouting from its body. A thick, black sludge oozed from the many spear holes riddling its sides. While it wasn’t dead yet, it would be soon. 
 
    Makani was in trouble. He had a six legged creature pinned to a rock but its overly large head was eating away at the spear and would be freed in moments. Amira ran over to help. As she rammed the staff into the thing’s belly, she decided to try out the staff’s newfound ability. She cried out, “Die!” and felt relieved when the flames once again shot out of the staff and roasted the creature to ashes. Handy. Perhaps too handy. Is this why the Prime had the staff? Did she know it would be needed on these?  
 
    Maleko’s beast was slowing but still not dying. “Here,” Amira said as she rammed it with the staff and invoked the fire. All three watched in satisfaction as it turned to ash. 
 
    “More magic,” Maleko grumbled, but said nothing more. Amira took that as his silent approval of a weapon able to dispatch this new enemy. “Look for more,” he ordered. 
 
    A quick search revealed no more surprises. “Those were probably the only ones who could keep up,” Makani said. “I’m going to set a false trail. You should return and warn everyone.” 
 
    Maleko nodded his approval and began running straight west. 
 
    Amira lingered behind a moment and gripped Makani’s arm. “Stay safe.”  
 
    He grinned and patted her hand. “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    She punched him lightly and said, “You better,” before rushing to catch up to Maleko. Amira certainly hoped he’d be ok. She was growing quite fond of the scout. 
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    They ran west for an hour. Maleko stopped them frequently to check for signs of pursuit before finally heading north. Because of the delays, it was well past sunset when they finally reentered the forest. Even with the magic lamp, it was too dark to run, so they settled for a walk. That suited Amira just fine. Her body was a lump of suffering. One finger was rubbed raw, her arms ached in protest each time she lifted the staff, her legs were stiffening, and her right heel had formed a blister. Leaning on the staff, she limped along and hoped the camp was close. The trail rations had worn off long ago turning her stomach into an empty, gnawing monster. She longed for roasted meat. The image in her mind was so real she could smell it. In fact, it was growing stronger.  
 
    Maleko called out in his native language and a male voice responded. Amira blinked away her exhaustion, saw him talking to another warrior, and realized they’d stepped into the camp. She could have sworn there was no sign of the camp just a step back. To test her theory, she took two steps back and sure enough, it vanished from sight. Ekewaka must have put up an illusion to hide it. She’d have to warn him about not hiding scents.  
 
    The proximity of food, warmth, and company energized Amira. She bounce-stepped back into camp and immediately headed for the nearest fire pit where six women were laughing and passing food around. Amira recognized two of the women. Nalani’s caretaker, Hani, made room for her to sit while Wikolia, a warrior woman Amira often sparred with, passed her a plate already heaping with juicy meat, vegetables, and a small piece of bread. After a brief prayer to their ancestors, the women dug in with gusto. Amira followed suite, quite happy to appease her growling belly. 
 
    When everyone finished, they took the dirty dishes to the river at the edge of camp and washed them. After helping to dry and put away everything, Amira asked Hani about Radcliff so she could check up on him. When the woman pointed south, Amira smiled her thanks and began picking her way through groups of people to find him. At least there were no tents to trip over—instead the Shae had unrolled woven mats to sleep on. She wondered what they would do if it rained.  
 
    Amira had to ask directions several times before she found Radcliff. He was sitting on the ground surrounded by a group of children throwing rocks in the air and letting them drop. Then she laughed—he was trying to teach them to juggle. She stood there watching in amused silence as he patiently guided each child through the basic steps for juggling three items. When one succeeded, he puffed up like a proud father.  
 
    Eventually the parents stopped by to collect their children. Soon only Nalani remained although it was pretty late.  
 
    “Where’s your father,” Amira asked. 
 
    “He’s patrolling,” she replied. 
 
    “But he was out all day.” 
 
    The girl shrugged but Amira could see the hurt in her eyes. 
 
    “He just wants to keep you safe,” Radcliff chimed in. 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “Hey,” he nudged her. “You can sleep next to me.” 
 
    “Really?” Her eyes lit up. 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    She wasted no time and curled up next to him.  
 
    Amira’s body was tired but her mind began churning over the day’s events. She worried over Makani, she worried about those things finding the Shae. She worried about Radcliff. Finally she drifted off into a restless sleep. 
 
    The Shae drop everything they own and begin running as fast as they can, but the lopsided galloping of the abominations chasing them gain ground anyway. Ekewaka falls behind to cast illusions which help for a while, but then he trips—just the opening needed for one of the faster things to take him down. Maleko and his warriors rush in to help but it is too late. Now they too fight a hopeless battle—a few against far too many. Like a river of lava the corrupt thousands flow over them and advance. Radcliff thrusts out a hand and flames shoot out, engulfing hundreds. But that is a temporary stop gap. Another swarm sweeps in from the east into the middle of the fleeing villagers, taking out hundreds. Amira shouts and tries to help but a large tentacle holds her in place. “You’re mine,” it whispers in her mind. She can feel its ecstasy as each villager is consumed. It chortles in amusement when they lurch back upwards and turn on their friends and family. “Their life energy is delicious,” it purrs. Finally only Radcliff remains standing. He is completely surrounded by the horde. “He is now mine too!” the tentacle shouts in victory. Slowly Radcliff turns around and looks at her with solid black eyes. “Time to take this world,” says the not-Radcliff. His laugh is a sick and twisted sound that shatters what remains of Amira’s hope. 
 
    “No!” Amira sat up abruptly with her heart thumping wildly. Her hand had a white knuckled grip on the staff which she recalled setting off to the side before laying down. How odd. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to wake you up.”  
 
    Amira jumped at the voice, her fright receding somewhat when she saw the familiar face. “You didn’t,” she croaked past a dried out throat. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” Maleko whispered as he gently gathered a still sleeping Nalani in his arms. 
 
    She looked at him slack jawed. Since when was he empathetic? Unwilling to wake up either Nalani or Radcliff, she shook her head. What she needed most was time to process what she just saw. It couldn’t be a real vision, could it? 
 
    “I’m three fires that way.” Maleko pointed east. “If you need anything.”  
 
    She managed a small nod and watched him leave. 
 
    Lacking distractions, her mind latched onto the message from her vision. They were doomed if they kept on their present course without any changes. But it wasn’t supposed to end this way according to earlier visions. So what went wrong? Knowing she wouldn’t get any sleep now, Amira prepared to watch the sun rise and hopefully think of something that could save them. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The Hunted 
 
    The man was rocking on an ocean under the sun when a tentacle shot out of the water and slapped against the side of the boat. He jolted upright in a panic and sank back down gratefully when he discovered the tentacle was just a dream. The motion however, was real and making him queasy.  
 
     The four men carrying him on a makeshift stretcher stopped and lowered it to the ground so he could get off. While he stood and stretched, they quickly rolled it up, tied it down and began running again. 
 
    “Radcliff!” a bundle of girl energy hurled into him. 
 
    He was shoved off-balance from the impact. I guess that’s me? Why can’t I remember my name, or this girl? She seems to know me well enough. 
 
    Once the girl was done giving him a tight hug, she pulled back and said, “You have to carry me.” 
 
    She stood there with such bold confidence, he couldn’t help but smile despite his worry. “I do, huh?”  
 
    But when he bent down to pick her up, she dodged away from his grasp and laughed. “No, silly. I go on your back.” 
 
    “Oh.” Have I done this before? Shaken, he knelt and let the girl climb up onto his shoulders. Holding her legs in place, he stood and looked around. 
 
    “I’m Nalani. You need to run that away.” She pointed in the direction the men ran. He could see many people jogging alongside them. 
 
    Radcliff sprinted to catch up. “So, why are we running?” 
 
    “Bad things are after us.” 
 
    “I see.” Not really. He didn’t remember that either. In fact, try as he might, he couldn’t remember anything. 
 
    “Oh good, you’re awake,” a man called out as they caught up to the group. He wore a multicolored tunic that looked like it was made up of intricate beadwork. “I’m Ekewaka.” His piercing eyes scanned Radcliff top to bottom before asking, “How is your head?” 
 
    Radcliff’s head was throbbing, but how did this man know? Ekewaka didn’t even wait for him to reply before he pulled him to a stop and pressed his hands against his forehead. Radcliff felt a cool wave of energy wash away the pain. “Thanks,” he said as soon as Ekewaka finished. What a difference the lack of pain made–it was like floating. 
 
    “Stand there a moment and let it take hold.” Ekewaka turned from Radcliff and faced the direction they had come from.  
 
    Radcliff watched the man, curious.  
 
    “He’s going to make magic,” Nalani confided in his ear. 
 
    “Hush,” Ekewaka said. “You don’t want me to mess this up now, do you?” he teased. 
 
    “No!” she said and plopped her chin on the top of Radcliff’s head. 
 
    Ekewaka stretched his arms out and began to hum. The air above the ground shimmered and rose like a curtain to stretch high above them and a long ways out to either side. When he stopped humming, he studied the shimmery air with a growing smile. “There, that should hold them back a little longer.” Then he stumbled and Radcliff slipped an arm around his waist to steady him.  
 
    “What did you do?” Radcliff asked. 
 
    “He hid us, didn’t you?” Nalani chimed in. 
 
    “Smart girl. Yes, I did.”  
 
    Although the man’s eyes still had a spark in them, dark circles had formed underneath, like he hadn’t gotten sleep in days. Radcliff wondered just how much energy he had expended putting up that wall. “You look tired.” 
 
    Ekewaka grunted in agreement. “I’m afraid I don’t have many more of those left in me. It’s not so much the putting up as it is the keeping it up across a distance.” 
 
    “Are you able to run?”  
 
    He grinned and chuckled. “The day I can’t run is the day I’m dead.” 
 
    Ekewaka wasn’t lying. He made running look effortless as they rejoined the group. There, Radcliff saw others, mostly women, carrying small children on their shoulders. Men carried spears and large rolls. Even the boys and girls had small bundles tied to their backs. All were so dusty they blended into the landscape. “How long have we been running?” 
 
    “This is the fourth day.” 
 
    “And you’ve been hiding everyone all this time?”  
 
    “Well, it was easy at first with the pull behinds.” 
 
    “Pull behinds?” 
 
    “Simple devices dragged behind a person to carry a burden. They also make great false trails.” Ekewaka’s impish grin transformed him from tired looking elder to young man. “Well over two thirds of the horde chasing us split away and are probably still running east.” His chuckle turned to a hacking cough.  
 
    “Do you need some water?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine.” Ekewaka waved him off. “We’ll stop to rest soon enough.” 
 
    As they ran, Nalani began singing. Though he didn’t understand the words, the rhythm went well with Radcliff’s strides and he relaxed into the motion. 
 
    Nalani sang a couple of songs. When she ended the last one, she rapped on Radcliff’s head. “Sing along. I’ll teach you.” 
 
    Radcliff chuckled. “No, that’s quite alright. I need the air to breathe. Everyone is in really good shape.” 
 
    “You aren’t bad now. But you were as skinny as a newborn Shae sprout when you first arrived. And completely bald.” She rubbed her hands over his short stubbly hair.  
 
    “Was I now?” Yet another thing he couldn’t remember. “And how long ago did I arrive?” 
 
    “About two weeks. Now sing!” Nalani launched into a simple tune.  
 
    Radcliff hummed along which seemed to make the girl happy. She added hand clapping to the mix. When they finally stopped for a break, Radcliff was surprised at how much time had passed. Judging by the sun’s position overhead he estimated they’d been running for two hours. How can I know about time estimates and not remember my own name? 
 
    He had just put Nalani down and grabbed one of the dried meat strips being handed out when something filled with malice brushed up against his mind. At the same time Ekewaka cried out and dropped to his knees. 
 
    “Help!” Radcliff cried out as he rushed over. 
 
    Ekewaka’s hand trembled as he tried to wave Radcliff off. “I’ll be ok.”  
 
    Radcliff grabbed his arms and helped him up despite the man’s protests. “What happened?”  
 
    The elder’s face was ashen, and he leaned heavily against Radcliff. “The illusion is gone. We are exposed and I have no more energy to replace it.”  
 
    “Can someone else do it?” 
 
    “No. It is a rare gift.” Ekewaka was still wobbly but trying to stand on his own. “Most villages do without.” 
 
    Radcliff kept a firm grip on his elbow.  
 
    A group of warriors ran up to Ekewaka. One shot a rather menacing look at Radcliff before pushing him aside.  
 
    Radcliff was surprised at the rudeness but he moved away willingly. That sense of malice was intensifying, and he found it hard to concentrate. 
 
    “He doesn’t like you,” Nalani said. 
 
    “What?” Radcliff asked, still distracted. 
 
     “My papa. He doesn’t like you.” 
 
    “We need to run now,” Ekewaka cut in. He still looked weak but had a grim, determined look on his face. The rude warrior stood next to him and barked out something that had people shoving their half-eaten meals back into bundles. Within seconds they were heading out. 
 
    Radcliff’s head began throbbing. He ignored it and knelt so Nalani could get back on her perch. Then he began running with the rest. Somehow his senses expanded until he could see and feel the life around him. At first he stumbled when his vision became overlaid with glowing green and white swirls around plants and a kaleidoscope of multiple colors around each person. The ground was nearly solid red with heat signatures of insects and tiny animals, many holed up in underground warrens. It was confusing but also wonderful. Gradually he acclimated to the new view and was able to expand it outward. Deciding to see what was chasing them, he aimed it behind and almost threw up when he slammed into the blackness of a void. It eagerly sucked at his energy so he pulled back.  
 
    The gnawing malice churning at the edges of his mind turned gleeful, like a predator picking up the scent of its prey. That was when Radcliff realized the thing in his mind was also what was chasing them. It was growing stronger in both places despite their increased speed.  
 
    You need to shield them.  
 
    “What?” Radcliff asked. 
 
    “Huh?” Nalani replied. 
 
    “Did you say something?” Radcliff asked, confused. 
 
    “No.” Nalani sounded small and scared. Radcliff wished he could reassure her, but he refused to lie and say everything would be ok. Everyone around him had a wild eyed look and ran in sloppy lopes. They know we have no hope.  
 
    You need to shield them right now. 
 
    Before Radcliff could ask who was speaking, an image of energy woven into intricate patterns slammed into his mind. In a blink it was gone but left behind a perfect, crystalized imprint of what to do. “Beautiful,” he whispered. Without even thinking, he cast the spell. The net spread out and encompassed most of the group. A few were too far away.  
 
    “Nalani, tell everyone to group up tighter.” 
 
    “Are you doing a spell?” She perked up and Radcliff could hear the tentative hope in her voice. 
 
    “I already have. I can hide everyone, I just need them clumped together.” 
 
    Nalani whooped with excitement and did as he asked. Radcliff’s ears were sorry but the sudden spring in everyone’s step was worth it. 
 
    “What? No, Radcliff you mustn’t.” Ekewaka called out. He cut through the warriors still at his side and approached. 
 
    “Why not?” The malignant thing at the edge of his mind was confused and losing ground as soon as everyone got under the shield. It was working. 
 
    “You are going to burn yourself out. You might die.”  
 
    “If they catch us, I’ll die anyway. At least this way some people live.” He shrugged and bit back a curse from the pain stabbing his temples. 
 
    “You don’t understand—” 
 
    “No. You’re right, I don’t understand.” Anger spewed up like a geyser. “Nobody tells me anything. Yet you know I don’t remember.” Then he narrowed his eyes as it struck him. “You’re deliberately keeping things from me. But why?” 
 
    “You must understand. It is for your own good.” 
 
    “If it involves my fate, I should make that choice. Not you.” 
 
    “No.” It was Ekewaka’s turn to be angry. “Amira told us you were the one to save everyone. You are the key. You must live.” Then he lowered his voice to a whisper. “Yet here you work magic anyway without reading your journal. How is that even possible? You’d be more tempted to use it if you knew what you could do.” 
 
    “Journal?”  
 
    “Shh. We are the only ones to share that secret.” His eyes included Nalani. “Best keep it that way.” 
 
    Radcliff stewed in silence. Such arrogance, assuming what was best for him. Just because he lacked memory didn’t mean he deserved to be treated like a child. So, he had a magical gift of some type. That would explain his extra senses, but not everything. “What about the headache?” 
 
    Ekewaka’s eyes turned sad. “That is your memory fighting to be freed from the spell binding it. It is burning you up inside.” 
 
    Radcliff’s anger died out. It was clear the elder meant well. “What is this spell? And how long do I have?” 
 
    “The spell makes you forget each sunrise. You won’t have much longer if you insist on using magic. I bet your head is hurting even now.” 
 
    Radcliff’s silence was answer enough. He wasn’t ready to admit anything. Forgetting everything each morning was worse than just thinking he’d hit his head. “How long have I been this way?” he asked, even as he dreaded the answer. 
 
    “Highly magical people live very long lives.” 
 
    That didn’t bode well. Already Radcliff could feel his stomach ball up into knots. “How long?” he demanded. 
 
    “A thousand years,” Ekewaka whispered. 
 
    A bolt of lightning would hurt less. The presence in the back of his mind turned attentive again and Radcliff hastily strengthened the shield he’d let slip in his shock. Nalani rubbed his head as if she could tell he was in distress. 
 
    You should drop the shield and let them die. What have they done for you? 
 
    Huh? This voice sounded different from the one that gave him the shield spell. A burst of sadness washed over him, encouraging him to stop trying. 
 
    Go ahead and lay down. You’ve suffered enough. 
 
    Who are you? Radcliff growled at the unknown voice. He fought to keep a tight grip on the shield while ignoring the overwhelming desire to give up. 
 
    Die. Die. Die. The presence grew angry at his resistance and pushed harder. 
 
    “Nalani, sing for me please.” Radcliff latched onto her sweet voice and used it to drown out the thing speaking in his head. “Strange,” he thought, “it didn’t seem like it was from whatever was following us.” 
 
    After a few minutes it was gone as abruptly as it came, leaving Radcliff puzzled. He dared not ask about it though since Ekewaka would use it as one more reason he should stop. Unfortunately, based on what he was sensing, the shield was slowing whatever was following but it was still coming. Stopping wasn’t an option even if the pounding in his head was growing unbearable. 
 
    The rolling hills became steeper and tall rock formations began sprouting up. The striped pinks and yellows added a cheerfulness to the otherwise desolate rocky landscape. Radcliff barely noticed. The throbbing in his temple turned into a spear jabbing his eyes and they began watering. Still, he said nothing and nobody noticed until he nearly blacked out.  
 
    “You need to stop now,” Ekewaka warned, holding him steady in an ironic role reversal. The elder still looked like he could use a week of sleep. Radcliff guessed he probably wasn’t much better off now. 
 
    He tried explaining between gasps for breath. “I can feel them. Back there. Following.”  
 
    Three warriors stopped to see what the holdup was, including Nalani’s father who gave Radcliff another death glare. One day perhaps he’d ask why the man hated him so much, but right now he didn’t have the energy to care. While Ekewaka chatted with Nalani’s father, Radcliff watched the rest of the people cross a rise and vanish. They were out of his shield now, yet the thing behind hadn’t sped up. Perhaps there was hope of keeping their exact location hidden in this terrain without needing his magic.  
 
    The warriors took off and Ekewaka asked, “Ready to run?” 
 
    Radcliff smiled weakly. “The day I can’t run is the day I die.” It seemed fitting to use Ekewaka’s statement of defiance, especially since he would indeed die if he couldn’t. 
 
    Ekewaka clapped him on the arm. “It’s not much farther to the canyon, then you can rest.” 
 
    Spurred on by that good news, Radcliff jogged alongside. He could make it. They would make it. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 17 
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    Unlikely Escape 
 
    Amira wiped the sweat from her eyes and studied her handiwork. Well, it’d have to do since the villagers would be arriving soon. She’d only had a day to implement the idea that came to her after stewing about her vision four nights back. When her inspiration had finally struck, she hadn’t bothered waiting for sunrise. Instead, she’d awakened a very irate Maleko and explained what she needed. While skeptical, he helped her gather the extra spear tips and ropes. Fortunately, she was familiar with this area from previous journeys and knew how to reach the Yellow Canyon. With Kaholo helping to carry some of the supplies, and only sleeping as long as they had to, they were able to arrive a whole day in advance of the villagers. 
 
    She regretted not having real climbing gear as soon as she went to wedge the spear turned climbing pin into the rock face. Fortunately, the tips weren’t barbed or bladed so once she did find a large enough crevice, they hammered in just fine. Magically reinforced for strength and having a long tang, the spears actually made great hand holds. Good thing since they lacked a ring where she’d normally attach a rope. That was taken care of by the sloppy bit of rope strung between outcroppings of rock that covered most, but not all, of the zig zag path made by the spears. Her father would die of embarrassment, but it was pretty exceptional work given the lack of proper equipment. It should work as long as people connected with their own rope and ascended one at a time.  
 
    It was time to put the bottom half to the test. “Climb!” she called down to Kaholo who was still at the canyon bottom. Although he had handed her spear points when closer to the ground, he’d balked at climbing higher. Amira wanted to kick herself for that kink in her plan. She supposed it made sense that people who lived on the ground in a thick forest all of their lives would probably have trouble with heights.  
 
    She smiled when Kaholo finally began climbing. Like a super slow moving rock lizard he hugged the wall and inched up it. Amira could just picture his white knuckled death grip. Her smile faded as worry churned her gut. This is taking too long. 
 
    Amira bounded over the cliff’s edge and scrambled down the rods, her lifelong experience in climbing craggy peaks made this simple structure a breeze. She landed on a rocky ledge that jutted out at roughly the halfway point. Nearly horizontal, the shelf was wide enough for four people to stand on comfortably. It made a perfect resting spot and was one of the reasons she chose this spot to build her makeshift ladder. After checking on Kaholo’s progress, Amira turned north and visualized the other reason this spot was perfect.  
 
    Running roughly north to southeast, the Yellow Canyon was mostly straight except for the section she studied. There, the canyon hooked sharply east then west, and the walls narrowed until the river running through it turned to rapids. It was fortunate the water level was low enough to provide a narrow walkway. Three people standing abreast could easily stop an army—a fact she was counting on, assuming the villagers made it past the choke point.  
 
    And Radcliff. She hoped he was ok. Even though Ekewaka said he’d look after the wizard, she felt uneasy at the separation. She also found herself missing his sharp wit, general optimism, and enthusiasm for life. If anything happened to him, she’d never forgive herself for leaving him. What choice did I have? We’ll all die if this plan fails. No, she couldn’t afford to dwell on that. 
 
    A motion off to the side thankfully distracted Amira from her worries. One light brown hand stretched upward and grabbed the rod just above the ledge. Sure enough, the knuckles turned white, making Amira grin. She waited for him to climb onto the ledge, but the hand didn’t move for so long she was contemplating forced assistance. Finally, he shifted up a rung and his head popped up above the ledge. The poor youth was white faced and shaky.  
 
    “Good job.” Amira smiled, hoping a bit of praise and good cheer would help build confidence. 
 
    It took Kaholo several minutes to inch his way high enough to step onto the ledge. Even then, he maintained a death grip on the rods for the longest time before working up the courage to let go. Once on the shelf, he scuttled away from the edge and pushed up against the wall. His eyes had a wild look to them as they darted across the ledge, snapped away from the downward view, and then looked up. That was when he sank to the ground, put his head in his hands and moaned. 
 
    Amira walked over and rubbed soothing circles over his back. “It’ll be ok.” 
 
    “Ugh, I feel like a timid pocca.” 
 
    Amira smiled at the reference to a small rodent. They were cute balls of fur but afraid of absolutely everything, even their own shadow. 
 
    “How am I going to climb the rest?” 
 
    “Hey.” She nudged him. “You got this far. The next part is just the same.” Actually, it was a longer climb, but he didn’t need to hear that. While she had hoped to utilize him as an assistant, Amira changed her mind. The sooner he was safely up top, the less she’d have to worry. Unwrapping the short length of rope around her waist she said, “Look, I’m going to tie you so you’ll be totally safe and we’ll climb to the top now. I can find someone else to help.” 
 
    “No, it’s ok. You taught me the knots already. May as well stay and be useful.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Kaholo nodded. “I want to help.” 
 
    She was going to say more but right then, several dusty, weary villagers rounded the corner. “I’ll go greet them. You good to stay up here?”  
 
    “Yep, I’ll be fine. Better to stay here and save the trouble of climbing that again.” Kaholo gave her a weak smile. 
 
    She ruffled his hair playfully. “Ok, I’ll send the first people up soon.”  
 
    By the time she reached ground level, Ekewaka was heading to meet her followed by Radcliff. “Radcliff!” Amira shouted, a mixture of joy and relief at seeing him. Her smile died at his confused lack of recognition. She snapped at Ekewaka. “You didn’t make him read it?” 
 
    “There was no privacy.”  
 
    The elder’s eyes pleaded for understanding but Amira wasn’t having any of that. “You could have found some. You promised!” 
 
    Ekewaka sighed. “We were already running before sunrise. You know he has to sleep past then. Besides, I didn’t want him knowing about his magic. He’s getting worse.”  
 
    “He is right here,” Radcliff cut in. With his hands on his waist and a frown, it was obvious he was tired of being talked about as if he wasn’t present. He cocked his head to the side. “What is getting worse?” 
 
    Ekewaka and Amira exchanged glances. He nodded in deference to her. Great, now she got to explain. It would probably go better if she introduced herself, seeing as how he never got a chance to read his journal. Plastering an ‘I’m annoyed but smiling anyway’ smile on her face, she held out her hand and said, “Hi, I’m Amira, we travel together.” 
 
    Reluctantly Radcliff held out his hand for the shake. “What is getting worse?” he asked again. 
 
    “You are under a spell that causes your memory loss every sunrise. Ekewaka says you’ve been fighting the binding, and it’s burning you up. Casting spells makes it worse.” 
 
    “He already told me about how it’s burning me up, but what was I supposed to do? It was either cast or let whatever is chasing us catch up.” 
 
    “Misshapen reanimated corpses of animals,” Amira clarified. She was going to say more but the sound of pounding feet distracted her. Looking over she saw a large group of warriors hoisting their spears and heading north.  
 
    Makani peeled off from the group and headed her way with a grim look on his face. He slid to a halt and his words came out rushed. “The enemy have sped up and are headed for the canyon entrance. If you plan on doing something, now’s the time.” 
 
    “We are climbing out of the canyon.” 
 
    Makani’s eyes widened. When he looked up the cliff face and saw the rigging, he got very still. Amira figured that look of panic would soon be widespread. As people entered this section of the canyon, they grouped up with friends and family and rested. Not a single person ever looked up. It probably never crossed their minds. 
 
    “Ok.” He drew the word out.  
 
    At least he wasn’t outright balking. Yet. Deciding that distraction was the best approach to keep him and everyone else from over-thinking her plan, Amira began barking out orders. “Get everyone organized. Adults with smaller children go first. Form a line. Go!” 
 
    Makani looked relieved to have something to do besides contemplate the climb and took off running from group to group. In no time, a ragged line formed. 
 
    Satisfied with his progress, Amira turned to Ekewaka and Radcliff. “You should get in line too.” She would definitely feel much better when Radcliff was safely up top.  
 
    “Get Radcliff out of here, I’m staying,” Ekewaka protested. 
 
    “You are going with him,” Maleko said as he stepped up next to Radcliff. “Hello little one,” he addressed a sleepy looking Nalani. 
 
    Amira stared at Maleko like he grew another head. Speaking Common when he didn’t absolutely have to? 
 
    “Papa!” Nalani reached out her arms and Maleko took her off Radcliff’s shoulders and swung her around before putting her down. “Have you been good?”  
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Of course.” 
 
    Maleko knelt in front of her. “I need you to do something for me.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    He undid the leather belt at his waist and showed her the two rectangular boxes. “These are our spirit trees. I’m giving them to you for safekeeping.” The belt had to be looped around her waist a few times before it was securely fastened. 
 
    Nalani’s lip quivered. “You’re coming back aren’t you?” 
 
    Maleko pulled his daughter into a hug. “Oh Nalani. I love you.” He kissed her forehead. “I’ll try.” He held her at arm’s length. “But know this. I’ll always be here.” He placed his palm over her heart. “And if something happens, I’ll be there.” He touched the box with his spirit tree nestled inside. 
 
    “Don’t go.” 
 
    Amira’s eyes grew watery. She had to blink several times and suck in a gulp of air to recover her composure. He doesn’t expect to return. 
 
    “You know I have to. I need to make sure everyone is safe.” He lifted her up and handed her back to Radcliff. “You stay with Radcliff now. He’ll look after you.” When he looked at Radcliff, the wizard nodded without hesitation. In a surprising move, Maleko clasped Radcliff’s arm, warrior style. “I was wrong about you. You are worthy to be a warrior.” 
 
    Amira stood there unsure whether to laugh or cry. Poor Radcliff didn’t know the significance of what just happened.  
 
     Maleko reached out and clasped her arm as well. “Adopted sister, safe journey.”  
 
    She had to swallow a couple times to soften the sudden ball in her throat before she could speak. “Fight well and come back safe.” The sad look in his eyes spoke more than words.  
 
    The warrior turned and put his arm on Ekewaka. “You’ve done your duty old man,” he said with clear affection. “It’s time to let the warriors do theirs.” 
 
    “As elder I’m responsible for everyone. I will be the last to leave.” 
 
    “You forget. We are now at war. That makes me in charge. I need you to lead our people to safety.” He waited until the elder nodded his reluctant agreement before saying a final goodbye to the group.  
 
    “Papa! I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, Nalani. You be good.” He gave her an affectionate kiss on the forehead, then ran off to join his warriors. 
 
    Ekewaka looked like a kicked puppy but he didn’t follow. 
 
    Amira had to dry her eyes. It was time to get back to work. “Well, I better get these people climbing. Radcliff, I would like you to go up first and help me.” 
 
    “I’ll stay here and organize things.” The fierce look on Ekewaka’s face said ‘don’t push me on this’. 
 
    She didn’t want any part of that particular battle, but thought of something he could do. “Actually, could you help translate what I’m saying? I don’t think everyone speaks Common do they?” 
 
    “Of course. I’d be delighted.”  
 
    Amira patted herself on the back for getting that excited gleam back in his eyes. Plus, it was yet another thing she hadn’t thought of. What else am I going to forget?  
 
    She ignored the leery faces and launched right into a discussion about ropes, safety, and how to climb. While the Shae looked grim, a few perhaps fearful, all had that gritty determination she admired. Encouraged, Amira put the safety ropes on the first three people in line. “Radcliff, do you think you could go up first?” 
 
    “Sure. Nalani, hang on tight.” Before she could grab a spare rope, Radcliff launched himself up the zig zag rod ladder. For someone so clumsy at combat, Amira was shocked at how agile he was going up, almost like a Westspire native. She should have known better. That man had so many surprises up his sleeve and he didn’t even realize it. “Great, I forgot to tell him how to handle the guide rope up top. It’ll take two people anyway.” She looked around for a potential volunteer.  
 
    Ekewaka tapped her arm. “You go up. I’ve studied your knots and can take over here.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” She was reluctant to leave the people here without her expertise, but the top guide rope was a straight pull and required two people at a bare minimum.  
 
    “When I was a young man, I went on a spirit journey. I traveled throughout much of the empire though it wasn’t united back then. I spent a year in your mountains and learned a few basics.”  
 
    “You could have told me.” 
 
    He grinned while tying a rope around a young woman with a baby strapped to her back. “It was more fun to surprise you.” 
 
    Amira grinned back. “Well, in that case, I’ll be up top. Keep them moving and only one person along each guide rope.” With one last look around, she scrambled up the wall until she reached the shelf where Kaholo was waiting. At least he was standing closer to the edge and had lost that pasty, ‘lose my lunch any second’ look.  
 
    “You ok?”  
 
    “Just fine.”  
 
    “The first wave is coming, so be ready.” She resumed her climb.  
 
    Once at the top she looked down to check on the rest. The first person had reached the shelf and Kaholo was hooking her up to the next guide rope. It wouldn’t be much longer before the top guide rope would be needed. She looked at the outcropping of rock where she attached the longest rope she had. Nalani was balled up against it next to Radcliff who looked at a loss for once. She wouldn’t know what to say to a kid who was probably about to lose her father either. Well, perhaps being involved in the upcoming operation would distract her.  
 
    “I need you two to help me anchor this rope,” Amira said while giving it a final inspection. Nalani was unresponsive but Radcliff climbed to his feet. She showed him how to position the rope around his body and loop it under his foot to help keep it from slipping. After doing a few practice runs, she took the end and formed a body sized loop before lowering it over the edge. That way, a climber could put their arms through the loop and have a safety rope for the remainder of the climb.  
 
    Amira cheered when she pulled the first person over the edge. Her idea was working! After the fourth success, she breathed easier and was chatting with the latest arrival, a scout not much older than Kaholo and his baby sister, when she heard a scream. Running back over to the edge, she could only watch helplessly as a woman dangled from the topmost guide rope. A man had his arm out to grab her but she kept swinging away before he could get a good grip. Amira held her breath until he finally caught a foot and was able to haul her back to the rod just above him. The woman looked ok but shaken and wasn’t in a hurry to resume climbing.  
 
    Amira called for a quick rest break and walked over to where her pack was stashed. Somehow the staff was laying over it instead of lying next to it. Perhaps it got knocked over. Shrugging, she went to move it aside but at the contact… 
 
    Her vision zooms out until the canyon’s river is a shining ribbon in the afternoon sun. To the north, abominations stream into the canyon. To the east, the land is completely blackened. Like a bird, she soars that way and flies over another pack of mutations rapidly heading their way. Banking, she sheds height for speed as she returns to the canyon, so low now she nearly grazes the heads of the warriors. Just past them, she lands on a rocky perch and watches. 
 
    The abominations already in the canyon engage the waiting Shae. Maleko is in the lead with two others. He thrusts and spears a three legged, two handed beast right through a dog-like mouth filled with far too many teeth. The man on the right takes care of a smaller creature with two heads. The left ends the movements of something snake based. The motions of all three are almost a blur as they rack up a waist high pile of bodies. Then they fall back and the next three men take their place. Step by agonizing step they make the enemy pay for the ground they take until the river runs black with ichor.  
 
    Then they arrive at the last stretch before the canyon opens up. Maleko is resting in the back and sees the danger. He tells his men they can no longer retreat. They fight viciously but the pile of bodies becomes a problem. A cat-like creature claws its way to the top of the pile. She tries to cry out a warning, but no sound emerges. Like a slow motion nightmare the thing leaps and lands behind the line. It gets a bite in before being noticed. By then it’s too late. 
 
    One by one the warriors are ripped apart as more things leap from the pile and join in. Maleko stands alone, defiant to the end. His spear whips around his body holding them off. But more pile around him. Then they see the people. A pack splits away and runs for the villagers. Maleko leaps after them and kills them. But the distraction costs and he is bitten from behind. Two more join in and tear him apart. The swarm rushes over what remains of the body and engulfs the villagers.  
 
    A larger, human-shaped fiend with red glowing eyes spots the people climbing the wall. A thousand or more abominations reach the base of the climbing ladder and dissolve into a pool of black. A snake-like tube emerges and rises up from the pool. The people climb faster to escape but some fall to their deaths and are absorbed into the pool. Others make it to the top and flee with the rest.  
 
    The tube reaches the top of the cliff and vomits thousands of hare-sized four-legged things built for running. They chase down every last Shae. All are absorbed. Her vision zooms back out until she sees the entire world covered in black. 
 
    Amira gasped as she returned to the present. Somehow, she wound up on her backside, still clutching the staff with a death grip. She hurled it aside and stared at it in growing fear. What is that thing? 
 
    “Are you ok?” Radcliff asked, and stretched out his hand to help her up. A whole group of Shae were looking at her with concerned faces. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she lied. Taking his hand, she got back to her feet and let go before he sensed her shaking.  
 
    “You look like you’ve seen your own death,” Radcliff pressed. 
 
    That’s because I saw everyone’s deaths. But she wasn’t going to tell them that. Amira stared at the staff as she tried to decipher what she just saw. It felt like a true vision, but what if the staff was messing with her? Then again, could she afford to ignore it? 
 
    “Really, I’m ok.” Amira brushed off the dirt and acted like everything was fine even though her stomach coiled with nausea and her limbs wanted to turn into pudding. Deep down she knew what she saw was real, staff influenced or not. But to pick up the pace would mean forgoing the safety lines.  
 
    She kept silent as she hauled the shaken woman up to the top. But once that woman was safe, she called down to the helpful man and told him to pass the message—they were out of time and everyone needed to climb up without the ropes. 
 
    It went better than she thought. Ekewaka must have already guessed they’d need to move faster. He put stronger climbers in between weaker ones and in some cases that prevented a fall. Still, it was nerve-wracking to watch people slip, only to recover at the last second. Between that and her vision, she was short tempered and nearly snapped when something tugged at her wrist. 
 
    “You watched my papa die didn’t you?” Nalani asked. 
 
    She didn’t want to do this now or ever. “What I saw was only possibility, not truth.” 
 
    “He’ll be the last to leave. He’ll die.” Her chin was nudged up in defiant conviction and pride, marred only by a single tear sliding down her cheek.  
 
    Amira felt her heart breaking. “I saw what happens if those creatures find out we’ve escaped the canyon. Let’s make sure that doesn’t happen, ok?” She pointed down at the line of frightened climbers. “Maybe you could sing something to ease their fears?” 
 
    Nalani studied the climbers before nodding. She cleared the ladder area and perched on the edge of the cliff facing north. Then she began singing something that sounded sad but defiant.  
 
    The people on the wall settled and were making steady progress when a group of warriors ran towards them. Amira’s heart lurched and her stomach twisted, but she didn’t see anything chasing them so hopefully they still had time. Unease rippled from the bottom to the top climber as word spread—Maleko was holding them off but there wasn’t much time. Spurred on, people began climbing faster. Amira helped drag them the last foot over the edge. Several were pale and shaky. Radcliff stepped in with water and snacks. Once they recovered enough, he sent them to rest with other groups of family and friends. 
 
    Everyone was off the ground when the horde rounded the bend and streamed into the area. Nalani stopped singing, and a hush descended. Amira dropped to the ground so only her head peeked over the edge. If any of those things looked up, they were dead. Nobody dared to move as thousands of hideous things ran past.  
 
    As she looked down the ragged line of climbers, she noticed that the last person, Ekewaka, was only on the first rod. His feet were just a couple of feet off the ground. Amira watched in dread as the human looking thing from her vision paused right under the base of the ladder and looked up. She thought for sure they’d be discovered, but the thing stared a moment longer before trotting off with the rest. Her racing heart didn’t slow down until the last of them vanished. Then Ekewaka fell and lay still. 
 
    Amira stewed with impatience as the last climber reached the top. She almost shoved him aside as she dove for the ladder and rushed to the bottom. The elder was still breathing. She jumped out of her skin when Radcliff landed next to her. 
 
    While her heart was still lodged in her throat, Radcliff spoke. “He cast a small illusion to hide the climbers even though he was already depleted.” 
 
    “We need to get him to the top before more of those things come.” Amira knew that second pack would be closing in soon. 
 
    “I can carry him.” 
 
    “That’s unlikely.” With no rope to take the weight, he’d be too off-balance to climb up the rods. Unless… “I do have an idea though.” She just hoped to have time to implement it. Scurrying up to the top, she undid the loops securing the long rope around the rocky outcrop and formed a loose coil she slung around her shoulder. She grabbed a second, short safety rope as well and wrapped that one around her waist. While climbing back down, she paused at the bottom of the first guide rope and threaded the long rope through. Then she climbed to the bottom. There, she securely tied Ekewaka, forming a quasi-cradle he could dangle from.  
 
    “I need you to stay here and pull him up.” Handing Radcliff the other end, Amira then climbed the first set of rods and told Radcliff to pull while she did what she could to help. Inch by slow inch, Ekewaka reached the first ledge. While Radcliff kept the line taut, she stepped onto the shelf and pulled him over. “Ok let it go slowly.” Once he was on the ground, Radcliff climbed up and they both rested for a few minutes. “Stay here, I’ll be back shortly.”  
 
    Amira removed the first guide rope, which took far too long; that pack would be close to the canyon by her estimation. She scrambled back down and swapped ropes with the longer one before climbing up to the top and securing it back around the outcrop. This time she formed a smaller loop, hoping the little extra distance would allow the ropes to reach. 
 
    The real test came when she grabbed the line fastened to Ekewaka and climbed up to slip it into the bottom loop of the top rope. Of course it was too short. But she had another idea.  
 
    “Radcliff, I need you to climb up and tie the end of the rope around your waist. Then use your weight to pull him up. I’ll help from below.” 
 
    As Radcliff climbed up, she watched the north. Still no sign of them. When Ekewaka began to shift, Amira climbed onto the rods and helped guide the dead weight around obstacles and push when she could. She carefully climbed past Radcliff on her way up and breathed a little sigh of relief when Ekewaka was finally snug against the top rope. Here, she attached the smaller safety line to the top rope and wrapped it around the unconscious man.  
 
    “Ok, it’s safe to climb up. I have him secured.” 
 
    She had no choice but to leave him dangling until she could pull him up from above. When she reached the top, quite a crowd had gathered to watch the rescue operation.  
 
    “I need some space here and volunteers to help pull.” All the warriors and scouts stepped forward as well as many of the non-combatants. “I only need a few.” Amira pointed to the ones who looked strong enough to help. Once Radcliff made it to the top, they began to pull.  
 
    Amira kept a lookout and thought she saw something moving when they got Ekewaka to the top. “Get him away from the edge now!” she called out and dropped to the ground right as the first wave of monstrosities cleared the choke point. This group was even larger than the first. She stopped watching the dark tide of doom and crawled back before standing up. 
 
    “We need to get moving. The canyon will take them far enough away that we can beat them to the capital if we don’t stop.” 
 
    Four warriors rolled out the stretcher they used to carry Radcliff. Placing Ekewaka onto it, they lifted him easily. One of them turned to Amira and asked, “Where are we heading? 
 
    Amira pointed to the white capped mountain in the distance. “See that peak? That’s where we’re going.” 
 
    The warriors took off, and the Shae followed. Radcliff gathered up Nalani while Amira stowed away the rope in her bag—it might come in handy again. Giving the staff a wary glance, she decided to take it as well. At least she didn’t get any visions when picking it up this time. She touched Radcliff’s arm. “Thank you for your help.” 
 
    He smiled. “I’m glad you figured out how to take him with us. He deserved to be saved after saving us.” 
 
    Amira smiled. “I’m glad too.” She wanted to tell Radcliff how much she missed him but he didn’t really know her today. Her smile faded. “Let’s go.”  
 
    As they ran side by side to catch up, Amira calculated that if nothing else went wrong, they should reach safety before sunrise. And then she could work on fixing Radcliff’s memory. Because he deserved saving too. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 18 
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    The Mountain 
 
    The Shae ran non-stop until the sun set. They paused only long enough to bring out their lamps before resuming a ground eating pace that Amira was going to feel for a week. Despite her fatigue, she dared not breathe a word about stopping. Just the thought of those foul abominations catching up had her reaching for newfound depths of endurance.  
 
    Now as they hiked up the final ascent leading to the fortress city of Caladon, Amira glanced back and saw the Shae strung out like a glowing ribbon of light in the predawn hour. With the strangely stretched shadows, Amira realized how their approach might be taken as an invasion by the soldiers manning the wall. She forced a spurt of energy from her burning legs and caught up to her sparring partner Wikolia, who had taken Maleko’s place as the warrior leader.  
 
    “We should probably stop and send someone to talk to the gate soldiers. They might mistake us for an invading army.” She felt quite proud to get that out in between wheezing breaths. 
 
    Wikolia took a quick glance back and grinned at Amira. “We’d scare ’em good, yeah?” 
 
    Amira smiled back. “Yeah, but we need to be nice.” 
 
    “I stay nice, you know dis,” the warrior replied and then winked. 
 
    Amira laughed and fell back in with Radcliff.  
 
    When they were just outside bow range, Wikolia barked out orders in Shae. Everyone stopped and clustered into family groupings. She picked two warriors to accompany her to the gate.  
 
    “Are we there yet?” Nalani asked between yawns. She was still perched on Radcliff’s shoulders and looked like she just got up. 
 
    “Yes, you can see the gate from here.” 
 
    She squinted in that direction. “They look closed.” 
 
    “Yes, they are closed until morning. We should probably find a nice spot to sleep.” Amira was concerned about Radcliff since it was nearly sunrise. Others were already sprawled along the sides of the road. She rummaged in her packs and set up the sleeping mats for their small group. Almost like a family. If only.  
 
    Radcliff set Nalani down and winced as he settled on the mat. The girl wasted no time curling up next to him and falling back to sleep. 
 
    “How’s your head?” Amira whispered to avoid waking the girl. 
 
    “Hurts. I doubt I’ll fall asleep in time.”  
 
    The pinched look on his face made Amira regret warning him about sunrise. Perhaps keeping him ignorant would have been kinder, but he had never relearned anything today so she felt she owed him at least one truth, even a harsh one.  
 
    “Here,” Amira said as she lifted Radcliff’s head and scooted under it. “Let me massage your temples.” She started there with gentle circular motions and gradually worked her way around his head until she was kneading the base of his neck. 
 
    Radcliff let out a contented sigh at that point and went boneless. Before long, he was snoring lightly. 
 
    Amira smiled at how peaceful he looked and ran a hand through his inch long hair—black with a little gray growing in at the temples. The short hair was a good look on him with his chiseled face and strong brows. Her heart yearned for more even as her mind told it to shut up. Nothing would happen. Nothing could happen between them. She sighed and gently shifted his head back onto the small stuffed pad woven into the mat. Yawning, she slid in next to him and drifted off to sleep. 
 
     Amira opened her eyes to see Radcliff leaning over her. His eyes seared her with their need. He lowered his head and touched his lips to hers. The soft kiss sent an explosion of fire racing through her veins. Her arms wrapped around the wizard and pulled him fully against her. The kiss turned needy. Clothes vanished, and they were skin against skin. The soul bond stirred. Like a delicate flower, it unfolded and entwined the lovers together. She embraced and encouraged it. As it deepened, she felt what he felt. Together, they exploded into a starry ecstasy that seemed to last forever. 
 
    “No!” Amira shouted as she jolted awake. Her heart was racing and her body was fully aroused despite her crushing guilt at dreaming about Radcliff in that way, let alone bonding with him without his knowledge. Such an act was permanent and rarely done amongst the longer living magic users. And it was most certainly never done without consent from both sides—it was unconscionable. What kind of person am I to dream of such a thing? 
 
    “Hello beautiful.” 
 
    The affection in his words had Amira leaping to her feet. Searching for any excuse to avoid looking at Radcliff, she began packing. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    She dodged his attempt to touch her and shoved the rolled mat into the pack harder than necessary. 
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    After ripping open the wizard’s pack, she grabbed the journal and slammed it against his chest. “You need to read this now.” She caught a glimpse of his confused hurt and felt even more guilt crushing her like a stepped on bug. “Sorry, just a bad dream.” She brushed it off and he seemed to accept it without commenting. He cracked open the journal and frowned as he began to read. That made her feel worse, so she looked away. I can’t keep beating myself up over a decision made long ago. 
 
    A few passing Shae gave the wizard odd looks but Amira was no longer worried about keeping the book a secret. It’s not like he would need it for much longer if she was successful. She had the vague beginnings of a plan to approach the council without running into the emperor—the one person to absolutely avoid and the one responsible for his death sentence. Keeping his return a secret until she found a good place to hide him was the more pressing concern.  
 
    Wikolia and the other warriors were slowly rounding people up and getting them to form a line. Amira didn’t see Nalani anywhere though there was still time to find her. She had no plans to join the line until the last minute to give Radcliff a chance to finish his reading. 
 
    “I’ll be back shortly,” she told him.  
 
    “What’s going on?” He paused and looked up with an ‘I can’t believe what I’m reading’ look in his eyes. 
 
    Amira wished she had time to soothe his unease. Instead, she pointed at the book. “Keep reading until I return. Then we’ll enter the city.”  
 
    He glanced briefly at the milling people. “Ok.” 
 
    Amira winced at his broken tone but he was already back to reading. It was the best she could do right now. That and find the missing girl.  
 
    After weaving through what felt like half the village population, she finally spotted Nalani with Ekewaka. 
 
    “Looking for someone?” Ekewaka asked with a cheerful smile. 
 
    Amira returned the smile. “You are looking much better.” 
 
    “Bah, I’m fine.” He flicked his hand in casual dismissal. “Everyone is too worried.” 
 
    “They want to keep you around for your colorful tunics.” 
 
    He began laughing, a deep-bellied guffaw that drew a few curious glances and half smiles. It didn’t take long before Nalani and Amira joined in. 
 
    Finally when the laughing died down, Ekewaka asked, “Have you eaten yet?” 
 
    “No, I began looking for stray girls first.” She ruffled Nalani’s hair.  
 
    “Hey!” She ducked away fast enough to avoid a second round. “I wanted to see if Uncle Ekie was ok.” 
 
    “Uncle Ekie?” Amira tried to keep a straight face but an amused snort escaped. 
 
    Ekewaka chuckled. “She came up with that one when she was no taller than a sproutling.” He handed out some very dried out looking meat sticks. “The last of the lot. I’ll be happy to get inside the city.” 
 
    “City!” Nalani nodded her head in agreement as she chewed on her stick. 
 
    Amira crunched into her own stick of dried out delight and washed it down with the remaining swallow of water, currently laced with ill tasting sediment. Real food, a real bed, and something stronger than water sounded like paradise. She couldn’t wait. 
 
    “Come, let’s get back to Radcliff so we can see the city.” 
 
    “Yay!” Nalani jumped up and gave Ekewaka a hug. Her face turned serious as she told him, “I’m glad you’re better.”  
 
    “Me too.” The elder smiled fondly at the child. 
 
    She grinned back, then skipped over to Amira. Taking her hand, she tugged on it. “Let’s go!”  
 
    Amira smiled with affection and allowed herself to be led by the girl. At least on the way back there were fewer people to dodge. Most were on the road and shuffling forward into the city gates. 
 
    The girl spotted Radcliff and ran right at him. “Radcliff, we are going to see a huge city!” 
 
    He had enough time to shove the book aside before a squirming bundle of girl landed in his lap. “We are, huh? Have you ever seen one before?” 
 
    “No, but I can’t wait!” 
 
    “Me either. Let’s get going.” Radcliff gently lifted her off his lap and stuffed the book in the pack. He stood and stretched.  
 
    Amira took the bag from him and asked, “Did you have time to finish?” 
 
    Radcliff’s smile faded. “I’ve read enough.” The stormy look in his eyes warned against further discussion. 
 
    Too bad. She couldn’t pretend like he wasn’t infamous. As she swung both packs around her shoulders, Amira addressed her biggest concern. “You need to wear your cloak, hood up, so nobody recognizes you.” 
 
     “So well loved am I?” His bitterness drove out what little warmth there was of the early morning. He yanked the hood over his head. 
 
    Amira looked away, ashamed. She wanted to tell him the truth of her feelings, but he would never believe her. 
 
    “I love you, Radcliff.” Nalani wrapped her skinny arms around his leg and pressed her head against his thigh. 
 
    “I love you too little one.” 
 
    “You do?” And then, with a child’s innocent directness, she asked him, “Do you really remember me?” 
 
    If Radcliff felt stung at the reminder of his loss, he didn’t show it. Instead, he knelt at the girl’s level, a smile on his face. “Of course I do. I’ve written down everything about you.” He paused and cocked his head to the side. “I even remember this.” In a fluid move, he scooped her up and placed her on his shoulders. Nalani whooped with glee. 
 
    Amira had to forcefully swallow past the sudden lump in her throat. Refusing to let them see her watery eyes, she rushed around gathering up the rest of their things and led the way to the end of the line which was now reaching to the gate. She double checked that Radcliff’s face was obscured before crossing the gate into chaos. 
 
    The Shae were clustered around Ekewaka and Wikolia who were speaking to a tall, bulky soldier just outside the barracks. As he turned to point something out, she saw the red flame logo of command pinned to his shoulder. Across the street, food vendors were already hawking their wares, taking advantage of the stream of soldiers emerging from the barracks. She watched as they purchased meat pies and ale before heading up to the top of the wall.  
 
    Even though it was still early morning, there were hundreds of people, likely refugees, sitting or lying down around the buildings lining the main street. It looked like they were living out of their packs and hadn’t washed in a while, though the smell of unwashed bodies added very little to the already ripe stink of a big city. Amira wrinkled her nose and remembered exactly why she tended to avoid them.  
 
    She saw thousands more refugees packed into every available space on the side streets as well and frowned. Why are they all here? Her visions always showed the menace in the east. Was it more widespread? She hoped not. The numbers they ran from were already overwhelming.  
 
    The commander needed to know what they faced. And what I saw. As she wound her way over to him, a woman’s voice carried over the growing rumble of city sounds.  
 
    “Kaholo?”  
 
    Amira turned to see a Shae woman dressed in a warrior’s tunic waving her hands in the air. 
 
    Kaholo brushed past as he ran to the young woman. “Kana!” He embraced her and twirled her around. Both began speaking at the same time. The musical Shae language was a bright contrast to the more guttural Common and Trade languages being shouted back and forth between vendors and customers.  
 
    He brought the young woman over and said, “Amira, Radcliff, this is my sister Kana. She made it!” 
 
    “Hi,” Radcliff said. 
 
    “Greetings Kana.” Amira smiled and made the formal greeting of a Shae warrior—palms turned up and arms spread apart to indicate both welcome and a lack of weapons. Radcliff quickly mimicked the motions.  
 
    Kana returned the formal greeting and nodded to each person, with a slight twitch of her lips at Radcliff’s belated effort to honor the courtesy.  
 
    “So the runner warned them in time?” Amira asked Kaholo. 
 
    “Yes, though they had already decided to leave. I guess the emperor sent a message to everyone. They went west though and got to ride the small-grass horses!” His smile lit up his face. 
 
    “They are even faster than the stories say, little brother,” Kana teased. 
 
    “Do they have wings?” Nalani’s eyes gleamed with excitement as she threw out her question. 
 
    Kana smiled at the girl’s enthusiasm. “No, they don’t have wings, but they are very fast.” 
 
    “I wanted to ride one but fa—” she broke off, her once cheery face now sagged in sorrow. 
 
    Kaholo whispered something in his sister’s ear. “Oh,” she said. “I’m so sorry, sweetling. Guess what though? I’ll take you to see them when this is over.” 
 
    Nalani perked up a little. “Promise?”  
 
    “Promise,” Kana declared. 
 
    That got a tiny smile from the girl. 
 
    Ekewaka and Wikolia joined the group along with the commander. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Amira asked the new arrivals. 
 
    It appeared Ekewaka was appointed spokesman for the group. He said, “I’ve arranged barracks housing for everyone in exchange for helping to secure the wall. You are welcome to stay with us.” 
 
    He must not have thought of the dangers with Radcliff. Perhaps she could explain later. Then it soaked in that he said the barracks. “Wait, you know those things became agitated at the sign of life. Why not move everyone to the mountain fortress?” 
 
    The commander stepped forward, a scowl on his face. “Why do that with a perfectly good wall protecting us?” 
 
    “I saw those things scale a cliff much taller than your wall.” 
 
    He swiveled his head to look at Wikolia. “They really climbed a cliff?”  
 
    Wikolia shook her head. 
 
    “I meant in a vision,” Amira snapped back. It was the same old prejudice. Since she wasn’t flaunting a seer’s white robes and face paint, people assumed she had no seer talent even when using the proper emphasis. 
 
    “Why are you lying to me?” the commander growled. 
 
    “She’s not lying,” Ekewaka calmly interceded. 
 
    “Last reported seer vision was ten years ago. She’s lying.” 
 
    “My ability has always been different. But it’s always right. We should evacuate the entire city to the mountain.” 
 
    The commander scoffed. “Not without the emperor’s say. And without better proof, it’ll never happen.” 
 
    Amira crossed her arms. It was useless arguing with this barbarian. “Then I need to see the emperor.” Not before stashing Radcliff though. 
 
    “Good luck with that.” The commander’s laugh mocked her. 
 
    Ekewaka placed a hand on Amira’s arm in time to stop her from saying something she might truly regret later. But it would feel so nice to slam my staff against his head. Maybe it would knock some sense into him. 
 
    “I can help with the emperor. Trust me,” he reassured.  
 
    Amira simply nodded, not trusting herself to speak just yet. 
 
    He glanced at Radcliff then turned to Wikolia. “Why don’t you finish up with the commander and get everyone settled. I will assist Amira with her request.” 
 
    Wikolia scowled, clearly displeased, but nodded assent and began speaking choppy Common to the commander. That man gave Amira one last lingering glare before turning his back and following the warrior woman back to the barracks. 
 
    Amira let out a breath she didn’t realize she was holding then cursed herself for not asking the commander about the unusual number of refugees. 
 
    Ekewaka sighed. “I’m sorry, I should have thought of Radcliff. Of course you can’t stay with us.” 
 
    Her mind switched focus to her more pressing problem. “It’s ok. I know of an inn that will suffice. Assuming it’s still there.” Now that Amira’s attention was focused on lodgings, she realized the information she had on this city was a few decades old. 
 
    Ekewaka scanned a clump of warriors nearby and called out two names. “I’ll assign these warriors to protect you.” A man and a woman began walking their way. 
 
    “There’s really no need.” Having two fierce Shae warriors would draw too much attention. Although, perhaps they’d draw curious eyes away from Radcliff. Amira was torn. 
 
    “There is every need if he is as you say.” Ekewaka tilted his head in Radcliff’s direction. 
 
    “He is hooded, not invisible,” Radcliff muttered just loud enough to be heard. 
 
    Ekewaka clasped both hands over his heart and bowed to Radcliff. “My apologies.”  
 
    “I’m bored.” Nalani’s complaint broke the remaining tension. 
 
    “Well, we do need to find that inn. And a bath would be good. You said you could help with the emperor?” 
 
    “Yes. When you find a place to stay, send an errand boy to the barracks with your location and I’ll come by tomorrow morning and get you. It is customary for the leaders of our people to meet with him upon arrival. He will see me, and therefore you.” 
 
    “I’m going too,” Radcliff declared.  
 
    “Absolutely not!” Passersby looked over as her voice carried over the bustling noises. She checked her volume and hissed, “It’s too dangerous. He’s the man who sentenced you to death.” 
 
    “I know. I want to look into the eyes of the man who did that.” 
 
    Just what Amira needed was a stubborn, death-seeking wizard. She wanted to continue the argument, but the warriors joined them. “We’ll discuss this later.” 
 
    “These are the twins, Pika and Leilani. They will keep you safe. I need to settle my people, but I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Goodbye, and thanks.” Amira waved to Ekewaka then turned back to the group. “Let’s go find that inn.”  
 
    “Yay!” Nalani cheered. “Finally.” 
 
    Radcliff chuckled. “I am also eager to see the city.” 
 
    “Just keep your hood up,” Amira warned. “And try not to attract attention. Any of you.” She made eye contact with each person and gave them her best ‘don’t mess this up’ look. Reassured, she headed out into the now crowded street. 
 
    The Howling Dog was supposedly halfway between the mountain fortress and the entry gate and along one of the many side roads. Amira thought it best to just ask a vendor for directions rather than try to find it. She spotted a female spice vendor standing behind a portable wagon containing row upon row of neatly labeled bottles. She was currently without customers, so Amira headed that way. 
 
    She was within shouting distance of her goal when a bow shop caught her attention. The ones they had on display were plain but expertly crafted. Longing for her own bow, Amira wondered if she had enough to purchase a new one. Nalani’s excited shout interrupted her debate of which vendor to visit first. 
 
    “Radcliff, stop! I wanna go in there.” She was pointing to one of the permanent store fronts which was advertising toys. 
 
    Radcliff turned to Amira. “Do you mind if we stop?” 
 
    Distracted, she waved him off. “Sure, go ahead. Just stay out of trouble.” The two warriors shared a look, and the male sighed, but followed the wizard into the shop. The woman warrior stepped in alongside her, a slight smirk on her face. Twins, Amira thought with amusement. “Let me guess, he didn’t want to go in the toy store?” The woman’s smirk turned into a full toothed smile, then a chuckle. Amira laughed with her.  
 
    She finally decided to look at the bows before getting directions. Right as Amira crossed the street, she got a prickly feeling that someone was watching her. Furtive scanning revealed nothing unusual, only a crowd of people moving around the vendors. Some were stopping, others walking, but nobody was staring at her or acting suspicious. I’m just paranoid from being chased by those things. Shrugging it off, she walked into the store. It was a wooden building with rack upon rack of various sized bows that anyone of any age or experience could use. She had just picked up a solid looking long bow when a cry rang out that a person would have to be deaf to not hear.  
 
    “Destroyer!” 
 
    Radcliff! Apologizing to the owner who was coming to assist and promising she’d return, Amira dropped the bow back in its spot and rushed out of the door. Outside the toy store a crowd was already forming. Not good! She shoved her way through, entered the store, and pulled up short at the woman standing there threatening Radcliff with a knife. 
 
    “Kira?” 
 
    “Figures the traitor would be with this monster.” She spat on the floor for emphasis.  
 
    Amira quickly assessed the scene. Radcliff had Nalani shoved underneath a display and was standing protectively in front. Somehow, his cloak had been torn off and had been carelessly tossed over a display. Pika was blocking Kira from getting at Radcliff with the longer reach of his spear. In the far corner, the store owner, an elderly man with no magic, was clasping his hands in nervous agitation. She decided to try and talk Kira down. Once her best friend, surely she could reason with her.  
 
    “Kira, he’s the one that will save us.” 
 
    “Oh not this again. It was a weak excuse then, now it’s just pathetic.” 
 
    “I’m not lying.” 
 
    “No, you’re just delusional.” She pointed her weapon at Radcliff. “He killed our family. Our family! And you used our only chance at recompense to save him from death. To save a murderer!” She punctuated her point with angry, sharp thrusts. “Well, I’m not sad he’s here. I will do what should have been done a long time ago.” 
 
    “You don’t want to do that Kira.” 
 
    “Oh, yes I do.” There was a fanatical gleam in her eye. 
 
    “P… please, n… no v… violence in the shop.” The shopkeeper finally gained enough courage to stammer out a plea. 
 
    “Don’t worry old man,” Kira sneered, “this won’t take long.” 
 
    “What makes you think you can threaten and kill someone as powerful as myself when you barely have enough magic for extended life?” Radcliff splashed calm logic in his assailant’s path. 
 
    Kira’s eyes glowed with anger but she managed to rein in her temper before speaking. “Oh, I don’t plan on ending you today. I want you to suffer. I will kill everyone who thought to befriend you first.” She looked at Nalani. 
 
    Radcliff growled. “Touch her and you die.” When she smirked and looked at Amira, he growled again. “Even think of harming her and you die.” 
 
    “The killer shows weakness.” Kira purred. “Perhaps I’ll save her for last and let you watch.” 
 
    Radcliff shoved Pika aside. “I will end you!” He lunged at her. 
 
    Kira dodged backwards and shouted back, “Your death is inevitable Destroyer!” Then she ran out of the shop and began yelling at the top of her lungs, “The Destroyer is here, he’s inside the toy shop!”  
 
    “Here,” Amira said as she took off her own cloak and handed it to Radcliff. “Put this on.” She turned to the cowering shop owner. “Is there a back exit?” At his frightened nod, she felt a small bit of tension melt. “Ok, Leilani, you grab Nalani. Let’s go before this gets ugly.” Already she could hear the growing mutters as people summoned the courage to enter the shop and confront their worst nightmare. Well, until the real nightmare arrived. Grabbing the shredded cloak, she led the group behind the counter and into a cramped aisle leading to a barred door. Throwing the bar, she jumped out, staff in defensive mode and looked around. “All clear.” Everyone else tumbled out and wasted no time running down the alley to get some distance from the angry mob. When Amira finally deemed it safe, she called for a stop. “Ok, this time no more stops. We have to find the inn before word-of-mouth spreads and everyone knows Radcliff is back.”  
 
    “Why do they want him dead?” Nalani asked. She was currently clinging to the woman warrior as if her life depended on it, which right now it might. 
 
    “It’s a long story, and it happened a very long time ago.” Amira looked out from the current alley. Seeing no mobs, she led them back into the northern part of the main market. Here she stopped only to ask a pie vendor about the inn. It turned out the inn wasn’t far from where they were. The race through random alleys led them closer, not farther away. Dumb luck really. Fortunately, nobody disturbed them the rest of the way, though Amira had everyone keep a careful lookout for followers. It wouldn’t do to let Kira find out where they were staying. Knowing Radcliff was in the city was bad enough. 
 
    The innkeeper was a stout, older man with a bald head. He seemed friendly enough, but Amira kept the others in a dark corner while she did the negotiating just to be safe. There were only two rooms available, but Amira didn’t care. She took the overpriced deal with a forced smile and led everyone to the two rooms. The twins took one, she, Radcliff and Nalani would take the other. When the lock on the door was engaged, Amira sank gratefully to the floor, finally feeling safe.  
 
    “I’m hungry,” Nalani complained. 
 
    “We all are little one. A server will come up soon with a meal.” 
 
    Sure enough, there was a knock at the door. Waving Radcliff to stand behind the door, she opened it up and took the food tray from the young girl. “Thanks.” If the girl though it suspicious to not be let in the room, she didn’t even bat an eye. She just said, “Enjoy the meal,” curtseyed, and left. 
 
    Everyone dug in and devoured the stew and fresh bread like they’d never eaten anything so fine before, leaving only a few tiny crumbs when they were finished.  
 
    Since it was only the midday meal, Amira had time to get them some new clothes if she could find a good bargain. She hadn’t brought that much money with her on her rushed adventure.  
 
    “I will go out and buy clothes for everyone. Radcliff, sorry but you need to stay here and don’t let anyone in the room.” 
 
    He looked sour at the prospect but nodded agreement. 
 
    “I want to come with you,” Nalani blurted out, then looked at Radcliff. “Unless you want me to stay?” Her eyes were begging him to say no. 
 
    He laughed and claimed he’d be fine staying behind, though Amira could see the regret in his eyes. “Sorry,” she mouthed to him. He merely shrugged back. 
 
    “Once I return we can all have a bath and get cleaned up.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” Radcliff said. 
 
    Amira checked the hallway before letting Nalani exit the room. She banged on the twins’ door and explained her mission. The two consulted one another briefly in Shae before Leilani joined her in the hallway. This time it looked like she was on the losing side of whatever game the twins played with each other and Pika was the one with the smirk. “Don’t enjoy shopping?” Amira asked. 
 
    The word Leilani uttered sounded like a vile curse. Amira snickered and Pika gave her a big, toothy grin. Leilani made a rude gesture back. The sound of Pika’s laughter followed them down the stairs. 
 
    The shopping trip wound up being a success. Amira made sure to stay away from the toy store area and managed to find some good deals that let her get two outfits for everyone but the twins. Leilani had shaken her head no when Amira asked if she needed anything. The part of the outing that did disturb her was the general talk amongst the vendors and customers. Apparently people were flowing in from the outer kingdoms and now the closer ones as well. And they all had one thing in common—talk of mutated monsters and corrupted farmland.  
 
    Now, after bathing and dressing in clean clothes, Amira sat in the small chair by the window. The full moon shone through the small opening and fell on Radcliff and Nalani. Both were curled together on the bed, fast asleep. She should join them, but worry made her restless. Gazing at Radcliff’s peaceful face, Amira wondered how he could possible save them. Was her vision really true? Most of the seers thought her erratic gift was inaccurate, but she had long ago learned to trust her gut. But that was so long ago. Could any seer boast such a long seeing vision? And she hadn’t received a new one about him as savior. Maybe Kira was right, and she was delusional, stubbornly clinging to the one thing no other seer had predicted just to prove them wrong in denying her entry into their order.  
 
    Amira sighed. Either way, she was happy now that she’d spared his life. Strange how strong her feelings were for a man she’d once hated. Then she felt a frisson of fear. What happens when he remembers everything? Despite her worried thoughts, Amira fell into a light doze. 
 
    Amira stood and walked over to the bed. Leaning over Radcliff, she ran a finger down his cheek, and then across his temple and strong brow. Needing more, she lowered her lips to his. Gentle at first, she savored the fire that coursed through her veins and deepened the kiss. Solid arms wrapped around her waist and brought her on top. His lips parted and her tongue tangled with his in a dance older than time. The soul bond unfolded and delicate strands cocooned the lovers. She encouraged it and felt his pleasure as her own. Together, they exploded into a starry ecstasy that seemed to last forever. 
 
    Amira jolted awake and fell out of the chair, stifling the scream at the last second. Somehow the staff which had been leaning against the wall, was now resting against the chair back. You again. She glowered at the thing. Anger, fear, and lust clashed for supremacy in her jumbled mind. This vision was virtually identical to the last. She picked up the staff and shook it. “I am not bonding him without his consent,” she whispered to it, then felt foolish.  
 
    When a glowing pulse of light shot down the length, Amira hastily let go and winced at the loud clack, clack sound it made upon hitting the wood floor. She held her breath as Radcliff rolled over, taking most of the sheet with him. She couldn’t help a fond smile at the sight, but soon worry snared her thoughts again. What am I going to do? 
 
    I could ask for his consent. She bit her lip as she considered this angle. It was the right thing to do. But it was too risky, wasn’t it? Assuming of course the vision was hers and not some malice from the staff. I’ve never heard of an object granting visions before. So if not the staff, was it real, or was it her own desire? She hadn’t thought about him in that way before falling asleep. Yet, truth be told, it was always in the back of her mind. Forbidden it may be, but sometimes the forbidden was even more alluring. That’s not helping, Amira! She shook her head and steered her thoughts away from attractive wizards. If it was a truth, then she needed the bond for a reason. In that case, she couldn’t risk him denying her. But it was such a violation to do it without consent because it would bind them for life. They would live together and die together. And when he regains his memory, he’ll know exactly what’s been done to him and be rightly livid. I can’t do that to him. But what if it’s part of saving the world? 
 
    Too tired now to sort out her confusion, she got out the sleeping mat and placed it on the floor. There was no way she could lay in the bed next to Radcliff, not until she made up her mind. She feared her resolve was already crumbling away. The chance to know him intimately was too great a lure for even her formidable willpower. I’ll make a decision tomorrow. It took a long time for her to fall asleep, but at least this time her sleep was untroubled by dreams or possible visions. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    All the Threads That Bind Us 
 
    Breakfast was rushed since Amira didn’t know what time Ekewaka was coming to pick them up. It was also filled with brooding silence, since Radcliff refused to remain behind despite the danger, and Nalani wasn’t leaving his side no matter how boring it would be for a little girl. It would also be dangerous if the emperor discovered the wizard, Amira thought, but she dared not use that as an argument—it would only encourage the girl more. The twins were the only ones who looked happy this morning.  
 
    Ekewaka arrived shortly after they were finished eating. Nalani clung to Radcliff, determined to go along, but the wily elder had planned ahead. He brought along Kaholo and Kana. The lure of exploring the city with them was just enough to pry the girl away from Radcliff. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said to the elder as Nalani skipped away with the young scout and his sister. 
 
    Ekewaka smiled and said, “I thought she’d enjoy the city more and would be safer if we got into trouble.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement. 
 
    They traveled swiftly through the early morning foot traffic and arrived without incident at the base of the mountain fortress. Amira was relieved to have avoided another confrontation with Kira, but apprehensive about facing the emperor. However, she didn’t anticipate the minor squabble when the twins balked at leaving their weapons at the entrance. Fortunately, Ekewaka was able to persuade them to comply before they were tossed in the dungeon. Not that she really expected the royal guards to do more than just bar their entry, but after her bad luck running into Kira, Amira wasn’t taking anything for granted. 
 
    The party of five was escorted through the fortress by ten royal guards. Tall and muscular with ebony skin, they wore black uniforms with gold stripes. A harness for throwing daggers was strapped across their chests, and a crossed harness for two one-handed swords ran down their backs. The effect was a double dosage of intimidation. With that many weapons against their smaller party, they would be in big trouble if they had to fight their way out. Which was probably the point. 
 
    Even the walls of polished obsidian added to the sense of power surrounding them. It was worse once they crossed the threshold into the throne room. The vast ceilings were swallowed in darkness. Massive tapestries adorned the walls with scenes of conquest. Amira frowned when she realized each one depicted the fall of a kingdom that was now part of the empire. She looked away before she saw the one for Westspire. I already know how that one turned out. At the sting biting her palms, Amira realized her hands were bunched into fists so tightly her nails were drawing blood—doubly impressive since she kept them trimmed short. She hastily unclenched her hands and surreptitiously eyed the guards. At least they didn’t seem to notice her dangerous display of emotion this time, but she vowed to keep a tighter rein on her reactions to avoid drawing attention. 
 
    The party’s steps echoed loudly in the cavernous room. When Amira looked down, she saw they were walking along a path of different colored stone six feet wide that stretched from the entry to the throne. But what fascinated her most were the bright red ribbons that looped and swirled at each step. They were hypnotic to watch. She paused to see if it was just a trick of the lighting and they still shifted, so it must be magic. But how had she never heard of this before? 
 
    All too soon, the procession stopped and they were standing at the base of the throne. Amira looked up and involuntarily gasped at the sheer physical presence before her. It wasn’t just the mammoth throne that looked carved from a massive obsidian lava formation, but the man who sat before her. A man she’d never seen until now, but heard rumors of. Yet, the rumors paled compared to the reality. 
 
    The emperor was built like a warrior and wore a bright gold robe that practically glowed against his ebony skin. His flowing white hair was rare amongst mages. With hair that white he must be really old or insanely powerful. Or both. That thought was unsettling. But the fierce look in his eyes was the most intimidating feature. They missed nothing as they scanned the entourage. When they landed on her, Amira felt like shrinking. He seemed to delve into all her deepest secrets. When his gaze finally shifted to another, she could breathe again. 
 
    “You will kneel before Emperor Calydus the Third.” A skinny man wearing an all-black robe seemingly popped out of nowhere and looked at them as though they were dirt beneath his shoes. 
 
    The emperor chortled. “They are Shae, Enden, of course they won’t kneel.” 
 
    “But Your Excellency?” The man’s mouth opened and closed a few times and he looked ready to explode in apoplexy. 
 
    “You are dismissed.” The emperor casually waved him off. 
 
    Like a bug he scuttled out a side door Amira hadn’t seen earlier. 
 
    The emperor turned his formidable gaze at the elder. “Ekewaka. I sent you a message three weeks ago. Why are you only now arriving?” 
 
    The elder had the audacity to chuckle. “You knew we wouldn’t come.”  
 
    If the emperor was irked at Ekewaka’s lack of respect, he kept it well hidden. Instead he leaned forward and asked, “Then what happened to change that?” 
 
    “We were overrun by monstrous abominations that eat the very life from the earth.” 
 
    “So the rumors are true.” He tilted back and folded his hands in his lap. “Who else do you bring before me?” While he looked nonchalant, Amira could tell his interest was piqued. Hopefully not about the cloaked figure hiding in the back. 
 
    “I present to you two of my best warriors, the twins Pika and Leilani.” Both stepped forward and gave a nod of respect, then stepped back. “And to my left is Amira, honored warrior and friend.” 
 
    He gave them all passing glances before fixating on Radcliff. “And the hooded man?” 
 
    Before Ekewaka could respond, Radcliff stepped forward and yanked the hood down. 
 
    “Radcliff,” Amira hissed, “What are you doing?” She tightened her fists and braced for a fight. 
 
    The emperor jumped up, and the guards drew their weapons. He waved them off but his eyes never left Radcliff’s face. As he walked down the steps, Amira watched, her heart pounding through her rib cage, as the man’s face grew deathly pale. Step by slow step he approached and then halted right before the wizard. 
 
    “Radcliff?” The emperor whispered and stretched a shaky hand out to touch the wizard’s face. His once bold voice was now wavering and tentative. “I thought you were dead.” Amira watched in stunned disbelief as his eyes teared up. 
 
    “You ordered my execution,” Radcliff accused as he took a step back out of the emperor’s reach. His icy cold stare and stiff posture sent a clear message to stay away. 
 
    A look of pain flashed in the emperor’s eyes but with the next blink, the arrogant, royal façade was back in place. “Guards, leave us!” he barked. His frosty gaze followed each one as they left the room. When the last person exited, the emperor’s face crumpled. He took two long strides and caught Radcliff off guard with a crushing embrace. Soon after, his shoulders heaved in time to his sobs.  
 
    Radcliff stood there rigid, awkward, and uncertain of what to do. When he looked at Amira seeking guidance, she shrugged and stared back with her own wide-eyed astonishment. This wasn’t at all what she expected. Last she knew, this man ordered Radcliff’s execution, yet now he acted like he’d found his long lost son.  
 
    The group stood there uncomfortably for several minutes until the emperor regained control. Reluctantly he disengaged, keeping his hands clasped around Radcliff’s arms. He looked at the wizard as though he might vanish. Then he gave a tentative smile. “How is it you are still alive?” 
 
    “I made a deal with the council.” Amira would have to carefully skirt the truth to avoid drawing the emperor’s ire. “His life for Westspire’s reparations.” Radcliff had a surprised look on his face, but surely it was somewhere in his journal after all the times her role in his past had come up?  
 
    The emperor interrupted her silent pondering. “Come, let’s go to my private meeting room where it is more comfortable.” He gracefully spun around and led them to a room behind the mammoth throne.  
 
    “I apologize for the display,” the emperor said once everyone was inside and the door shut. “It’s not every day a man I considered my own son returns from beyond the grave after a thousand years.” He pointed them to rather comfortable looking chairs and everyone sat down. 
 
    Amira caught the glint of another tear forming as he rubbed his eyes and decided to set the man straight before he wondered about the wizard’s lack of reaction. “You should know that Radcliff doesn’t have any memories of you or what happened. In fact, we came to get them restored.” She figured it was better to be up front and state their goal now to see how he reacted. If he could be convinced to help, then this should be easy. Then Amira thought of Kira. Ok, less difficult, she amended. 
 
    The emperor frowned and studied Radcliff. “But you thought I gave the order?” 
 
    Radcliff crossed his arms. He still looked unsure of the man. “Amira told me everything she knew.” 
 
    The emperor stood and began to pace. “Well, your facts are inaccurate.” He thrust a finger at Amira. “We were both betrayed by Archmage Andurel, although I didn’t know it at the time.” He paused to look at Radcliff and his voice cracked when he said, “Andurel claimed you died in an accident.” The pain from remembering flashed briefly across his visage but in the next breath his fists clenched and his eyes glowed with simmering anger. “I should have questioned him sooner.” He grew louder. “I should have had his head!” Then his voice lowered to a whisper. “At least I got his accomplice,” he said with vicious satisfaction. He turned to Radcliff. “She was your lover at the time.”  
 
    Lover? Amira clenched her jaw. This was news to her. Suddenly she hated the woman for having what she could never have and then betraying it away. 
 
    “She confessed to everything… eventually.”  
 
    The emperor’s sadistic grin sent shivers down Amira’s spine, while at the same time she felt a jolt of gleeful satisfaction when she realized the woman was tortured. Does that make me a bad person? 
 
    Radcliff frowned but didn’t seem affected and Amira felt a swell of sympathy for him. He obviously had no idea about her. On the one hand that was good, on the other, what would he feel when he regained his memory? Would he mourn her? The sharp spike of jealousy at that thought had her seeing red. 
 
    The emperor shook himself free of the past and once again donned his regal mask. “Andurel may have escaped, but I tossed Candlass in the dungeon after he confessed to altering Radcliff’s mind. He should be able to reverse the spell.” 
 
    “The sooner done, the better,” Ekewaka said. 
 
    “I’ll have it all arranged for tomorrow. I wish I could speak with you longer,” his gaze lingered on Radcliff, “but I have to meet with my general about our defenses.” 
 
    As the emperor stood, Amira cut in. “Speaking of that. You should evacuate the city and shelter them in this fortress.” 
 
    He frowned. “And why is that?”  
 
    “I saw the creatures climb a cliff much higher than your wall.” She expected the emperor to dismiss her like everyone else, but he surprised her. 
 
    “All of my men are imbued with my stone magic. They will be able to hold the walls. But I will begin to evacuate the non-combatants.” He strode over to the door but paused. “Also, I will have Enden find you guest quarters.” Then he was gone. 
 
    Enden still hadn’t lost his condescending look as he guided them through the long, winding halls, but he found wonderful quarters for each of them. Amira walked into a room fit for royalty and she supposed they must be for high ranking guests. The first thing she did was request a bath. 
 
    A servant must have come in while she was bathing. A clean tunic and pants were laid out on the bed. The material was like none she ever encountered—Black and soft as a baby’s skin. The left shoulder was adorned with a gold embroidered mountain. As she finished dressing, her hand brushed up against the staff. 
 
    The emperor stands with his feet spread, muscles bulging. “I can’t hold them out for much longer.” Blood is dripping from his nose.  
 
    She can feel the horde outside the dome like a palpable weight pressing down. The packed room is only one of many filled with refugees. It smells of sweat and fear. Nobody makes a sound, not even the babies. Somehow they all know sound will draw its attention. She feels it searching, stretching, and then it brushes up against her awareness.  
 
    “You will be mine now!”  
 
    The evil presence drills into her mind. Amira throws up what shields she can and remembers the bond. It can save them. She turns around and sees Radcliff bolstering Ekewaka’s efforts with a force of his own. 
 
    “Radcliff, I know a way to save us. We need to bond.” 
 
    His face contorts with anger and he sneers, “Bond, with you? I’d rather die.” 
 
    At that moment, the walls burst, sending chunks of rock in all directions. One misses Amira by inches. The horde pours in by the thousands but Amira only sees the tall, hideous monstrosity with the burning red eyes. “Got you!” it says in her mind.  
 
    A new presence speaks in her mind. “Without the bond, this will be.” 
 
    As she dropped out of the vision, Amira threw the staff across the room. “Leave me alone!” Her hands were shaking, and she was gasping for breath. She backpedaled as far away from the staff as she could until her back hit the wall. Sinking to the floor, Amira hugged her legs and rested her head on her knees. “What am I going to do?” she thought as she rocked back and forth. 
 
    It was a long time before Amira stopped shaking and she could think again. The first thought she had very nearly sent her scurrying back into a comforting, mindless state, but she refused to be a coward and faced it head on—the staff talked to her. Her heart did a double flip, and she felt like throwing up at the admission, but she couldn’t deny the three recent visions. All hinting at a bond she was reluctant to form. But why? Why would an object be interested in her fate in the first place? Then she recalled the way the land was stripped of not only life, but also magic. The staff wanted to survive then, and for the staff to survive she needed to bond with Radcliff. But that still didn’t answer why she needed the bond.  
 
    She slowly got up and approached the staff. With a less than steady hand she bent down and picked it up. “Ok.” She felt stupid talking to an inanimate object, but she continued anyway. “Tell me why the bond is so important. Otherwise, I refuse.” Amira didn’t really expect anything to happen, so when the staff began to glow she almost dropped it. Gritting her teeth and hanging on with both hands, she waited to see what it would do. 
 
    Instead of speech or a vision or a powerful display, she was instantly granted what felt like a memory. Then the staff stopped glowing. She got the impression it was diminished in some way and frowned with concern. Even though the thing annoyed her, she appreciated the fire it called down upon those abominations. What if it lost its power and couldn’t regain it? Amira kicked herself. What did it matter, she was used to having no magic? At least this way, it wouldn’t interfere with anymore visions. She was on verge of feeling better until she recalled the last vision without the staff. It was the one that sent her out after Radcliff. Hazy at best and came nearly too late. Her stomach sank to her toes. What if the staff somehow amplified her natural ability? Without it, she might miss seeing something vital. 
 
    Enough delay. It was time to see what the staff sent her. Amira set it off to the side and sat down on the bed. She focused on slowing her breathing and setting aside her thoughts. When her mind was finally calm, an image began to take shape. At first it was vague but slowly began to sharpen. She was back in the void from the cave. This time she saw a vile darkness completely blocking a ball of light and knew it was the source of visions. As she watched, a stray beam of light escaped through a tiny rift. She felt her essence move into the beam and saw a future where she was already bonded with Radcliff and they were standing before a huge stone structure. She didn’t know what it was for, only that it was vital to their survival and the bond was the key. Another beam shot out the other side. When she intercepted it, this time the world was engulfed in darkness and she knew it was because they hadn’t bonded. But why was the bond needed? Amira felt an echo of her own frustration in the memory. Apparently, whatever was in the staff didn’t know either. 
 
    So the bond was vital and must be completed. Amira decided she would talk to Radcliff but then an image of his face repudiating her in that vision made her waver. Was that part of the vision really true? It felt wrong at that point, but could she risk the world on a hunch? It was clear the bond needed to happen before his memory was restored. But could she live with herself if she took advantage of his ignorance? 
 
    Unsettled, she went looking for Radcliff and would make a decision after speaking to him. She finally found him standing alone in one of the many alcoves that littered the mountain. This one opened onto a balcony with a panoramic view of the city below. The wizard stared outward but his eyes were glazed. She had never seen him look so sad. Amira took his hand in hers and relaxed into his shoulder when he didn’t pull back. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t want to become him,” Radcliff replied with painful honesty. “I’ve read the journal, and everything points to a terrible person.” Then he turned to face her. “What was I like when we met?” 
 
    Amira’s heart was squeezed by a giant fist of her own making. I reduced him to this. “I only saw you once at your sentencing.” She paused to pick through what to say. The truth? Her first and only impression? Her anger? “You stood proud and defiant.” A definite truth. “And you were brave.” Indeed, he didn’t flinch as they ordered his execution. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For doing this to you. For—” 
 
    “Shh. Speak no more about it.” 
 
    “Why don’t you seem to know my role in this? It’s come up a few times.” 
 
    He gave her a sad smile. “I only live a day. You’re a beautiful woman. A man needs his dreams.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No buts.” He put his fingers to her lips. “Each night I choose what to say and shape my thoughts for the morrow. I choose to read how smart and talented you are. How kind.” 
 
    Amira began weeping. She couldn’t help it. “I’m not really. Kind that is.” A kind person wouldn’t have sentenced him to torture. 
 
    He wiped her tears away with his free hand. “The past doesn’t matter and the future is uncertain. But one thing I am sure of. This is the last night of my existence and I want nothing more than to spend it with you.”  
 
    She should warn him. “Radcliff,” she mumbled underneath his fingers. “You need to know—” 
 
    “I don’t need to know anything else except the answer to one question.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Can I kiss you?” 
 
    I need to warn him. Amira stared into his eyes and her resolve went out the door. She nodded. The feel of his lips gently brushing hers washed away all thoughts of warnings and awakened her blazing hunger for more. His warm hands pressed against her back and caressed her like she was precious. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck and ran her hands through his short hair. 
 
    He tightened his embrace and groaned with pleasure as their bodies pressed together. Running his tongue against the seam of her lips, she opened for him and he plunged in, devouring her like a starving man at a banquet. Their tongues danced and tangled together. He tasted like warm sunshine on grass.  
 
    When they finally came up for air she saw the blatant desire in his eyes and felt the evidence of his arousal pressed against her. “Spend the night with me?” he pleaded.  
 
    Amira fought her way through her roaring desire so she could once more to bring up the bond. “I need to tell you something.” 
 
    “It can wait until morning.” To convince her, he kissed her again, harder. 
 
    As she returned the kiss, he swept her into his arms and carried her down the narrow passage that led to his quarters. He gently lowered her back to the floor next to his bed and ran his fingers up and down her sides. His eyes were darkened with lust as he began unfastening her tunic and slipped it off one shoulder, then the other. Then he removed her pants and stepped back to look at her fully. Amira stood before him and felt desired as his eyes soaked her in from head to foot.  
 
    “You’re beautiful,” he murmured. A shaky hand touched her breast and circled her nipple. Then he cupped her breasts and leaned in for a kiss.  
 
    Amira’s blood turned to fire as need scorched her insides from top to bottom. She began to remove his clothes, needing to feel his bare skin now. The tunic came off without interrupting their kiss. She pressed her palms against his exposed chest and ran her hands over the muscles carved from daily spear fighting. She smiled when she remembered how bad he was at it even now. Her hand lowered and made contact with his belt.  
 
    He gasped at her light touch and pushed away long enough to strip off his remaining clothes. Then he picked her up and placed her carefully on the bed. His warm, hard body pressed against her soft one as he slowly lowered himself on top. As he worshipped her body, Amira moaned as wave after wave of pleasure coursed through her. There was no longer a past or a future, only now. As her soul opened and reached out to her lover, his surged forth to meet and join them as one. His pleasure, his feelings came rushing through their newly forged link sending them spiraling together into a blazing inferno of ecstasy.  
 
    After hours of lovemaking when their bodies finally gave out, they were twined together, inseparable. Amira rested her head against Radcliff’s heart and sighed with happiness. He played with her hair. 
 
    “Is it always like that?” Radcliff’s chest vibrated as he spoke. 
 
    “Hmm?”  
 
    “It was like I could feel what you feel.”  
 
    Amira’s heart raced as what he said cut into her drowsiness. Now was the chance to explain.  
 
    He chuckled. “If I knew that spell existed, I’d have done this much sooner.” 
 
    “It’s not a spell…” Her confession trailed off at the faint rumble of snoring. Feeling worse than ever, she carefully untangled herself from the sheets and slipped free. Quietly gathering her things, she struggled to hold it together. Why couldn’t I just tell him? Surely, he’d have agreed and I wouldn’t… what? Feel guilty? Amira snorted at her own self-delusion. Because even if she did explain, he lacked the full understanding of just what had been done to him. But he would know when he got his memory back. No, this was the last time she’d be with him like this. The last time he’d look at her with something approaching love. 
 
    She fondly brushed her hands through his hair one last time before creeping back to her own bed. Only then she did she allow her thoughts to rush in. One louder than the rest. Oh gods, what have I done? Then she cried.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 20 
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    The Fight to Remember 
 
    Rapid knocking woke Amira from a deep sleep. Yawning, she rubbed her eyes and cursed at the light coming in through the small window. It was well past sunrise. Throwing off the blanket she called out, “In a minute,” and threw on yesterday’s clothes. A quick glance in the mirror made her wince. A red-rimmed, tangled haired woman stared back. Worse, her eyes were haunted and guilt-ridden from last night’s betrayal. She looked away. How can I face him? But she refused to let him go without her.  
 
    When she cracked the door open, Leilani was on the other side. 
 
    “We’re leaving in five minutes.”  
 
    Amira was envious of how tidy and alert the warrior woman looked. “Thanks,” she said before closing the door and rushing through the rest of her morning routine. She didn’t have time to brush out her hair, so she just re-braided it and stepped outside.  
 
    Radcliff was already in the hall. She felt his tension through the bond and wondered if he could feel her shame and what he might make of it. Hesitant, she stepped next to him unsure of what to say. 
 
    “I know all about last night,” he whispered as they were joined by Elden and two of the emperor’s guards who took up the lead position. They began walking down one of the longer corridors. “I woke up, and you were gone. A journal makes lonely company by the way.” 
 
    “What?” she blurted out a little too loudly. She plastered on a fake smile and shrugged when Leilani raised an eyebrow in silent inquiry. Amira’s gut churned. Does he know what I did to him?  
 
    Radcliff stared at her wistfully. “I wrote it all down, knowing I’d read it this morning. Though I wish I could truly remember it.”  
 
    Amira’s eyes widened as a surge of lust came across the link. It sparked her own. 
 
    His eyes glowed with need. “That spell must still be active, I can feel your desire.” Then he frowned. “Why did you leave? We could have done that again.” 
 
    Amira coughed and struggled to concentrate. “I actually need to talk to you about last night.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s!” Radcliff’s smile twisted her heart around like a leaf in a gale.  
 
    As they rounded the next bend, Amira felt a rush of air pass by. Radcliff and the twins went flying backwards and smacked hard against the wall. Any lustful thoughts Amira had vanished instantly as she automatically whipped out her dagger and crouched into a defensive stance. A quick glance back alarmed her—the twins were plastered to the wall by some kind of invisible force. Radcliff growled under his breath and something in the air snapped. The twins slid down to the ground, stunned but breathing.  
 
    Reassured that they were ok for the moment, Amira scanned the dark corridor and saw Kira stalking towards her holding a short sword. Farther back, a black robed man stood partly in the shadows. His palms were turned up and pointed right at her but he was frowning as if displeased by something.  
 
    As Kira was the closer threat, she focused on her. “What do you want, Kira?” Of course she knew the woman wanted her death, but getting her to talk might give her time to come up with a plan. 
 
    “I want you to watch as we correct your mistake.” 
 
    Amira shifted slightly so she could keep Radcliff in her peripheral vision. His face was strained as he stared intently down the hallway at the robed man, muttering a constant stream of indecipherable words. She frowned in concern when she couldn’t feel the link between them. Her worry intensified when she realized he must be using magic. Not good. “You know Radcliff’s important,” she tossed out while angling to place as much of herself between Kira and the wizard as she could without blocking his line of sight. The robed man was currently on the other side of a shimmering barrier and looked apoplectic. He kept punching at it but so far it was holding. 
 
    Now she realized what Radcliff was doing. He was keeping them safe from the other man’s magic. She needed to end this confrontation quickly before he burned himself out. Unfortunately, she left the blasted staff behind because she didn’t trust it. A knife was a poor weapon to bring to a sword fight, even if it was magical.  
 
    “Get the wizard!” The man’s voice was muffled, but the anger was crystal clear. 
 
    Kira ignored him, intent on stalking her prey. “I know you lie.” 
 
    The twins began to move as they recovered. She needed to keep Kira distracted. “My visions are real. You know that.” The needling worked if Amira went by the sudden heat blazing in Kira’s eyes. 
 
    “Hah! You are worse than the seers. At least they lied to maintain their control. You’re just lying to yourself.” Kira tested Amira’s defense with a fast diagonal slash. 
 
    Amira arced back and let the sword pass harmlessly by. “They weren’t lying,” she shot back. 
 
    “Yes, they were. Their sight went dark long ago, but they hid that from us. Made up false visions. And you wanted to be part of that?” she asked with utter disgust. 
 
    “You’re just saying that. There’s no proof.” Amira was forced to dodge another swing. Each was driving her closer to the wizard. She’d have to make a move soon to protect him. 
 
    “No?” Kira waved the sword about. “Then why was there no warning when Westbrook was destroyed? Hmm?”               
 
    Amira didn’t have an answer for that. She’d secretly wondered that herself. 
 
    “We beat the truth out of them after Westbrook. Something’s been blocking their visions for years. You shouldn’t have betrayed us.” Kira thrust straight on with the sword.  
 
    Amira sidestepped once again, though she was beginning to see a pattern to Kira’s attacks. She watched for the next opening. 
 
    “Stop toying with her and take care of the wizard!”  
 
    The man’s voice sounded clearer and Amira snuck a quick glance. Sure enough, the barrier looked thinner and the twins were still recovering. And Radcliff… he’s in trouble! 
 
    Distracted, Amira didn’t dodge fast enough and the flat of Kira’s blade caught her in the temple. She crumpled to the floor and tried to roll away but a boot connected with her stomach, launching her several feet and taking her breath away. 
 
    “Now to finish this once and for all.”  
 
    When Kira stepped over Amira, she tried to raise the hand that still gripped the dagger but her muscles wouldn’t obey. Gasping for air that refused to come, she could only watch helplessly as the woman raised her sword over an incapacitated Radcliff.  
 
    No! She looked on in wide-eyed horror as the sword slowly swung down. Radcliff! She closed her eyes in denial. When the blood splattered her cheek, Amira’s heart broke into a million pieces. This was the end of her long struggle. The end of the entire world. But that paled in comparison to losing the man she loved. If only she’d have brought the stupid staff, he might still be alive. When she finally sucked in a lungful of air, all she could do was cry. 
 
    “Are you ok?” 
 
    Leilani’s voice filtered through Amira’s fog of grief. 
 
    “I’m sorry I killed your friend, but I couldn’t let her harm the wizard.” 
 
    What? Amira wasn’t sure if she heard that correctly. Squashing the spike of hope before it could rise and get cruelly crushed again, she turned her head in Radcliff’s direction. At first all she saw was the blood still burbling up from Kira’s chest. Hope surged. If she was dead that meant... On the other side of the body, Radcliff’s eyes were open and staring past her. He was alive! She crawled around the body to reach him, not caring if she got blood on her clothes.  
 
    Radcliff struggled to speak. He had a gash on his forehead that was leaking blood and his eyes had a frantic, pained look to them. 
 
    “Shh, don’t try to speak.” She touched his chest, just to verify he was really alive since she still couldn’t feel him through the bond.  
 
    Instead of being soothed, Radcliff became more agitated. Then his eyes rolled into the back of his sockets and his body began convulsing. “Help!” Amira shouted as she threw herself over his body to keep him from injuring himself. Leilani grabbed his legs. Pika staggered over to hold his arms. Amira’s ears popped as the air in the room redistributed. Whatever magic Radcliff used was gone. 
 
    “Finally!” The strange man shouted. His thunderous voice echoed in the hallway. 
 
    Forgotten about until now, Amira turned to watch him spread his hands out. Something vaguely tangible shot from his hands and slammed both twins to the wall. When Amira stood, the man growled. 
 
    “Why are you not affected?” 
 
    Amira glanced at the dagger and smiled. “Who are you and what do you want?” 
 
    “I want Radcliff. Give him to me and your friends live.” 
 
    She looked back to see the twins’ faces turning purple as they were being suffocated. Radcliff too was in trouble. Well, the best way to end a spell was to end the wizard. As she lunged at him, Amira quite enjoyed the sudden wide-eyed look of fear in his eyes before she plunged the dagger in between his ribs, straight to his heart. 
 
    “How is that poss…” His voice trailed off into a gurgle and Amira took savage pleasure in watching the life fade from his eyes.  
 
    She withdrew the dagger and let his body fall to the ground. Wiping the blade clean on his tunic, she couldn’t resist a parting jab. “Should’ve learned some hand to hand combat instead of relying on magic.” 
 
    A groan off to the side drew her attention. There, she saw a black lump slowly rising. She stalked forward with intent to stab it into oblivion when the form turned around and Elden’s pale face came into view. He squeaked in alarm and stumbled back against the wall. 
 
    “Relax. I thought you were with them.” Then Amira narrowed her eyes. Did he lead them into the ambush? “Why didn’t you warn us?” 
 
    The man shrunk against the wall. “I was s… spelled.” 
 
    Amira scowled at the cowardly man. Not so arrogant now, was he? Two other moans caught her attention and she saw the emperor’s guards lying in a heap. So, the weasel was probably telling the truth. 
 
    “We need to get moving if we want to save him,” Pika said as the twins came up behind her dragging an unconscious Radcliff between them. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Amira ordered, unwilling to wait for the guards to recover. 
 
    Elden jumped forward and led them at a brisk pace down unending, dark corridors before finally stopping at a door that looked like any number of ones they’d already passed. Upon entering, Amira saw the emperor standing next to a man with a straggly brown beard, greasy hair, and oversized clothes. The man’s eyes darted nervously around the room but fixated on Radcliff as soon as he was carried in. 
 
    “Put him on the bed,” the man ordered. 
 
    The twins dragged him over to a sick bed which took center stage in the cramped room and carefully lowered him onto it. 
 
    “What happened to him? I can’t reverse the spell if he’s dead.” The straggly man sounded agitated. 
 
    “Relax, you’ll get your freedom if you do as we agreed.” The emperor’s sonorous voice filled the small room. 
 
    Amira studied the man. It was hard to believe he was responsible for the spell on Radcliff. He looked nothing like the cold, arrogant councilors at the wizard’s trial. Maybe if she squinted hard enough and tried wiping away the facial hair, he might look vaguely familiar. 
 
    “Which one of the council were you?” she asked. 
 
    The man stood straighter, chin up, and replied, “I am Archmage Candlass.” 
 
    Amira vaguely recalled him at the trial. He’d certainly seen better days. 
 
    The emperor took one look at Radcliff and turned to Elden. “What happened?”  
 
    “Andurel ambushed us on our way here.” 
 
    The emperor made a motion with his hands and two guards Amira hadn’t noticed stepped away from the doorway. “Secure the outside.” After they left, the emperor asked, “Where is he now?” 
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    The emperor merely nodded in satisfaction. 
 
    “I need silence. This is a delicate matter. I cannot be responsible for his mind when he’s brought to me this far gone.” Candlass looked pointedly at the emperor. 
 
    “Do it,” he commanded. 
 
    The archmage wasted no more time. He placed both hands on Radcliff’s forehead and closed his eyes. Nothing happened for several minutes. Then, the wizard began to thrash. “Hold him down!” Candlass ordered. 
 
    Amira and the twins took up the same positions as last time and held him down. She felt his pain through the bond and winced at the severity. What Radcliff felt must be a hundred times worse. The thrashing went on for several minutes. Then he cried out in pain and mercifully went still. 
 
    “It is done.” Candlass examined the wizard. “I must be gone before he wakes up.” 
 
    “How is he?” the emperor asked. He began pacing in the two steps available. Every time he stepped closer to Radcliff, he’d stop, look at the wizard, and then start back up again. 
 
    “I make no guarantees. He was under the spell too long.” 
 
    “I need him whole.”  
 
    Candlass snorted and muttered, “Good luck with that.” 
 
    The emperor slammed him up against the wall. “You best hope for your sake that he’s ok.” 
 
    “You promised to let me go,” Candlass wheedled.  
 
    “You have your freedom, but I’ll never forgive you for doing this to him,” he snapped back. 
 
    “It was her idea.” Candlass shot a heated glare at Amira. 
 
    Amira was poleaxed. He was right, this was her doing.  
 
    The door opened and a young boy stepped in. His face was flushed and his eyes were lit by a combination of fear and excitement. “They’re here! The enemy is here!” he blurted, then blushed when he realized he spoke without permission. 
 
    The emperor let go of Candlass and smiled at the boy. “It’s ok. You did well. Now go, warn the others.” When the boy left, his face turned solemn. “Everyone in this room is needed at the wall.” 
 
    “But what about Radcliff?” Amira crossed her arms. No way was she leaving him alone. 
 
    “You are needed as well. We’ll have to hope he recovers soon.” The emperor sounded apologetic but firm.  
 
    “I need a moment alone with him.” This she wouldn’t be denied. 
 
    He nodded and ushered everyone out of the room. Amira could hear Candlass arguing, “But I was to leave the city.” She didn’t hear the emperor’s reply.  
 
    The room looked spacious without everyone crowded in. She stepped next to the bed and ran her fingers down Radcliff’s cheek. Her eyes began to water. “I’m sorry,” was all she got out before her throat closed up. It hurt seeing him like this; it hurt worse to leave without knowing if he was ok. She bent down and kissed his forehead. “I love you.” 
 
    She refused to look anyone in the eye as she came out. “I need to stop by my room to collect my staff.” Despite not liking the thing, it made a better weapon than the dagger. Amira was rather surprised at the quick agreement; others had things they also wished to get before heading out. Before long the group worked their way through the fortress. When they got close to the entrance she was astounded by the press of people jammed into the open area. Thousands of people from the city were being directed by stressed out servants as they streamed through the double-door entrance.  
 
    They pushed past the crowd and into daylight. Amira was shocked to realize it was close to noon. Right on cue her stomach rumbled. 
 
    The emperor must have heard it. “We’ll eat at the mess hall before we get our assigned duties,” he reassured them.  
 
    As they entered the main thoroughfare, it was packed with more people waiting to get inside the fortress. Men, women, and children, some crying, all had their heads down and were huddled together as if the enemy was already nipping at their heels. A few struggled to push through the line, but the emperor’s guards kept them in check. Nobody noticed the emperor in their midst, except for a few guards who gave respectful nods before returning to their work. 
 
    Once they got farther away, the city became deserted. Only the discarded scraps of paper or stray clumps of dropped cloth indicated people still lived there. Several doors were left wide open, but most were neatly closed up, as if the owners were just going away for a visit. Amira didn’t hold out much hope that they’d be left untouched. 
 
    Nearer the wall, soldiers scurried around like disturbed ants as they carried rocks, crates, boxes, and even dragged wagons to the middle of the road, forming a makeshift barrier to stall anything that made it over the wall. Others were busy setting up rallying points with additional armaments. The ringing of pounded metal drove home the knowledge that they’d be fighting soon. There was nowhere left to run. 
 
    When they reached the mess hall, it was only half full, and they got through the line rather quickly. Amira examined the beef stew and fresh bread before digging in. While bland compared to the food served to the emperor’s guests, it sure beat the dried out stuff they had at the end of their journey. The twins were also enjoying the food and even the emperor made no complaint. Candlass was like a starving man seeing food for the first time. Amira wondered just what happened to him in the dungeon. With the emperor as an enemy, she couldn’t imagine he was treated well. Troubled, she looked away. That could very easily be her for what she did to Radcliff.  
 
    The emperor finally left them in the hands of Commander Brenn who wasted no time placing them among the ranks. The twins were rejoining the rest of the Shae who would be at the top repelling anything that scaled the walls. The archmage was sent to stand with other mages to add ranged support. Amira was ordered to report to Ekewaka.  
 
    Ekewaka smiled when he saw her climbing the last step. “I’m glad you could make it. I specifically requested you in case you had any insights.” He waved at the distant horizon which was taking on a sinister blackish tinge. “It won’t be long now.” 
 
    Amira walked over to where he stood atop the wall. The height commanded a stunning view, marred by the faint smudges in the distance which were rapidly growing larger. “My ability might not trigger. It’s erratic, you know.” She was still uneasy about the staff and her visions while touching it. But she dared not ignore its warnings either. 
 
    “A chance might make all the difference.” Ekewaka stood relaxed as if there wasn’t anything to worry about. 
 
    She nodded even though she didn’t share his view. The horde was close enough now that she could make out individual creatures and yet, looking at the far distance, she could see more coming. The endless numbers were going to overrun them, she just knew it deep in her gut. And what did they have to counter this? A wall, which her vision already showed they could bypass, an army of limited numbers, and a broken wizard who, as far as she knew, would still have no clue how to save them even with his memory restored. No, there was no coming out of this unscathed. At best, they could delay the inevitable. “Well,” she thought as she swung the staff around to loosen up. “They won’t take me down without a fight.” And despite how dire things were, she still had faith in her vision and Radcliff.  
 
    “Fire!” At the order, magic streams of fire and lightning poured harmlessly over the squirming mass. The arrows had a much better effect, pin cushioning several. Yet the ones pinned to the ground tore free, leaking fluids, and kept on coming. More arrows rained down at will. Another barrage of magic, this time containing airborne projectiles, was more successful, slicing their marks to pieces. While most creatures kept coming despite missing various limbs, the decapitated ones slowly dissolved into a puddle of black ichor which pulsed several times and then shaped into a new creature to take its place.  
 
    The front line shifted forward until it was at the base of the wall. The defenders dropped oil and lit it on fire. That slowed the enemy down only until the next wave. Then the wall was overrun with thousands of the things. Their only advantage so far was that all the horde were focusing on a narrow stretch of wall off to the side of the gate.  
 
    “Why are they attacking there?” Amira asked. 
 
    Ekewaka smiled. “My idea. I’ve subtly altered the look of the wall to make it more impressive everywhere but at that point. Makes it easier to defend.” 
 
    “Clever.” Even as the bodies piled up, it seemed ten more appeared for every dead. “Look there.” Amira pointed to a tall, humanoid with glowing red eyes and waving tentacles. It walked behind the far ranks and was the same creature she saw in her vision. 
 
    “That’s new.” A slight frown marred Ekewaka’s calm visage. 
 
    “It appears to be controlling the smaller ones.” The smallest of the misshapen things were grouping up next to Red Eyes. One of its giant tentacles coiled around the mound of creatures and whipped them at the wall. Amira ducked instinctively, but she needn’t have bothered—they slammed into the wall about half way up.  
 
    Ekeweka’s frown deepened. “I need to warn the mages.” 
 
    After he left, Amira clutched the staff and very nearly begged it for a vision. If those things got over the wall, the city was lost. Red Eyes launched two more groups, both getting higher up on the wall, before the mages reacted. Candlass led two others to the edge of the wall. He was gesticulating while the others nodded and formed spheres in their hands. From this distance Amira couldn’t tell what they were, but the light reflecting off them made her think of ice. The two mages tossed their spheres into the air, and Candlass raised his palms up. The balls shot off in time to intercept the next group with a meaty thud. Parts sprayed and the loss of momentum made them miss the top of the wall by a few inches. 
 
    The mages cheered and more scurried forward to form defensive groups. With the added firepower, each projectile was matched with magic artillery. This went smoothly until a second red eyes appeared. And then a third. All three began flinging projectiles, and some got past the defenses.  
 
    Amira was forced into motion when one of the bundles landed nearby. The things that spilled out were rat sized and rather sluggish. She easily squashed them and checked that there were no tentacles left alive. At a scream she whirled around and saw one of the regular soldiers beginning to turn. Without a second thought, she ran to him and used her momentum to knock him over the wall onto the enemy below. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    She dodged the blow from another soldier and shouted at him. “You get bit you turn into one of them.” He faltered, and she took that moment to point down. “Look at him now.” 
 
    The poor guy turned green when he saw his comrade’s corpse completely blackened and oozing with pustules.  
 
    “Spread the knowledge. Don’t let them bite you.” Amira didn’t bother waiting to see if he understood. More projectiles were landing and soon the walkway was slick with goo. Shouts below confirmed that some were clearing the wall. That sinking feeling of doom returned but there was nothing she could do about it except make sure her section of the wall was kept clear.  
 
    The ground underneath began to vibrate. What now? She searched for the newest threat but paused in confusion at the sight of the emperor and his ebony skinned guards kneeling with both palms flat against the ground. What are they doing? She frowned. A scraping noise drew her attention to the edge of the wall and she watched, spellbound, as crystalline spikes grew upward from the base. They looked delicate as they reached upward twenty feet in the air. At foot intervals, spikes shot straight out. They looked wicked sharp and refracted the light from the setting sun. The next enemy projectile bundles were impaled on their razor sharp spines and easily dealt with.  
 
    Once the last enemies were dispatched, an eerie calm settled over the battlefield. Mage fire turned the sky crimson as the last rays of sunlight faded below the horizon. Amira leaned against her staff and studied the red eyes. They had stopped attacking, and the horde had pulled back from the wall. Now they just sat there, doing nothing. What are they planning?  
 
    The lack of action let Amira’s thoughts turn back to Radcliff. She longed to see him and wondered if he had awakened yet. Does he hate me now? Sorrow pierced her heart. Her love was like this wall—doomed to fail. She only hoped she had the chance to see him one last time before the end. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 21 
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    Radcliff vs Radcliff 
 
    Radcliff woke to the feeling of a body. Or perhaps it was just a really strong memory. Or a dream. It was hard to distinguish reality anymore. But his eyes actually opened when he commanded them and showed him a room. Small and nondescript, it contained the bed he was laying on and a simply made wooden table off to the side. A weak mage lamp provided dim lighting. He was fairly sure this wasn’t a memory though it could still be a potent dream. He’d created many of those in his never-ending confinement.  
 
    One of his hands was on top of the blanket. It looked thinner and older than he recalled. The nails were trimmed short but there was blood underneath one. When he tried to move the fingers, they actually obeyed his command and making a fist flexed the muscles in his forearm. He felt powerful. His heart beat faster and he dared a moment’s hope, quickly squashed because this might just be a new trick. Wary now, he looked for other signs that could inform him either way.  
 
    As his mind grew sharper, inner voices began clamoring for dominance. When Despair mounted an assault to take over the body, he unleashed a thousand years of pent up rage and ripped it to shreds. He was slowly remembering what had been done to him. Each council member had ‘gifted’ him a torment once Candlass had finished hobbling his mind. Radcliff howled like an animal and went on the hunt, chasing down Hopelessness and Self-Pity. He ripped off small pieces at a time and gloried in their agony. Hate and Doubt combined their efforts in an odd display of unity. But they were no match for the unleashed anger Radcliff sent their way. He snapped Doubt’s neck and ripped Hate’s black heart from its chest and sent their fragments spinning back to wherever bits go in the mind. He easily caught a few others and invented even more creative ways to dismember them. 
 
    As he traveled the darker corners of memory, Radcliff remembered more. He had tricked the obliviate spell by sloughing off bits of himself to create a separate persona while he hid within his own memories. Dark memories. He didn’t have many good ones, but it didn’t matter. His job was to rip through the barrier. But it always fought back. Doubt crept in to snuff out the tiny hope that said he was finally free. This was probably just a more devious delusion created by the spell entrapping him. Anger and hatred crashed into his tentative grasp of reality. Instead of fighting it down, he harnessed it to hunt down the last remaining mental progeny. It no longer mattered if this was fake, he was too lost in the hunt to be concerned either way.  
 
    His hunter instinct zeroed in on the final torment which was hiding nearby. There you are! He seized Depression and began squeezing its neck. For one thousand years this voice had urged him to suicide. A nasty bit of work Andurel added after Candlass left him to his fate. Too bad he hadn’t been able to kill the archmage himself. But he would deal with his creation. Time to meet your maker.  
 
    Not so fast. A duplicate of Radcliff popped up from nowhere. This one is mine. I was the one to suffer. Not you. 
 
    Radcliff’s frenzy of hate and anger paused at the strange interruption. In all these years, trapped inside a twisted mind, he was always alone or with a nightmare replica of someone from his past. A thought popped through the swirly murk surrounding him that his depraved mind was going to extra lengths in coming up with an exact duplicate of himself. He cocked his head to the side as he studied it. Something seemed familiar aside from the looks. Intrigue was a new feeling, or a very old one resurrected. It pushed back the menacing cloud of anger and hate and brought a moment of true clarity. 
 
    Do I know you? Probably the first actual words Radcliff had thought in centuries. 
 
    You should. I’m you. Or rather, the pieces you discarded and left to die. A diversion so the spell wouldn’t find you. The image glowered.  
 
    He reached for the memory but it eluded his shaky grasp. Anger flared, but he managed to contain it before he lost control. How do you know this when I do not?  
 
    Your mind is more tangled than a tattered ball of string. It shrugged. I happened upon it by random accident. 
 
    Radcliff didn’t believe in accidents. Not in this world. Not anymore. He was annoyed at this upstart’s ability to read his memories so easily. Once again he tried and failed to snatch a memory. He wasn’t even trying for anything specific this time.  
 
    Believe what you will. But you owe me.  
 
    The image put its hands on its hips and tried to stare Radcliff down. He actually felt the hatred pulsing off the image in waves and its need for vengeance resonated with his own, yet something was wrong. He clamped down hard on his errant emotions and concentrated as he sifted through ragged tatters of worn memories and finally latched onto a fragment of that terrible night before losing his memory the first time. He shunted aside a thrill of victory and studied it closely. And there was the inconsistency. I gave you only hope and love. You cannot hate. Therefore this is not real.  
 
    Dashing his own sliver of hope hurt more than he expected. That awful taste in his mouth, his body’s hunger, and the power of his clenched fist—he wanted all that to be real. Needed it to be. No telling how much longer he’d remain lucid before reverting to the primitive need for escape. The dark mindlessness of that was unappealing to him now but he could feel himself slipping towards it. His hate and anger licked at his mental walls, eager to be unleashed again. 
 
    The image growled, regaining Radcliff’s attention. After a thousand years of torture, what did you expect? That I’d remain weak and pathetic? That is how you saw me, right? The scraps that you didn’t want? Left to die? 
 
    Radcliff struggled to recall. Hiding from dangerous memories these long years had damaged his ability to access them. It took longer than he liked but his first success gave him added confidence. His image was right—his mind was a gnarled mess. Digging into that time actually hurt, but perhaps he did owe the copy his best effort. Finally he found the fragment of that fateful day. He could appreciate his bold and clever plan even if it didn’t work out as intended.  
 
    I was pretty sure you wouldn’t survive, but without anger, fear, and hate, the spell would have nothing to work with. It was a logical choice. The only chance. And using negative emotions in their purest state would let me punch through the spell from the inside. So there was no malice intended towards his image. And his plan would have worked, at least in theory. An image came bubbling to the surface of a spider in a web with him as the victim. That one had stolen his magic and sabotaged his efforts. Hate like magma erupted and his roar cowered even his duplicate. Another image bubbled up of the man lying dead and Radcliff felt sharp disappointment that the man died too swiftly.  
 
    The copy straightened to its full height and clenched its fists. If you are done bellowing, I want my revenge. You owe me. 
 
    Have at it then. He relinquished his grip to his duplicate and stepped back. His copy’s face turned ugly with hatred as his hands squeezed and popped Depression like an overgrown boil. The vicious satisfaction washing over him was disturbing, for it wasn’t his own, and it incited his own emotions to riot. He barely got them tamped back down. 
 
    The copy stood rapturous for a minute before turning to face him. We are still connected even as we are separate. It was eerie how it cocked its head the exact same way Radcliff did when he was thinking. We should probably fix that. Merge into me and I can take control of the body from here. You’d be more stable then. 
 
    Radcliff laughed at his image’s audacity. It had spunk, he’d give it that. I didn’t survive this long by yielding. I made you, and it appears you have reached the end of your usefulness. When he touched it, love, joy, and hope rushed through him in agonizing waves. He brutally shoved the copy away. What trickery is this? 
 
    I too have fought a long and difficult battle, albeit different from yours. You can’t just will me away and you certainly can’t destroy me—I’m part of you. At best we can merge together. It wrinkled its nose in distaste. I told her I didn’t want to become you and I was more right than I ever imagined. 
 
    The image of silver hair and violet eyes captured Radcliff’s attention. Like an irritating sense of déjà vu he knew the woman yet he also didn’t. 
 
    Amira loves me and I would already love her back if I could have truly remembered her. The image’s voice was soft spoken and yearning. In the end, she’s the only reason I’m glad the spell has been broken.  
 
    Ah, here’s the trap. I’m supposed to believe the spell is gone and give up. Well, I’ll fight to the bitter end. 
 
    The image shook its head. The spell was removed though you came close to killing us with your instability. 
 
    Better dead than enslaved for one more moment. 
 
    I was happy. 
 
    A snapshot of several days with the woman assaulted Radcliff’s mind and made him feel things he’d never felt before. He gritted his teeth and cut off the flow. Enough of that already. Go away and leave me alone. 
 
    You need my help. 
 
    I need nothing! Especially not from you. 
 
     The image gave him a pitying look. You’re barely holding it together. And with that parting shot it vanished, leaving Radcliff alone and desperate to punch something. Tired of his own mind, he went back to focusing on his body. 
 
    With a wince, Radcliff managed to sit up. His head felt like it had been pummeled. It had in a way, just from the inside. He stood and nearly lost his balance. Keeping one hand on the wall, he stepped carefully towards the door. Being disconnected from a body for so long, it took him a while to remember how things like walking worked. Fumbling at the door latch, he finally got it opened and looked out into an empty corridor. I don’t know where I am. He felt a stab of panic. Is this truly real or have I completely lost it? The panic ebbed when he realized it didn’t matter. This whole experience was at least something new. Since direction didn’t matter, he went right. Time would reveal whether this was reality or a new type of convoluted nightmare. 
 
    Troubled, he wandered aimlessly down the corridors picking directions at random while his thoughts rioted in a jumbled combination of anger, hurt, confusion, and emptiness. Random spurts of longing, hope, and fondness for that woman shot up from the buried depths of memory shared with his copy, furthering his frustration. Maybe he did need help after all. Or just time to sort everything out. 
 
    Walking, an activity he once took for granted, felt really good and he was no longer hanging onto the walls for balance. He was starting to hope again. Perhaps this really was reality? Another idea came to him but it made him so nervous his palms began to sweat. Holding his breath, Radcliff channeled a tiny bit of magic into a light above his hand. It worked! The relief was overwhelming, and he had to lean against the wall to recover. His eyes watered at the joy he’d not felt in a thousand years. I am not crying over this! He wiped his eyes and pretended it was from the bright light. I have magic again! The huge grin that formed on his face was another long lost stranger.  
 
    He played with the light as he walked down the corridor, exulting in the ability to manipulate it. Radcliff knew he had knowledge of greater works stuffed somewhere in his scrambled memories, but right now this was enough. As he neared a well-lit area, he heard voices up ahead which stopped him in his tracks. 
 
    “Master, we don’t have enough livestock for more than a few days.” 
 
    “Then you need to find more.” 
 
    “We already searched the extent of our range. There is nothing else left.” 
 
    “There’s always fish.” 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    “Well, start catching fish and when that runs dry use the livestock and keep checking. Perhaps more fish will move into range.” 
 
    Radcliff didn’t want human company, so he turned around. 
 
    Not going to help? His copy appeared in his mind with a disapproving scowl on its face. 
 
    Why should I? Radcliff wasn’t in the mood for a lecture. 
 
    You need to eat too. 
 
    His physical arm waved to all around him. This is just an elaborate illusion. Even if his hope was trying to tell him differently, he still didn’t believe. Dared not.  
 
    No it’s not. But even if it was, what’s the harm? Plus, don’t you want to see if you can summon? 
 
    Radcliff narrowed his eyes at the copy’s obvious ploy. It was like he knew exactly what to say. Well, if he is a part of me that makes sense. He almost continued walking away anyway just to needle it, but the lure had indeed been well set. 
 
    Radcliff entered a cavernous room with cages and pens of livestock covering every square inch of floor space. The pungent smell of offal took his breath away. Two men stood off to one side, clearly the ones he heard speaking earlier. Each wore black, knee length tunics with orange striping down the sides and an orange backed emblem with a rock in the center—the symbol for summoners. The man on the left was the taller of the two with short cropped blonde hair and a double circled emblem to indicate he was an adept. The one on the right was lanky with slightly longer, curly brown hair. His emblem was the broken circle of an apprentice. 
 
    The adept noticed him first. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Looking around.” Radcliff stepped farther into the cavern. It was lit with thousands of mage globes and he could see hundreds of animals from caged chickens stacked in numerous crates along the walls to row upon row of cows and other grass grazers, then finally bigger game like boars on the far end. “Quite the selection you have here.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be down here. This area is restricted.” The adept chased after Radcliff and stepped in front of him. 
 
    Radcliff halted and shrugged. “There were no signs. Besides, I can help with your problem.” At the very least it would be a good test of whether his full range of abilities was restored. He was eager to try. 
 
    “You’re a summoner?” the apprentice asked. He was standing just behind the adept, craning his neck to see around the taller man. 
 
    The adept shot his apprentice a warning glance and said, “Everything is fine here. We don’t need any help.” 
 
    Radcliff ignored the man. “Do you have any other caverns like this that are empty?” Without waiting for a reply, he began walking around the enormous room. The adept followed, disapproval in every rigid footstep. 
 
    He found an offshoot that led into a darkened area and had to expand the output on his glow orb and sent it higher so it could light the entire area. Even then, it didn’t reach the entire cavern. It was at least four times the size of the other one. “This will do nicely.” He turned to the adept who stood there smoldering and asked, “Is there an animagus around?” He’d need one to pacify the animals he had in mind to summon. Then he blinked at the clarity of memories coming to him. Maybe he could pull himself together after all. 
 
    The apprentice answered. “There are three.” 
 
    Radcliff ignored the glower on the adept’s face and addressed the apprentice. “Well, go get them.”  
 
    The shorter man darted off before the adept could stop him. 
 
    The image popped back into his mind. You could at least try to be nice. 
 
    He scowled. Nice is a waste of time. I don’t do nice. 
 
    Obviously.  
 
    Go away and leave me be. I have work to do. 
 
    The adept placed his hands on his hips and bristled with disapproval. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “I’m solving your food shortage.” Even as he spoke Radcliff sent his awareness outward past the mountain. He was stunned at the gaping holes of nothing. Little was left alive in the east and even the west and south were showing gaps where there used to be life. Amira, what were you thinking? I can’t save us from this. Radcliff halted. Where did that thought come from?  
 
    The image waved to get his attention, then pointed to itself.  
 
    Stop distracting me. 
 
    So this woman thought he could save them? He was forced to agree with his copy. Soon there wouldn’t be anything left alive. Radcliff may have been many things in his past but a creator of life wasn’t one of them.  
 
    Two women and one man came running into the room with the apprentice in tow. Their caster uniforms were adorned with the emblem of a snake to indicate animagi—a peculiar choice given most peoples’ dislike of the reptiles. A memory surfaced of Radcliff finding this amusing, but with the current situation, he wasn’t laughing now. 
 
    He ordered the newcomers to follow and walked to the far end of the cavern. Then he chose a region just east of the mountain which had an isolated pocket of animals about to be swallowed up by the nothing. Entire groups of reptiles and small desert mammals vanished and reappeared inside the cavern. The animagi were startled but wasted no time in putting each one to sleep. One went back for crates and they filled them with the smaller animals and stacked them up against the wall. 
 
    Radcliff methodically combed over every stretch of land, gathering predators and prey alike. Rabbits came together with wolves and dire cats. Gazelle with lions. He even found a pride of blink cats which required extra creativity since he couldn’t use magic on them directly. He carved out the ground around them and brought the entire structure. It was an impressive mound of dirt one hundred feet in diameter. The cats were unhappily yowling inside the caldera, but they were safe now and unable to escape. 
 
    “Why are you summoning all of these?” The male animagus was waving his hands around. He sounded completely flustered, and a bit scared of the mound of blink cats. 
 
    Radcliff shrugged. “When you run out of livestock, you can use them.” It was only logical.  
 
    You can’t stand watching them die, the image piped in, looking surprised. 
 
    He rounded on his copy. Am I truly so evil to you? The animals don’t deserve to die like that. An image of mangled limbs and tentacles chasing them reinforced his belief. Nothing deserved that end. 
 
    The image mouthed ‘sorry’ and kept silent. 
 
    Bears were next, and other beasts of the far north like the rare northern saber cat. The animagi rushed around putting each animal into a deep sleep. He didn’t bother waiting for them to catch up since most of these animals had no time to spare. Even as fast as he worked, several vanished from his perception. Once the animals within his range were summoned, he gathered up the birds. They popped in with loud chirps that startled the animagi. Thousands of fliers fled into the vast space above them. 
 
    The vast cavern was only half filled. Unwilling to leave anything alive to be consumed as long as he had space, Radcliff tackled the much harder task of summoning plant life. Locating a rocky area he’d previously skipped, Radcliff wrapped his magic tendrils around the nearby trees. Because the roots extended into a vast, connected network, he had to slice through living tissue. Some areas were already being tainted by void. These he viciously cut away from the rest to avoid bringing any corruption into the cavern. Trees, shrubs, plants, and grasses popped up one by one as he scanned each direction for anything left to save. It was chilling just how much was gone. None of the Shae forest survived. In fact, he could feel nothing east of their location until the great eastern ocean.  
 
    In order to save at least some of the smaller varieties of fish, he used up the remaining space to create shallow pools of water using a combination of clay and salt or fresh water. He couldn’t do anything for the larger fish and simply had to hope the corruption spared them. 
 
    When he was done, five faces stared at him with a mixture of awe and fear. The adept’s fear quickly turned to suspicion. “You’re the Destroyer,” he accused. 
 
    The memories were coming easier to him now—mostly scenes of him destroying armies and cities. He supposed that was an apt nickname. “Yes,” he replied, keeping it simple. Ignoring the man’s gaping jaw, he sat down next to a snow leopard and began to stroke her fur. It might have been humorous to watch the man as he tried to reconcile the evil man of the distant past with the one petting a big cat, but Radcliff wasn’t in the mood. He had several problems that needed dealt with. But first he required some peace and quiet. “Leave me,” he commanded the group. 
 
    “You’re staying in here?” the apprentice’s voice squeaked. 
 
    The adept nudged him hard in the side. “Come. Let’s go.”  
 
    “But they could wake up at any moment,” the apprentice whispered. 
 
    “They’re fine for now,” one of the female animagi reassured them. 
 
    The two summoners hastened out of the chamber with the three animagi in close pursuit. The male animagus paused to glance back, then quickly caught up to the others. Soon Radcliff was alone in the darkened chamber.  
 
    He toyed with the mage light while deciding which problem to tackle first. Show me what you’ve seen of the enemy, he ordered his image. While his copy remained silent, it sent him memories of the time spent in the Shae forest and the canyon. He watched the entire sequence then backed up and froze the image of a strange sphere. That is not from our world. As he immersed himself in the feelings his copy recorded, he felt the first stirrings of panic. It’s a portal. Once again he replayed the scene with the tentacle as it shot out and tried to attack Amira. He remembered this part. He was in some crazy nightmare battle when that sphere and the woman just appeared. He didn’t even think when the tentacle attacked, he had such an urge to protect the woman that he froze it before she could be harmed and spoke the words to break the portal’s link to this world. I was actually breaking through the spell? The shock that he might truly be free stunned him. Even the fear of whatever was strong enough to create that portal couldn’t take away the euphoria at escaping his terrible prison. 
 
    His copy finally spoke up. I’m glad you believe me now.  
 
    He could have gone into how many times his twisted prison had tried to trick him, but it was no longer important. This situation was fairly dire. Something strong from outside our known world is attacking us. His eyes narrowed to slits as he studied his image. So, tell me why your woman thinks I’m going to save us from this. 
 
    Caught off guard, the image struggled to find the words. She didn’t say exactly. It shrugged. 
 
    Great. Where is she now? If she was keeping secrets, he’d get them out of her. 
 
    The copy grew agitated. I’m not sure but she’s scared and defiant. It tilted its head slightly as if listening to something far off. I think she’s fighting. 
 
    Well that’s an inefficient use of her time. If she knows a solution why fight? If she doesn’t know, then she should be working on it. 
 
    She would have told me if she knew. 
 
    Radcliff stroked the cat’s fur while he tried to work out what was nagging at him. Wait, how do you know where she is? His hand stilled. I can feel it too. An image of his body wrapped around hers startled him with its intensity. He actually began feeling aroused but shoved that into a dark corner. There was no time for that nonsense. Then he felt the bond forming in the memory and lost his temper. You fool! You let her bond you without even knowing what it was?  
 
    The image lashed back. I’d do it again in a heartbeat.  
 
    You idiot. If she dies, we die. Radcliff stood abruptly. We need to get her to safety. 
 
    Relax, she’s a highly skilled warrior. 
 
    Radcliff wasn’t comforted in the least. Accidents happen.  
 
    The image rolled its eyes. Can’t you just summon her from here? 
 
    I can feel people, but not a specific individual. I need to get her out of there now. Radcliff jumped over shrubs and sleeping animals and dashed through the halls in search of the entrance. Before the third intersection he was lost. His mind was slow to remember the layout and he almost kicked the wall when he finally recovered the memories and discovered this section wasn’t an area he’d been before.  
 
    Fuming, he addressed his useless copy. While I’m trying to work through this stupid maze, tell me, where’s Candlass? 
 
    You’re worried about him in the middle of all this? 
 
    There’s always time for revenge. Radcliff’s predatory grin would surely send pure evil running for safety. No sense in hiding that memory from me. I know he was here. He’d have to be if I’m truly free of his spell. 
 
    We were heading there and got ambushed. I don’t know where he is now. 
 
    Well, he can’t hide from me forever in the middle of a siege.  
 
    Worry about Amira instead.  
 
    Oh, I’m sure you’ll worry enough for the both of us.  
 
    “There you are!” the emperor called out from the corridor Radcliff was about to exit.  
 
    He backpedaled and halted just in front of the man he once considered a father. The sudden explosion of anger overpowered his shaky control. His hands darted out to strangle this monster who never bothered looking for him. Never… 
 
    Worry about him later, find Amira! 
 
    The copy’s panicked shout got through and Radcliff fought back the anger until he was able to release his bruising grip. “What do you want?” He had no energy left to worry about royal pride. 
 
    The emperor rubbed his neck and took in a few ragged gulps of air. “I came looking for you. The city is overrun and we have groups scattered throughout the city. I thought you should know—Amira’s retreat has been cut off. I have men trying to get to her, but we’re losing badly.” 
 
     The image was radiating enough panic to annoy Radcliff. Stop that, he told it. His angry eyes burned into the emperor’s. “Take me to the entrance.”  
 
    Regret flashed briefly across the emperor’s face before it hardened again. Without a word he turned around and walked with long, ground eating strides. 
 
     Anger stalked Radcliff’s heels as he followed through the increasingly better lit hallways. When the hall finally opened into a huge double-door entryway leading outside, Radcliff could hear the distant screams of pain and death. Already, groups of fighters were falling back to the entrance as a swarm of mutant things worked to surround them. Even as he watched, a man fell and the rest had to put him down. Their progress was hampered by the sheer numbers. There wasn’t much time before they’d all be lost. He turned to the emperor. “When you see the explosion, seal us in. Understand?” 
 
    The emperor nodded, his trust still there from long ago even if Radcliff’s was broken. 
 
    The wizard scowled and turned his back on the emperor. Standing by the entrance, he ignored his frantic image who was pacing and wringing its hands. He tuned out the sounds of battle coming closer and stretched out his senses to find the fragile bits of life. At first he found only a few isolated pockets, the enemy’s magic was obscuring a large area. But the very mountain fortress was designed to be an amplifier, and he was able to draw more power until he was nearly drowning in it. A heady feeling, but also very dangerous. A lesser mage could easily lose control and burn up. But Radcliff was more powerful than all but the emperor. He pulled power until his body felt like it was a burning sun. Now he could push past the masking energy of the void and sense every person outside all the way to the wall. Most were surrounded and in danger of being lost forever.  
 
    Hurry! The image interrupted. 
 
    Shut it or I’ll lose them all! He sent out feelers and wrapped them around each living being. Even as he solidified the link he had to cut one as it faded, taken by the enemy. Growling he snapped the rest in place and yanked, pulling several hundred at the same time into the large entryway. Radcliff swayed on his feet and his vision grew spotty. That was too much power, even for him. 
 
    “Radcliff!” The woman he came to save enveloped him in a tight hug. She smelled of sweat and honeysuckle. Emotions he didn’t know how to process rippled through his body.  
 
    Let me have control! The image was pleading. 
 
    “Not now!” He growled to both the image and the woman. He carefully detached her and set her to the side. Ignoring her hurt look, he stalked to the entrance. Already he could see the leading edge of the horde racing for the entrance. A tall humanoid thing with red eyes and tentacles was in the middle of the swarm, staring at the woman with a possession that angered Radcliff. 
 
    Once again he stretched out his awareness, this time far beneath the surface to the fiery core of the world, searching until he found the special cavern of super-heated liquid. The fiends were almost to the entrance but Radcliff stood there calmly, refusing to be rushed. One by one he hooked his links in and yanked when they were just a few feet away. With savage pleasure he dropped the ball of explosive liquid right on top of the red eyed leader’s head. “Now!” Radcliff ordered. The entryway was filled with solid stone just seconds before the explosion of vapor hit. The wall turned red with the heat. 
 
    The silence inside was deafening. Radcliff turned and saw fearful eyes staring at him. Only the woman was brave enough to take one step and confront him. “That’s how you destroyed Westbrook isn’t it?” 
 
    Upon hearing her accusation, something inside him snapped and he remembered everything. “Yes, I destroyed the city using the same method. I was ordered to make an example of the military outpost but the emperor’s seer predicted a harsh winter.” He glared at the woman. “How would your people have survived without their best hunters? I did you a favor when I killed off the weak.” Then he stared each person in the eye until they looked away. “If not for me, most of you wouldn’t be here. Remember that when you start judging me.” He pointed to the door. “Out there is the reason for the unification. Hate me if you must, but at least you’re alive to do it!”  
 
    Without waiting for their reactions, he stalked through the frightened crowd and took the corridors leading back to the cavern. The sleeping predators would make far better company than frightened or angry people. 
 
    I really wanted to talk to her, to tell her what’s going on. His image was sitting on the ground hugging its knees and looking quite dejected. 
 
    Shut up and get some sleep. We still have to figure out how to get out of this mess. Radcliff took his own advice and curled up next to the sleeping snow cat. Tomorrow was going to be tough, he could already feel it. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 22 
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    Rude Discovery 
 
    Radcliff woke to the startling view of a girl’s face hovering right above his own. Her brow was furrowed as she studied him intently. Her nose wrinkled, and she pulled back before commenting. “Amira was crying. She said you changed, but you look the same to me.”  
 
    Nalani. The burst of memories came with strong emotions that made him uncomfortable. He pushed them into a dark corner and yawned. “I have changed,” he said, then cocked his head as he considered what to say. Keeping it simple, he added, “Just on the inside.” As he sat up, he frowned. “What are you doing here anyway? Shouldn’t you be with the other children?”  
 
    Be nice. I promised her father I’d look after her. Radcliff’s pesky image popped up with a cross look on his face. 
 
    Radcliff gave a mental sigh. You sure do get emotionally attached for someone with only a day’s worth of memory. 
 
    The image shrugged. At least I have emotions, unlike you. I want to see Amira, to explain what happened. 
 
    Radcliff ignored the image, hoping it would get bored and leave him alone. 
 
    Nalani shifted over to the cat and tentatively touched its fur. “The kids were being mean, saying you killed people. Even ate them. I told them you wouldn’t do that, but they didn’t believe me.” She turned innocent, trusting eyes to Radcliff. “You didn’t do those things, right?” 
 
    Radcliff looked away, suddenly uneasy. He got up and stretched to give himself time to think. How could he explain his actions to a child? 
 
    Let me talk to her, his image pleaded. 
 
    Go away. It was far too early to be arguing with himself. 
 
    You have the empathy of a rock. 
 
    Ignoring the image, Radcliff faced the girl and answered. “I have never eaten people, but I have done things that wound up harming people.” He sat next to her and propped his chin on his knees. Her crestfallen face tangled his insides, but he pressed on. “You know about seers?” Nalani reluctantly nodded. “Well, one predicted this huge disaster and said we needed to unify the kingdoms or lose everyone. The problem with seers though, is you never get a straight answer as to when the future will happen. So, I rushed things along and it caused lots of deaths.” 
 
    “Uncle Ekie says there’s always a peaceful solution to every problem.” 
 
    “Given enough time and motivation, I’m sure. Come, let’s get breakfast.” And hopefully change the topic of conversation.  
 
    Nalani followed as Radcliff picked his way around the sleeping animals. “How did the trees get inside?” 
 
    “I rescued them and had nowhere else to put them.” He had to duck under a low hanging branch. 
 
    “Will they live?” She fingered a leaf as she passed underneath. 
 
    “For a little while.” He hadn’t really thought beyond the moment. If the corruption could be destroyed, he could always move them back. But even now he sensed the lifeless void closing in around them and even the very fabric of magic was weakening. It may already be too late to do something. 
 
    Amira might know what to do. Let me use the body to speak to her.  
 
    Radcliff took several long strides down the empty corridor before he responded to the annoying image in his head. No. I don’t trust you. You are too emotionally attached. If you’d been in control last night, we’d all be dead. 
 
    The image shuddered and wrapped its arms around itself. Last night was a fluke. I promise to relinquish control if anything happens. When Radcliff remained silent, the image fumed and pointed an accusing finger at him. If Amira has any idea of how to stop this, she’ll confide in me, not you. Nalani said she was crying because of you.  
 
    Radcliff stiffened in anger. The answer is still no. 
 
    This isn’t over. Two burning eyes left their fiery imprint even after the image vanished. 
 
    Radcliff shook it off. What did that pathetic piece of himself know anyway? 
 
    “We’re here!” Nalani called out as she darted through a small side entrance. She stopped so abruptly that Radcliff had to leap around her. When he saw the tense confrontation ahead, he pushed her behind him and took up a defensive stance. 
 
    The large room was filled with people who were silently watching the drama. Some were sitting at makeshift tables, their food going cold as they gawked. Others stood in a now-still serving line. The servers had also stopped to watch. Nobody dared make a sound, afraid the slightest provocation would result in full out conflict. 
 
    The emperor had his back to Radcliff. His stiff shoulders and aggressive stance was a clear sign he meant business. Two imperial guards flanked him on either side with their hands on their weapons. 
 
    The cause of the drama was a nondescript man. With his blue silks and fancy shoes, he was clearly a noble. He held an oversized bag with both hands and glared at the emperor, his beady eyes snapping with anger. His four personal guards on the other hand looked like they’d rather be anywhere else.  
 
    The emperor’s voice boomed out across the large room. “You’ve been accused of hording food. All supplies are to be relinquished for proper rationing.” 
 
    The man’s hands tightened around the bag protectively, like it was his long lost baby. “The food is mine. I paid for it, I should be allowed to keep it.” 
 
    “I’m confiscating all food stores so we can ration our supplies.”  
 
    “Why should I share anything with these dregs?” His eyes swept across the large number of norms in the room. A few growls could be heard before quickly hushing.  
 
    The emperor’s voice got low and deadly. “If you don’t hand the supplies over now, I’ll toss you outside.” He turned a complete circle and swept the room with his intimidating gaze. “That goes for everyone here. All will be treated equally, norms and magic users, rich and poor. Anyone caught hording or disobeying laws will be turned out. This is for your own safety.” 
 
    The man reluctantly dropped his bag at the emperor’s feet. “There, not that it will do much good. We aren’t safe.” Then his eyes latched onto Radcliff. The hate in his eyes intensified. “Especially with the Destroyer here.” The noble snapped out an angry order for his guards to follow and stalked to the main exit. 
 
    Every eye in the dining hall followed his exit in silence before turning to stare at Radcliff. He could see the fear in each person’s eyes once they figured out who he was. Those who knew whispered to those who didn’t until the entire room was stirred up like a hornet’s nest. 
 
    The emperor shouted over the din, “Everyone here is welcome. Anyone objecting knows where the exit is.” When the room fell silent, he ordered the guard on his right to take the bag of food to the storage room and told his other guard to remain behind to maintain order. Nobody dared so much as move while the emperor strode over to Radcliff. “Follow me,” he barked as he brushed past and entered the hall.  
 
    Radcliff stared defiantly at his detractors before following the emperor. He kept Nalani close as they passed a crowd of people sitting in the hallway waiting their turn to enter the dining hall. While the corridor they passed through was large, the number of refugees waiting in line made it feel cramped. The smell of fear-sweat lingered, like overly ripe fruit.  
 
    The emperor pushed a door open and led them into a nicely furnished room. A long table that could easily seat ten dominated the room. To the right, a roaring fire burned in the large fireplace, while at the left servers stood ready with trays of food. Radcliff’s stomach growled and reminded him he hadn’t eaten yet. 
 
    “Please be seated.” The emperor waved to the chairs as he strode over to the fireplace. He sat at the head of the table. Radcliff and Nalani picked the seats closest to him on his left. While the servers placed dishes on the table, he spoke. “Squabbling over food is only going to worsen. People brought what they could carry and we only have enough livestock for a few days.” 
 
    Radcliff waved his fork around before stabbing a piece of meat slathered in gravy. “I took care of that last night.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    A light tap on the door followed by Elden poking his head in interrupted the discussion. “Excuse me Your Excellency, your other guest has arrived.” 
 
    The emperor wiped his mouth and smiled. “Good. Send her in.” 
 
    Elden’s head vanished and Amira walked in. 
 
    “Your arrival is timely, we were just starting. Come in and take a seat.” He pointed to the chair on his right. Amira looked a bit flustered as she walked around the emperor and sat down. 
 
    If the emperor noticed, he gave no indication. He had already turned back to Radcliff. “Now, you were saying you fixed our food supply problem?” 
 
    Radcliff nodded and finished swallowing. “A second, larger cavern is completely filled.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good news at least.” The emperor closed his eyes and appeared to be savoring his food. The room fell silent as each person dug in. 
 
    After several minutes of serious food shoveling, Radcliff mopped up the last of the gravy with a piece of fresh bread and sat back, replete. 
 
    The emperor waved off a servant who tried to offer him seconds. He looked at Radcliff with troubled eyes. “I looked outside and even the stone was melted. What did you do?” 
 
    The question caught Radcliff off guard and his eyes automatically darted to Amira but she was focused on her plate, toying with a few last bits of food. He felt an annoying twinge of emotion.  
 
    That’s guilt by the way. Radcliff’s image stood there, hands crossed and looking smug.  
 
    He ignored the image and the unwanted emotion, instead focusing on the question. “I summoned a pocket of super-heated liquid.” 
 
    The emperor sat back and sighed. “So we have a way to eliminate the threat.”  
 
    “No.” Radcliff wished that would work. “That pocket refills too slowly to be of any use.” 
 
    The emperor nodded for the servant to remove his plate and leaned forward. His intense eyes fixated on Radcliff’s face. “Could you use other means?” 
 
    The man’s intent stare brought back long forgotten memories of strategy meetings where they’d discussed possible solutions until late into the night. Radcliff shifted uncomfortably in his chair. He wasn’t sure he was ready to trust the man before him just yet, but he deserved to know the extent of the truth. “I might be able to do some things but it won’t bring back life.” 
 
    The emperor nodded. “We have enough seeds in storage to bring back what we need. I need you to work out a way to rid us of—” 
 
    “Also,” Radcliff interrupted, “whatever is draining the life is also taking away the magic. There may not be enough magic left to remove the threat completely.” 
 
    Amira’s dropped fork banged against the side of her plate. She blushed and muttered sorry. 
 
    The dissonant sound matched the monarch’s grim expression. His piercing gaze swiveled to focus on Amira. “What about your seer talent? Any new visions?” 
 
    Amira shook her head. She was still eyeing her plate rather than meet anyone’s eyes. “I haven’t had any recently.” 
 
    “Yet, you’re sure Radcliff is the key?” 
 
    She looked up at the implied accusation and stared down the emperor. “I wouldn’t have intervened at the time if I didn’t think he was.” Amira’s eyes widened, and she looked at Radcliff with a mortified expression. Her mouth opened and shut several times before she shook her head and looked back at her plate. 
 
    Your girlfriend shows her true colors. Radcliff goaded his image. 
 
    She didn’t mean it. Not the way you think. 
 
    Of course she did. My mind is in this mess because of her need for revenge. 
 
    Well, she doesn’t feel that way now. 
 
    Towards you perhaps. And don’t beg to differ. I can feel your doubt. You don’t think she could like me either that’s why you keep insisting on talking to her yourself. Radcliff shook his head. Feeling victorious over an argument with himself… clearly he was insane. 
 
    The emperor stood. “Very well. Radcliff, I’m placing you in charge of organizing a way to repel these invaders. Do whatever it takes. And take Amira with you in case she gets another vision.” 
 
    He gave Radcliff a look that spoke volumes and brought back old memories and unwanted feelings. Once, long ago, he’d have done anything this man ordered without question and with absolute obedience and adoration. This time, he was making his own choice to save his own skin. If it also helped the emperor, well lucky for him. 
 
    The image snorted. You are just lying to yourself with that thought. I know you like the old man more than you let on. 
 
    He betrayed me. 
 
    How did he do that when he didn’t know you were still alive? 
 
    He didn’t look hard enough. 
 
    The image just shook its head and threw up its arms in exasperation.  
 
    “Well, if you two have nothing further to add, I need to get back to my people and quell their fears.” The emperor’s hand went to clasp Radcliff on the back like old times but froze when Radcliff leaned away and stood on the other side of the chair. He gave the emperor a curt nod of marginal respect and tried not to feel anything at the flash of hurt in the old man’s eyes.  
 
    You really need to reconcile with him. 
 
    No. A single word of flat refusal. He wasn’t ready to forgive anyone. Even now, the anger was a boiling mass trying to explode and only his strong will kept it contained. 
 
    Were you always this stubborn? 
 
    Radcliff watched in silence as the emperor left the room. 
 
    The image just sighed. 
 
    “Can I be excused?” Nalani asked. She too had gotten up and was bouncing on the balls of her feet. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Radcliff wasn’t sure why he asked, but thinking of her running into a mob of angry people made him uneasy. 
 
    Growing soft towards her. His irritating image was smirking. 
 
    Nalani twirled around. “I want to explore some more.” 
 
    “Well, be careful. Fear can make people do things they otherwise wouldn’t think of doing.” Shut up, he told his image before it could say more dumb stuff about how he cared. It was just logical to keep his allies safe. The image rolled its eyes but stayed quiet. 
 
    Nalani darted over, gave him a quick hug, and dashed out the door. 
 
    When Amira began apologizing, Radcliff cut her off. “Enough of that, we don’t have time. Tell me exactly why you believe I’m going to fix this.” His tightened grip on the top of the chair mirrored his supreme irritation at being somehow responsible for something outside his control. 
 
    You should let me talk to her, his image pressed. 
 
    I don’t have time for your emotional displays. Radcliff’s head was beginning to throb as the anger wore through his iron control. He shoved it back down but it was still close to exploding. 
 
    I bet you never had time for Janine either, did you? His image taunted. 
 
    Leave Janine out of this. Radcliff’s hands balled into fists. The throbbing grew worse. 
 
    I bet you just used her to slake your needs.  
 
    I never used her! I loved her! An image of Radcliff appeared in his own mind and stalked towards his twin. His face was ugly with rage. 
 
    You never once asked how her day was or inquired about what she did when you weren’t there. You just expected her to be there whenever you wanted her, and absent otherwise. That’s not love. 
 
    What would you know about it? Radcliff lost control for a brief second but it was long enough for the ball of pent up emotions to blow through the crack in his iron will. Like a tempest it stormed over him and no matter how hard he fought to get it under control, he was engulfed. Anger, hate, and every other black emotion boiled around what was left of his consciousness, ignoring his feeble attempt at reasserting control. It asserted control of his mental projection and charged his image, fully intent on murder. 
 
    With a smirk, the image stepped aside at the last second and the murderous ball that was Radcliff went hurling into an open doorway to a hidden room. The door slammed shut and bands of steel wrapped around the entire structure. As the image looked over its handiwork, it spoke. I told you this wasn’t over. With the resistance temporarily dealt with, the image took over the body. 
 
    It felt good to be more than just a ghostly memory. Radcliff walked over to Amira who looked like she was going to cry. It nearly broke his heart when she stood and backpedaled away from him. This was his doing. “Hey, it’s ok. I’m not going to hurt you.” He slowly walked forward and wiped a tear from her cheek. Through the link he could feel her confusion and hesitation. 
 
    She frowned up at him. “Radcliff?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me. I’m back for now.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Her voice wavered as she studied his face.  
 
    The surge of hope and longing from her was too much. Radcliff broke down and pulled her into his arms. She began sobbing and gripped him like he’d vanish any second. While he made soothing sounds, he rubbed her back and buried his face in her hair, absorbing her comforting scent. He wished the moment could last forever but even now he felt the anger of the older Radcliff burning a hole through the box he was imprisoned in.  
 
    The sound of ceramic clinking drew his attention to a couple of servers who were gathering the remaining dishes from the table while giving the pair furtive glances. Once Amira’s sobs slowed, he asked, “Is there someplace we can talk in private?” 
 
    She nodded, sniffed, and pulled back. “I thought you were gone. I couldn’t feel you until now.” 
 
    Her happiness flowed through their bond filling Radcliff with warmth. Placing a hand on her back, he escorted her from the dining room. They held hands as they walked down one of the more decorated corridors. Mage lights were placed strategically to light the outdoor scenes carved into the obsidian walls. Colored gems reflected the light and made the scenes come alive.  
 
    Amira stopped at an ornately decorated door. The image of delicate vines and flowers continued the image of a waterfall carved into the wall on the left. While the door artwork was impressive, Radcliff had no words to describe the wall carving. The azure stone embedded in the grooves shimmered in such a way to make it look like actual water running down the wall. “Now that’s impressive.” Radcliff ran a finger along the stone just to verify it wasn’t wet. 
 
    Amira nodded her agreement. “It’s one of my favorites. I swear it must use magic to get the shimmering effect.” They both stared at it a few seconds longer before Amira opened the door. “This is where I’m staying.”  
 
    Radcliff followed her inside a noble’s guest suite. Ornate wooden furniture with silk embroidered cushions rested atop thick carpets. More intricate carvings of animals decorated the walls. If Radcliff had to name this room, he’d call it the blue room since everything in it had a splash of azure blue with gold trim. An opened door in the back offered hints of a small library beyond. Amira led him through that door and dragged him to a sofa. 
 
    As she cuddled next to him, Amira asked, “Ok, tell me what’s going on.”  
 
    Radcliff sighed. Where to begin? “Before the spell activated, Radcliff split me off to deal with the memory problem while he remained with the locked off memories to try and break the spell from the inside.” Did this even sound plausible? Amira still looked interested, so he went on. “After the spell was lifted, I was still around, but in the shadows of his mind, while he controlled the body. I managed to trick him to get this time with you.” 
 
    “How long do you have?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Judging by the frenetic activity in the locked box, he’d say maybe a couple of hours at best. 
 
    Amira took his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you beforehand about the bond.” 
 
    Radcliff brought her hand up to his lips and kissed the back of her hand. “You should have trusted me. I’d do anything for you.” 
 
    “I know. I saw what happened if we didn’t bond in a vision. I couldn’t risk it.” 
 
    “I forgive you.” 
 
    “If this is our last night together, stay with me?” 
 
    Radcliff smiled at her use of his words the last time they were together and sealed the deal with a kiss. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The sofa and the bed? Seriously? A newly restored Radcliff was fuming as he set up defenses so his image wouldn’t overpower him again. Memories trickling in from last night’s activities only angered him more.  
 
    The image looked quite smug about the situation. You’re just mad because I tricked you. 
 
    No. Ordinarily I wouldn’t care. But we are in grave danger and you wasted precious time. You didn’t even ask her about our role in this did you? You just rutted like animals in heat and forgot about the trouble we’re in. 
 
    The image’s face fell. I’m sorry. I just wanted— 
 
    I know. Radcliff sighed. Part of him wished it could have been him. Even now, he felt a yearning that should be beyond his negative emotions only self. Look, let’s just get through this in one piece and we can discuss this later. 
 
    A very naked Amira rolled over and burrowed into Radcliff’s side. 
 
    That was when Radcliff realized he was also naked. Cursing under his breath, he stumbled out of bed in his haste to get away. He tripped over a discarded boot and snatched it up. Couldn’t just drop them in a pile could you? He was in the library with his arms full of what he hoped was everything when Amira called his name from the bedroom and begged him to return. He mumbled more curses as he hastily dressed then stormed into the bedroom. “Get up!” 
 
    Amira shot up and pulled the covers over her naked breasts. Radcliff rolled his eyes. “Don’t worry, nothing I haven’t seen before. We need to discuss your visions.” 
 
    “Get out,” she snapped. “I want some privacy.” 
 
    “Make it quick.” Clearly she’d determined who was back in charge. Radcliff slammed the door on his way out. For some reason her anger made him angrier. As he stomped around the room, his eyes snagged on a staff resting in a corner. When he picked it up, it gave him a mild shock. “What do we have here?” 
 
    Amira came out of the bedroom. “That’s my staff. You can put it down now.” 
 
    “If it’s yours why is it empty?” Radcliff turned it over in his hands. The workmanship was exquisite and very old. If his scrambled memory could be trusted, he believed this was an ancient artifact, crafted in the time before one of the many wars that destroyed such knowledge. Amira remained silent, so he finally looked up from his inspection to see her frowning. “I see. You didn’t inherit this did you?” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “If it was a family artifact, you’d know it needed to be charged.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about magical artifacts and I bet not many people do. I took it from the Prime Seer outside the cave after I killed her.” She stomped over and tried to rip it out of his grasp but Radcliff held it away from her.  
 
    Amira stood there, hands on hips. “Just hand it back.” 
 
    “Not yet. I’m going to recharge it.” 
 
    “Do you even know how?” she scoffed. 
 
    Radcliff shrugged. “I’ve only read about them in books, so this will be an experiment. You might want to stand back.” He concentrated and sent a trickle of power into the staff. It latched onto the stream and tried to pull harder, but Radcliff forced it to accept a slower rate. He didn’t want it suddenly filling up and exploding—something he’d read about as a potential hazard. There was also something else about the staff that nagged at his awareness, but he couldn’t place it. Something felt off about it.  
 
    After five minutes, the pulling sensation eased up and Radcliff broke the connection and opened his mage senses to study it. When his awareness flew outward and encompassed the entire fortress with no effort expended on his part, he almost shut it down he was so surprised. Radcliff extended the probe and was able to reach places beyond his normal limit without even breaking a sweat.  
 
    “Well?” Amira asked. 
 
    Radcliff pulled back and tossed the staff to Amira who caught it with cat-like reflexes. “It’s an amplifier.” 
 
    Amira’s face paled as soon as her hands made contact with the staff. When her eyes began moving and zeroing in on things not in the room, Radcliff knew she was having a vision. He paced while keeping a close eye on her. As soon as she came out of the trance, he took her hand and led her over to the couch. “Tell me,” he said. 
 
     She wasn’t even aware they’d sat down. Still sunk in memory, Amira transcribed what she saw. “The land is so green, trees everywhere. I didn’t see any animals, and the plants were strange.” 
 
    His image cut in. Use the bond. I can actually see what she’s seeing. It looks like there’s a place left that’s untouched. That must be where we can go. 
 
    Radcliff yanked the bond away from his image. He’d prefer avoiding the emotional baggage that went with it, but being able to see the image directly was better than any number of words. But more than that, he could feel the location. And what he sensed killed all hope. Amira must have sensed him because the image broke off and she came back to full awareness. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “This is your vision?” Radcliff needed verification. He desperately wanted it to be untrue. 
 
    “Yes, we can find safety there, I know it to be true.” 
 
    While Radcliff never believed in mincing words, some truths were too hurtful even for his bleak nature. For Amira, he would have softened the blow if he knew how. Instead, he settled for blunt honesty. “That is not our world.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 23 
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    Delaying Tactic 
 
    “What do you mean?” Amira’s voice had an edge of hysteria to it. 
 
    Radcliff could feel her anxiety through the bond before he closed it off again. “I mean, we can’t go there. It would require more power than any one person could wield.” 
 
    She held out the staff. “What about this? You called it an amplifier?” 
 
    Radcliff shook his head. “I’d burn up long before I gathered enough power to summon us to another world. Your vision has to be wrong.” 
 
    “No. We just haven’t worked it all out yet.” She stood and began to pace. The clack, clack of the staff striking stone punctuated each repetition of ‘It’s got to work’ that she kept muttering under her breath. 
 
    Radcliff stood as well. He was through arguing with her. “I need food,” he said as he stepped around her and headed for the door. 
 
    The constant pacing halted behind him and he heard her sigh. “I suppose we should eat,” Amira said. “We can also check in with the emperor. Maybe he’ll have a suggestion.” 
 
    Radcliff shook his head, still doubtful of any solutions, yet he remained silent. 
 
    This time there were no confrontations awaiting them as they entered the dining hall, and thankfully no whispers or stares. The few people there were eating rapidly and then leaving. “What’s going on?” Radcliff asked the server, an older woman, clearly a norm, with graying hair and a steady look about her, like an old tree that had weathered many storms.  
 
    She plopped a large portion of scrambled eggs onto his plate and said, “The emperor has ordered everyone outside to build some type of wall.” Toast came next with two sausage links. “Rationing the meat,” she explained when Radcliff frowned. “You’re lucky, morning shift is nearly over.” The woman added the same stuff to Amira’s plate and then began packing up. They each grabbed a mug of cider and sat at the closest empty table.  
 
    Radcliff ate the pile of eggs before saying what was on his mind. “A wall won’t slow them down much.” 
 
    Amira’s fork clanked on the plate. When Radcliff looked up, she had the biggest frown on her face. She leaned forward and whispered, “Why do you have to be so negative?”  
 
    He speared a sausage on the end of his fork and waved it around. “Just being truthful.” He bit into one end and chewed.  
 
    Amira shook her head in disbelief. “You don’t have any hope, do you?” 
 
    Radcliff finished off the sausage before replying. “I gave your boyfriend all the hope, joy, love, and other useless emotions. I kept all the anger and hate.” Which was the better bargain as far as he was concerned. There was no danger of becoming emotionally attached and making stupid decisions in a crisis. 
 
    Amira finished the rest of her food and leaned back. “I don’t get it. Why are there still two of you? Shouldn’t you have, I dunno, merged or something?” 
 
    “Both of us had to become very strong willed to survive our torture.” 
 
    Amira looked down. “I’m sorry I put you through that.” 
 
    “Are you?” Radcliff studied her face, curious about her answer and surprised that he cared. 
 
    She flushed. “At the time I was very angry. But I didn’t know it would be like that.” Amira hugged herself as if chilled. “Had I known, I’d have tried to change it.” 
 
    The memory came to him quicker this time when he went searching. The woman with violet eyes stared at him with cold rage while she demanded the council spare his life and insisted on a year of torture for every person he’d killed. He probably still had many years left on that sentence. The woman before him now was a different person. Just like I am. That thought shocked him back to the present. Was he truly?  
 
    When he returned to the memory this time, he felt his past arrogance and disbelief that anything could touch him. And his utter disdain for the council. Well, that part hadn’t changed, but Radcliff no longer felt invincible or even powerful. An entire army of unstoppable monsters changed a person’s perspective. And a thousand years of torture. The man he used to be was shattered and even if he managed to absorb the other piece of himself, he would never go back to what he was. Surprisingly, the thought left him feeling empty rather than angry. Ever since he regained control of the body, his anger felt remote, like it wasn’t quite a part of him. He wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. 
 
    Amira’s look of abject guilt and discomfort stirred something deep within Radcliff and like a ray of sunshine piercing a cloud, the twisted darkness inside opened to reveal a tiny spark of light. “I believe you,” he said and really meant it. Never one to dwell on his emotions, Radcliff stood, eager to think of something else. “Let’s go see this wall.”  
 
    At the first intersection outside the dining room, Radcliff almost asked Amira which path to take, but his memory slowly kicked in and by the second turn, he strode confidently down the corridors. The steady improvement of his memory was a relief and Radcliff hoped it would continue to mend. 
 
    Walking through the emptied corridors was strange after wading through the crowd of people last night. Bags and tossed clothes were the only visible signs that refugees were still calling the halls home. As soon as Radcliff stepped outside, he saw where everyone had gone. Thousands of people were lugging rocks from cannibalized buildings and stacking them in piles near the stronghold. Off to the right, a huge stretch of solid stone, melded together into a single unit, stood forty feet tall and ten feet wide at the base. Three of the stone crafters were pulling rods of stone outward into nasty spikes. The entire outer face looked like it was vomiting swords and daggers.  
 
    “Well that ought to spike a few,” Amira said. 
 
    “It still won’t be enough,” Radcliff observed. 
 
    A hand clapped Radcliff’s shoulder, making him jump. When he turned and spotted the emperor, his only thought was how could such a large man sneak up behind him?  
 
    The monarch smiled at Radcliff’s obvious distress and answered, “It’s designed to slow them down so you have more time to work things out.” He gave Radcliff a playful shove before turning to Amira. “Find anything out yet?” 
 
    “Actually, yes,” Amira began. 
 
    “No,” Radcliff said at the same time. He glowered at Amira but backed off and let her tell him. 
 
    “Radcliff says that what I saw was another world. That is the solution, even though he says it’s impossible.” 
 
    The emperor processed her words, then frowned. “How is another world a solution?” 
 
    Amira shrugged. “I assume we have to travel there.” 
 
    The emperor raised an eyebrow and asked Radcliff, “Can you summon people that far?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The emperor stroked his chin. “Was there anything else in your vision?” 
 
    Amira shook her head. 
 
    The ground vibrated as another section of wall was molded into place. As one of the younger boys darted past, the emperor shouted out, “Boy, come here.” The kid’s expression alternated between awe and fear but he stopped and gave an awkward bow. “Find Candlass and tell him to see me.”  
 
    Radcliff’s entire body stiffened at the name. A whirlwind of hate and vengeance swooped down like an arrow loosed from a bow. No longer distant, his anger was a hovering menace. 
 
    As the boy darted away, the emperor put his hand on Radcliff’s arm and gave him a gentle squeeze. “I know you’re angry with him, but he knows the library better than even the ancient librarian.” 
 
    Anger was a mild word for what Radcliff felt towards his traitorous mentor. “You know nothing!” The people within hearing distance blanched when they looked at Radcliff and made a hasty retreat. 
 
    “Look at me,” the emperor commanded. When he had Radcliff’s full attention he lit into him. “I loved you like a son and he took that from me. The pain of losing you was like losing my wife all over again. So don’t tell me I know nothing.” 
 
    Radcliff stared at a rage and pain that matched his own and recalled a scene from childhood when the man before him took him hunting for the first time.  
 
    The boy missed his first shot and cringed, waiting for the punishing blow. It never came. Instead, the man was patient, showing the boy how to properly draw a bow and only had kind words of encouragement, even when he missed again. That evening, eating around the campfire, the man cracked a joke, and the boy made his first tentative smile. It was also the first time in his young life the boy allowed himself to truly sleep. The man had done the impossible and won his trust. 
 
    The fondness for the man before him beat back the waves of hate and let Radcliff regain control. He took a deep breath. “I won’t kill him,” he promised. Though nothing said he couldn’t torment him. 
 
    Candlass blanched upon seeing Radcliff but took the final few steps anyway to come before the emperor. Radcliff’s hands curled into tight fists that begged to enter soft body tissue, but he shook off the impulse and settled for glaring. 
 
    His annoying image popped into view. It’s your fault he betrayed you. You rubbed your power in his face until he feared and distrusted you. No wonder he turned on you in the end. 
 
    Radcliff’s glare intensified, though this time he focused the full blast on the image in his mind as if he could obliterate it. How would you know? I locked you off from the past. 
 
    Hah, it chortled. Your mind gets leaky when you lose control. I’ve learned quite a few interesting things. 
 
    Stay out, he growled. It’s for your own good. 
 
    So you can contain me. The copy crossed its arms. 
 
    Radcliff shook his head. No, it’s to protect you. 
 
    I find that hard to believe. 
 
    Radcliff shrugged. Believe what you want. It’s the truth. 
 
    The image scowled but changed the topic back to Candlass. He looks pitiful now.  
 
    Radcliff examined the ex-councilor. He looked jittery as he listened to the emperor’s orders. 
 
    “I need you to go to the library and pull out all the references to portals.” Candlass was nodding like he was listening but his eyes were darting back and forth between Radcliff and the monarch like a rat trying to watch two cats stalking it. “Also grab the book on enchanted structures. There is a design I recall seeing for amplifying a spell that I think might be useful.” 
 
    As soon as the emperor was done, Candlass ran off. He knows I’m going to kill him. 
 
    But you told the emperor you wouldn’t. 
 
    But Candlass doesn’t know that. Radcliff smirked. Toying with the man could actually be more satisfying than killing him. 
 
    Ekewaka walked over and nodded a silent greeting to Amira and Radcliff. He gave a deep bow to the emperor. “Your Excellency, Kaholo says they are coming, we’ve run out of time.” 
 
    The emperor frowned as he surveyed the wall left to be built. He turned to Radcliff and asked, “Can you do something to hold them off while we finish? I wouldn’t ask otherwise, but you are the only one with range enough to have a chance without being overrun.” 
 
    Radcliff nodded. There were a few tricks left he could pull, even with the world’s weakening magic. He began walking. It would take a while to reach the edge of the city with the many ruined buildings forcing detours. 
 
    “I’m coming with,” Amira said as she followed. Her biting tone and tense body language said quite loudly that any dissent would be ignored. 
 
    The image began pacing and pulling at its hair. The intensity of his panic bled past Radcliff’s filters. Relax, she’s a good fighter. Besides, I won’t let anything harm her. 
 
    It stopped pacing and looked up, hope and fear swimming in its eyes. You swear? 
 
    Yes. Now go back to wherever you go when you aren’t bothering me. 
 
    But it didn’t vanish. Instead it sat cross legged on a carpet pulled from memory. It looked Shae in origin with its colorful weaving though Radcliff didn’t recall where he’d seen it before. You didn’t. It was while I stayed in the village after the tower rescue. 
 
    Oh. The split between their memories was becoming confusing even if he was the one who caused the separation in the first place. And with the occasional bleed through passing memories between them... well, it was a wonder he was still functional. 
 
    Radcliff’s first plan to defend the city was to summon lava and drop it on the horde. However, when he went searching, Radcliff realized just how damaged the world really was. The only lava he could sense anymore lay underneath the mountain. Everywhere else, was now cut off. He shivered with unease. Since he dared not touch the lava underneath their only sanctuary, he eyed the loose stone that was left behind and nodded. That he could work with but it would take time. 
 
    Stretching his shoulders and neck, Radcliff got to work. First, he stretched his senses to map everything he could still manipulate. While the horde had been through this stretch of ground, not all the magic was leeched away yet. He shifted large sections of rock and earth out of a trench and piled the debris along where the outer wall used to stand.  
 
    “A ditch?” Amira asked with one brow raised. 
 
    Radcliff tossed another load against the crumbled wall. “Actually, it will be a moat. Something I once read about.” 
 
    “You know they’ll be able to cross it.” 
 
    He grinned. “I have a plan for that too. Besides, we only need to delay them long enough.” 
 
    “I’ll go stand lookout.” She climbed up part of the wall that was still standing. 
 
    Radcliff wiped the sweat off his brow and tore into more fresh earth. He made the channel wide so they’d have to work at getting across, but left it shallow since he planned to fill it with molten rock as an added deterrent. When he deemed it long enough, around forty feet, Radcliff used magic to lift the rock and debris that was still susceptible to his power and rebuilt the broken wall on either side to make it look impassable. It borrowed from Ekewaka’s illusion wall idea in order to concentrate them where he wanted them—trying to cross the trench. Knowing some would try the edges anyway, he turned it into a deathtrap. The piles were so loosely stacked that anything trying to get up it would cause an avalanche and bury them. Of course once a pile was used, that trap was gone, but it was the best he could do in such a short time. 
 
    “I see them,” Amira called out. 
 
    He waved her down and began filling the mote with the remaining rocks. Since these had no magic left, he had to use bursts of air to shove them into the trench. 
 
    As soon as Amira joined him, Radcliff said, “I need you to channel your staff’s fire into these rocks until they turn molten.” 
 
    “Does it have enough energy to do that?” 
 
    Radcliff sighed at her complete ignorance of the basics. “I filled it to capacity. You won’t have to worry.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “No time to argue, fire them up now.” Radcliff could see a dark stain on the horizon approaching quickly—about the time it would take to turn the stone molten. 
 
    She fumed and shot a forty foot fire column out the end, just barely missing him. 
 
    Radcliff jumped back and laughed which took him by surprise. The other shock was the feeling of admiration that she stood up to him. 
 
    Knew you’d grow to like her. The image was still sitting on the blanket but he had a smug smile that made Radcliff want to wipe it off. 
 
    Why are you still here? 
 
    The image dropped the smile and let its concern show. Making sure you keep her safe. 
 
    She won’t be if you distract me, Radcliff warned. 
 
    The image nodded its agreement and said nothing more. 
 
    “When they arrive, make sure to keep the flame on our side of the trench so they don’t drain the magic. I’ll take care of the creative ones who think of ways to get across.” 
 
    Amira nodded. “Anything else I should do?” 
 
    “Stay alive.” Radcliff was disturbed to realize he would mean it even if they weren’t bonded. Since when did he have emotional entanglements? It had to be more taint from his other self. He shook it off and focused on the task at hand. Battle was coming and distractions could get them both dead.  
 
    The faster creatures arrived ten minutes later and made straight for the channel. Without slowing down, they tried to make the jump. Radcliff lost count of the numbers who burned to ashes as they failed and fell in the molten rock. Unfortunately, that didn’t even make a dent in the hundreds more who came after. These halted at the edge and fell unnaturally still. As the slower ones caught up, they too went immobile. Past them, Radcliff could see thousands more approaching, swarming around one of the red eyed humanoids. That’s when the battle truly began. 
 
    Radcliff used chunks of rock to blast holes in each tube they made in their attempt to arch across the lava. The other side of the chasm was growing knee deep in sludgy black ooze as more and more of the creatures were cannibalized to create ever more inventive ways to try getting across. Their last concoction consisted of over a hundred flexible struts shooting across at the same time. Fortunately for Radcliff, they aligned their bridges in parallel, letting his one rock shot cleave them all with a single blow. That sent the red eyed creature into a spasm of fits as it spit and shrieked its rage. 
 
    He was feeling pretty confident until the temperature dropped and something foul pressed against his mind. Bolstering his shielding, Radcliff looked for the new arrival. What he saw instead was a small hole that pierced the very fabric of the world. As it grew slowly wider, a powerful menace began applying painful pressure to his mental shielding. For the first time in his life, Radcliff choose to retreat. “Amira, run now.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving without you.” 
 
    “I’ll be right behind.” He pushed his limits, more concerned about speed than elegance with the pressure pounding on his mind. Too bad he couldn’t lift the molten rock. But he could do something else to give them some time. He lifted over a thousand boulders in the air and placed them just shy of the enemy’s shoreline. He added a hundred more over the portal which was now sporting a familiar black tentacle. “Run!” he shouted and dropped his hold on the rocks. Without looking back at his rock splat, molten splash handiwork, he grabbed Amira’s hand and sprinted through the ruins. When he careened around a corner and came face to tip with a spike of broken off stone, Amira jerked him aside in time for the miss. When she stumbled, he kept her from falling and together they reached the fortress. 
 
    “They’re coming!” he shouted at the men and women who were putting the finishing touches on the wall. He scrambled to a halt when they climbed up instead of going inside. “What is going on?” he asked, confused. 
 
    The emperor came dashing around a corner. Radcliff’s eyes widened. He hadn’t seen the old man move that fast in many years. 
 
    “Get inside,” the emperor commanded. 
 
    “What about the others?” Radcliff nodded at the men and women even now scrambling up the spiked wall. 
 
    “They will fight from above and hold them off the shield.” 
 
    Radcliff was skeptical, but he looked up and saw at least a thousand spell casters from many locales standing on solid reinforced platforms. Hundreds of stone javelins were stacked on either side of each mage. Then he noticed they were paired up—earth mage with air mage in order to rain projectiles down into the enemy. But he saw a huge flaw. “How will they get inside?” A twinge of something suspiciously like worry flitted through him, making him scowl at the threat of more attachments. 
 
    The emperor waved his hand in casual dismissal. “I attuned them all to the mountain so they can use the small escape holes to get back inside.” He grabbed Radcliff’s arm and pulled him into the fortress. “Now it’s time for us to find a lasting solution.” With a swirling gesture, the emperor pulled down the stone covering the double-door entrance and welded it shut. It settled with a loud bang of finality. It was do or die time. Radcliff only hoped they had bought enough time to figure something out.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 24 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Uneasy Partnership 
 
    They didn’t get far before a mob of people crowded around them, demanding answers or seeking reassurances.  
 
    “We’re safe, aren’t we?” One woman asked.  
 
    “Where’s my son? Has anyone seen Josheem?” A distressed father called out as he pushed through people to get closer. 
 
    The emperor answered each question patiently. For the missing child, he appointed a few people to check the nearby rooms and spread the word.  
 
    The crowd was slowly settling down when one person pointed to Radcliff and shouted, “Destroyer!” Then the frightened mob turned ugly as people accused him of all manner of atrocities. Most cried out about his offenses from the past and how he ruined lives, killed families, and destroyed cities. The loudest one though was from a man accusing him of bringing those creatures down upon them. That accusation spread faster than a fire in a stiff wind. 
 
    Amira gripped her staff and stepped closer to Radcliff. He frowned and gave her a warning glance to back off. If there was fighting to be done, he’d settle things real fast. 
 
    “That’s enough!” The emperor had to shout above the angry, fist waving mob surging towards them. He adopted his patient parent voice. “Radcliff has been very instrumental in buying us enough time so that we can solve this problem. He didn’t bring those things here, but he will help deal with them. You just need to be patient.” He looked each person in the eye, until they backed down, then he escorted the group through the currently subdued crowd.  
 
    Radcliff wasn’t fooled. He’d read about past sieges and how ugly they got the longer they lasted. It was one of the main reasons he was so brutal when dealing with recalcitrant leaders. Far better to strike a swift, true blow that forces capitulation than have the entire population endure months of suffering. His solution was more efficient on both sides. 
 
    You can’t do that now. His image stated the blunt truth. 
 
    No, I can’t. For once he agreed with his annoying copy. It was a bitter feeling being on the other end of victory.  
 
    You don’t know that yet. Have a bit of faith, his image admonished him. 
 
    Radcliff scoffed. I gave all that to you, remember? 
 
    Perhaps we should merge? The image looked a bit sickly at the idea. 
 
    Why did it bother to offer if it didn’t want to? Although a small part of him was sorely tempted, he knew of too many ways it could go wrong. Having a fractured, but sane mind was better than a scrambled, crazy one. No. I don’t want your emotional distractions.  
 
    Fine, it huffed. 
 
    The emperor paused at a wooden door with ornate scrollwork carved into it. Radcliff couldn’t make out all the designs in the low lighting but he did spot a depiction of a figure reading a book under a tree. It vaguely resembled him. He leaned in to get a closer look but the door opened and the emperor ushered them through. 
 
    Radcliff straightened and entered a vast chamber dedicated to keeping all the known books of the empire secure. Memories flooded him of days spent doing research in this very room. When his eyes landed on his old mentor sitting at the center of chaos, it reminded him of when they were first introduced.  
 
    One of the emperor’s many lackeys led young Radcliff down corridor after corridor. He’d never seen such wealth before and it distracted him from his usual caution. Caught gawking, he had to be prompted to keep up. When the punishing blow didn’t land, Radcliff was confused, but it snapped him back into his reality—that punishment could be meted out at any time for the slightest of reasons. He focused on the floor until he walked into a gigantic library. His mouth dropped open as he stared at shelves upon shelves stretching as far as he could see. His dead master’s book room wouldn’t occupy a tenth of this one and he’d thought that was impressive. Words couldn’t begin to describe what he saw now. 
 
    “This is Archmage Candlass. He will be your mentor.” 
 
    Radcliff expected another mean, skinny man like his dead master. He wasn’t expecting the plump man with friendly eyes—clearly a ruse to lure him in. Apparently he was a slob too. Scattered scrolls and leaning towers of books cluttered the desk, blocking off his view of the man below the chin. 
 
    Radcliff shook off the memory. The man before him was fragile looking now and somehow aged. For a brief moment, concern bubbled up before he remembered what this man did. All eyes stared at him as if expecting an explosion. That irked him. Seeing the shaking scroll held in too thin fingers and the man’s palpable fear made him suddenly weary of it all. Am I truly this bad person everyone seems to make me out to be? His image remained conspicuously silent. Thanks, he said, aiming the sarcastic barb its way. 
 
    It was in that moment that Radcliff realized that his revenge, this man’s fear, even his image’s fate no longer mattered unless they found a way to escape the certain doom coming for them all. That realization relieved a burden he didn’t even know he carried. With a newly defined purpose, Radcliff got straight down to business. “I’m not going to hurt you. What have you found so far?”  
 
    Candlass studied him several moments then seemed to relax a fraction. He stood and lifted a stack of books on the corner of the desk and set them on the floor. Then he grabbed another book, already opened, and turned it to face the group. “This,” he pointed at a diagram, “is the largest structure I found for amplifying a magical spell.”  
 
    The emperor leaned down to study it. “Yes, that’s what I remembered reading about. Good job.” He tapped the page with one finger. “I can have it assembled in a few hours and I know just where to put it.”  
 
    “What about portals?” Radcliff asked. 
 
    Candlass jumped at the sound of Radcliff’s voice but tried to carry on as if he wasn’t nervous, though the hand wringing gave him away. Hastily putting some distance between them, He walked to the other side of the desk and lifted three books off a dangerously leaning stack.  
 
    Some things about him haven’t changed, Radcliff thought.  
 
    The archmage carried them over and set them down on the only other free space on the desk next to the opened book. A puff of dust set him to sneezing, but he took care to turn into his sleeve rather than risk the books. He opened the top one to a bookmarked section. “Here, I found a ritual that might be what you need.”  
 
    Radcliff took the book from him and felt a wave of regret when the man backpedaled quickly away from him. Could things have gone differently if he had made more of an effort? He recalled several times when Candlass tried to reach the standoffish child thrust into his care. Radcliff always rejected him. He was always too fat, too nice, too cluttered, too just about anything. As he grew older, his mentor became too weak, too narrow minded, and too unworthy. Then he mentally shook his head. No. Perhaps he deserved the breach in their relationship, but he didn’t deserve betrayal. He could never forgive that. 
 
    Studying the book, Radcliff struggled to remember the language. It was even older than Aedon so he was surprised Candlass knew it. 
 
    “I don’t know the language, I saw the diagram,” Candlass replied. 
 
    Radcliff started. He hadn’t realized he’d spoken out loud. The diagram looked complex but the basic concept was clear. A protection circle was divided into two sections with runes describing everything about the destination along the top half and the anchor point, where the portal was located, was detailed along the bottom half. Along the inner edge, additional runes described the type of link and how it was sourced, either by a magic pool or an individual mage. Radcliff raised an eyebrow at that. Who in their right mind would risk their own magical well on such a large drain? Maybe it was another sign that people used to be more powerful. Or simply more stupid. 
 
    “The other two books there are written in the same language,” Candlass added. “I figured you could probably read them and thought they might have more information on the runes.” 
 
    “Thank you, that was very thoughtful.” The emperor was right, Candlass was better than the old librarian who used to point him to books only when he specified their exact titles. Old curmudgeon. While Radcliff never liked the old man, he respected the man’s efficiency and zeal about categorizing everything. Radcliff guessed he died long ago since he didn’t have much magic. 
 
    “If you have everything you need, I need to begin construction and see to our defenses,” the emperor cut in. He had a worried look and waited only until Radcliff’s slight nod before he brushed past Amira, who stood guarding the door, and left. 
 
    “Where are the others who sentenced me?” Radcliff had no idea why he asked that question but suddenly he needed to know where the other traitors were. 
 
    Candlass paled and looked away. In a quiet, wavering voice he replied, “The emperor threw me in the dungeon, set a bounty on Andurel, and exiled everyone else.”  
 
    “So they could be in amongst the refugees here?” That sent Radcliff’s blood racing. He didn’t know how he’d react if he ran into any of them. He only promised not to harm Candlass. 
 
    Candlass dispelled that notion. “They all headed east to Dark Mountain. From what I gather, none of them made it.” 
 
    There was a moment of awkward silence as each man became lost in thought.  
 
    “So what’s the portal for?” Candlass finally broke the moment.  
 
    The man cringed when Radcliff looked at him. It reminded him of when he was a child waiting for his master’s blow to land. I am nothing like him! Radcliff’s hands curled into fists and he didn’t even realize it until Candlass began shaking like the ground beneath a stampeding herd of stone basilisks. He scowled and started to pace. “I’m not going to hit you.” He bit back any further replies that might agitate the archmage further. Instead, he walked over to Amira and nodded her way. “The portal is Amira’s idea.” He leaned against the door, arms crossed. “She thinks we can travel to another world and escape.” 
 
    “Can we?” Candlass looked more relaxed and a spark of his old curiosity burned in his eyes. 
 
    Radcliff cocked his head and considered what he’d read from the diagram. It certainly seemed to be proof that the ancients were capable of it. But to another world? That was a bit of a stretch. As he stared at the faint spark of hope shining in his old mentor’s eyes, Radcliff found he couldn’t snuff that out. “It might be possible,” he dissembled. If they had the time, if the amplifier worked, and if they found a way to use it without burning him up like an old piece of sun-dried driftwood tossed on a bonfire. Yet the alternative was far worse. Better to die a clean death trying. 
 
    All three settled into an odd routine. Radcliff would read the ancient texts and dictate relevant passages which Candlass wrote down on a fresh piece of parchment. Amira stood watch and fetched food and drink a few times. The food usually went cold until Amira manhandled them into eating.  
 
    Radcliff didn’t know what time it was when he finished the last of the books, but his eyes were burning. He scanned several of the earlier notes written in Candlass’ neat lettering and finally felt a kernel of hope. It was possible. Risky, but possible. The archmage yawned. He still looked old and worn out, but there was a new energy to him. He feels it too. Radcliff decided they’d done enough for now. “Time to get some rest. Tomorrow we can start experimenting.” 
 
    They all stumbled out into the hallway, half asleep already. Amira yawned and followed Radcliff as he took the passages by rote now that his memory was fully restored. There were still some holes in it, but most were about things he experienced while trapped inside the spell and could stay forgotten as far as he was concerned. He mumbled a goodbye to the seer and entered his suite. Taking off clothes as he walked, Radcliff hit the bed and immediately fell asleep. 
 
    A stranger barged into the tower, his foul stench preceding him. The man bristled at the interruption of his routine. “Who are you?” he demanded. 
 
    “You can call me Spider.” The stranger advanced. 
 
    The menace in that voice and the violence promised by the stranger’s body language made the man take a step back. “I don’t like visitors.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” Spider lunged and grabbed the man by the arm. 
 
    “Let go,” the man demanded. He struggled to get free, but the stranger had an iron grip and was too strong. 
 
    Spider made an evil throaty chuckle before punching the man hard in the gut. 
 
    The stranger landed several more blows that the man failed to block. “Why are you doing this?” the man managed to get out in between painful breaths. 
 
    “You have something I want.” Each word was punctuated with a blow. 
 
    The man must have passed out because he was on the floor now. He could barely see out of one eye. A woman was kneeling at his side.  
 
    “Hurry up and heal him,” Spider demanded. 
 
    The man was curled up in a ball of pain, but as warmth flowed through his body and radiated out from his chest, the sharp pains that stabbed him every time he breathed began to fade. 
 
    As soon as he started to relax, Spider yanked the woman away. “That’s enough. I don’t want him too strong.”  
 
     The woman cringed and scuttled away.  
 
    Spider watched her with a twisted grin of amusement on his face, then turned a predator’s gaze back to the man. “Let’s see how tough you are now.” Grabbing the man’s hair, Spider slapped his palm against the man’s forehead. The man felt pressure in his mind and instinctively pushed back. “Stop resisting!” Spider shook the man’s head and his eyes gleamed with a frothy blend of fury and evil. The man continued to resist and realized that in this, he was the stronger. 
 
    As soon as the man’s lips twitched into a smirk of defiance, the beatings resumed. Over and over he’d fall unconscious, the woman would heal him just enough, and the stranger would attack his mind. After untold assaults, Spider finally shoved off him. “You’re just a mere shadow.” The stranger was spewing spittle he was so mad. “You can’t hold out forever.” He leaned over and shoved a crooked finger in the man’s face. “I will break you if it’s the last thing I do.” Then he whirled on the healer. “Come here!” 
 
    The woman shuffled her feet as she reluctantly obeyed. 
 
    Spider grabbed the woman by the head and wrenched her neck. Like a puppet cut from its strings, the woman collapsed where she stood. Spider took out a wand and pointed it at her. “Waste of a good resource but I can’t have any witnesses.” The fireball reduced the woman’s corpse to ash. 
 
    The callous way Spider just ended an innocent life sent chills down the man’s spine. He glared at the stranger with every ounce of defiance and censure he could muster. 
 
    Spider grabbed the man’s arm and dragged him up to eye level. “I’ll be back,” he promised. 
 
    At the tug on his arm, Radcliff blasted the vicinity with a burst of air before he was even fully awake. When he heard the sickening thud of soft flesh against stone, he jumped out of bed, summoning a light. “Amira!” he shouted upon seeing her laying against the wall, dazed and injured. He leapt from the bed and knelt by her side, oddly reminiscent of the nightmare that still lingered in his subconscious. When he felt a bump on the back of her head, he gently laid a hand over it and applied a small bit of healing magic to reduce the swelling and heal the cut. It wasn’t until she blushed that he realized he was stark naked. Radcliff felt his own face heat up. Momentarily flummoxed, he jumped up and turned around to find his pants. 
 
    “It’s ok. It’s not like I haven’t seen you naked before,” Amira said. 
 
    “It’s not the same thing,” he muttered. He still kept his back turned, embarrassed for some reason to face her. A calloused hand pressed against his back. 
 
    “Are you ok,” she asked. 
 
    He finally turned around. “I should be asking you that question. I’m sorry about what happened.” 
 
    “I felt pain through the link. When I saw it was a nightmare, I tried to wake you up.” Then she looked up at him with sympathetic violet eyes that caused a fluttering deep inside. He backed away to the bed and sat on the edge. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Normally he’d rebuff the question with some terse phrase. Instead he surprised himself by replying. “It was an old memory that your lover hid from me.” 
 
    She sat down next to him on the bed. “So that wasn’t your memory?” 
 
    Radcliff shook his head. “No. I took all of his dark memories that I could find, but that one must have been buried deeper than the rest.” To answer her next obvious question he continued. “He is too gentle to have such ugliness. It would break him.” He wanted to keep that piece of himself unsullied from the darkness that occupied too much of his life. 
 
    “Yet you remember all of that?” 
 
    Her blatant admiration and concern was making him uncomfortable. “I can handle it, he can’t.” 
 
    She put her hand on his back and asked a different question. “Will you tell me how you got the scars?” 
 
    The physical contact was causing things to stir that were best left alone. Radcliff twisted and pulled her hand away. “They are courtesy of my master. He taught me to cast spells through the pain.” 
 
    “That’s barbaric.” Her eyes flashed with sympathy. 
 
    Radcliff shrugged, uncomfortable talking about personal matters. “It was a long time ago, and the man is dead.” By his own hand no less, but he kept that to himself. He looked down and realized he was still holding her hand. Part of him was reluctant to let go. A sure sign it was time to end this whatever this was. “You should get some sleep.” 
 
    “I could stay if you want. Make sure the nightmare doesn’t return.” 
 
    A longing ache ripped through him. He brutally shut it down. “No. Your lover would become quite jealous of that. It’s best if you leave.” 
 
    Amira stood and said, “You’re not what I expected.” 
 
    He merely raised an eyebrow. She wasn’t what he expected either, but he’d die before admitting that. 
 
    She smiled. “You have light inside you despite the dark exterior.”  
 
    Radcliff wanted to argue and tell her how evil he truly was, and how any light was from the copy. Except he knew what she said was true. He hadn’t gotten rid of it completely and it hadn’t been snuffed out even after a thousand years of nightmares. He smiled and watched her go in silence. That kernel of light must be as stubborn as he was. This time when he fell asleep, he dreamed of a future with her by his side. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 25 
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    Race Against Time 
 
    Pounding at the door interrupted Radcliff’s morning ritual. “Be there shortly,” he called out as he dried his face. Tossing the towel aside, he picked up his spare tunic and put it on. When he opened the door, the Shae twins, Pika and Leilani, were standing on the other side. 
 
    “You need to come quick, there’s trouble.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked as they walked briskly down the corridor. 
 
    “A mob took Amira. They are trying to take over.” 
 
    “What?” Radcliff stopped abruptly. The intensity of his rage shocked even him. Banking it back, he cast his senses outward. 
 
    Use the bond! His image was shouting, equally agitated. 
 
    Good idea. He unlocked the bond and immediately located her position in a small room surrounded by four humans. Since they weren’t currently touching her, he yanked, and she popped into the air next to him. He steadied her when she stumbled and pulled her into an impromptu hug. “You’re safe,” he reassured. She hugged him back before pulling away and looking around. That’s when he noticed she was unarmed. “Where’s the staff and dagger?” 
 
    “Back in my room.” At Radcliff’s growl she threw her hands up in the air. “What? I was supposed to expect an attack on my way to grab breakfast?” 
 
    “We are under siege. You should know better.” He jabbed at her chest. The twins wisely backed up and pretended an exciting interest in the wall carvings. 
 
    “Why?” Amira crossed her arms, livid. “I’ve never been in one before and the people seemed settled yesterday.” 
 
    Radcliff’s eyes smoldered with anger, momentarily stunned silent at her sheer stupidity. 
 
    “What?” she prodded when he didn’t speak. 
 
    He took a deep breath to restore his calm. He shot his image an annoyed look. This was probably its emotions bleeding into his. Radcliff took a step closer to Amira so they were practically touching. “You are to have both dagger and staff on you at all times. No exceptions.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “As if I hadn’t worked that out myself.”  
 
    “You mustn’t die.” Part of him was horrified at the pleading note in his voice. In an overwhelming need to comfort, he wrapped her in his arms. At the contact, his emotions swirled with fear, confusion, anger, and longing. That’s when he remembered the bond was still open between them. He promptly shut it off which reduced the intensity but didn’t remove them entirely. Apparently he was more affected by her than he realized. This is your doing. He aimed the barb at his image who was still lurking although less agitated. It just looked back at him and shrugged. 
 
    “You can leave the bond open you know. I don’t mind,” Amira said. She rested her head against the wizard’s chest. 
 
    Radcliff’s magic brushed up against hers before pulling back. It was so light and untainted, like her spirit. How could he risk tainting such beauty with his darkness? He shook his head. “Best not.” 
 
    Pika cleared his throat and Radcliff reluctantly let Amira go. “What is it now?” His gruff attitude didn’t faze the warrior one bit. 
 
    “There’s still the matter of a takeover.” 
 
    “Right. Lead the way.” He fumed while thinking about the coming confrontation. Radcliff hated how irrational people got when put into tight spots. When he rounded the corner and saw the standoff, he shook his head in disgust. Don’t these people have better things to do than to fight?  
 
    In the area outside the dining hall, a large group of well-dressed people had gathered, many of them armed with finely jeweled swords and daggers. Nobles, Radcliff sneered. He never liked the arrogant lords and their trivial demands on the emperor’s time. They were greedy, always wanting more, and never satisfied with what they had, which was quite a lot. More than enough in Radcliff’s opinion. He never saw the need for wealth. Now power, that he could understand. Those with power made the rules and were safer than those without.  
 
    It looked like the current power holders belonged to a group of Shae warriors who had erected a barrier of barrels and crates to block the doorway. Tactically, it was an excellent defensible choke hold. They also had spears which had a longer reach than the nobles’ weapons and a strong will to use them judging by their fierce expressions. 
 
    Right now both sides were shouting at one another but how much longer before it turned to bloodshed? Putting up a shield around his small group, Radcliff pushed his way to an open spot between the two sides. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    At first only a few people fell silent, most were too invested in their shouting match to stop. But all it took was one person on either side to see the Destroyer. Swift as an avalanche, the ripple of awareness swept through the crowd, leaving a wake of tense silence behind. 
 
    One of the nobles finally turned around to see what the problem was. When Radcliff saw his face he immediately recognized him as the same troublemaker from last night. The food hoarder. 
 
    The noble’s eyes landed on Amira. “You!” He stalked towards her with angry eyes. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Radcliff growled and stepped forward to block the man’s path. “So you admit to taking her against her will?” 
 
    The noble’s eyes widened once he recognized who was standing before him. “You,” he sneered. His eyes lit up with fanatical zeal. “Take him down, Ardros!” 
 
    Radcliff raised one eyebrow. “You’ve got to be kidding, right?” The man next to the noble glowed with magical ability but he wasn’t making any moves. Instead he was looking at his friend in disbelief. “See?” Radcliff pointed at the mage. “He knows who I am and what I can do.” He folded his arms and affected a bored demeanor. “Now, tell me what this is all about.” 
 
    “They were caught trying to break into the food stores,” Ekewaka said from across the barrier. “We put a stop to that.” 
 
    “Not for long, you filthy barbarian. We have magic on our side now,” Food Hoarder said. 
 
    One of the female Shae warriors waved her spear and taunted him. “Bring it, the Alashaesen aren’t afraid of your magic.”  
 
    Wikolia, his image said. It also sent him a burst of memory showing her sparring with Amira. 
 
    “There will be no fighting. The enemy is outside our very gates, not in here. Not unless you are keen to invite them in?” He glared at each person, Shae and noble alike. “No?” He singled out the mage. “Why aren’t you outside defending the shield?” While the man was sputtering a feeble defense, Radcliff yelled at Food Hoarder. “And you seem spoiling for a fight. Why aren’t you out there as well?” 
 
    “Why aren’t you?” Food Hoarder shot back. 
 
    Radcliff looked like a predator who just caught his prey. “I have worked out a way to get us out of this mess. What have you done to help?” The man’s eyes grew wide and for once he was speechless. Radcliff swept the room with his gaze. “I want everyone here to construct bags, carts, wagons, and anything else you can think of to carry off all our food, weapons, animals, and as many of the food bearing plants as you can. Each person should be able to carry a bag plus a cart of supplies. You,” he pointed at Food Hoarder, “will lead the team responsible for carting the animals.” No way would he trust the man near the food supplies. “Ekewaka, please work out a plan to carry out all the food. I don’t know how much time we have left, but assume we only have a day or two.” When nobody moved, he shouted, “Move!” Suddenly everyone began talking. Radcliff glowered at the nobles until they cleared out. At least it looked like they were headed for the animal pens. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” Ekewaka said as he scooted in between two barrels to get outside the barrier. “I wasn’t sure how to stop them from fighting.” 
 
    “Idleness and fear are a bad mix.” 
 
     Ekewaka nodded. “Is it true you worked out a way to get us out?” 
 
    “In theory. Actually, I should get going so I can work out some things. Assuming you don’t need me?” 
 
    The Shae elder smiled. “We can handle that bunch if they come back looking for trouble. Don’t worry, we’ll have your food distribution problem solved in no time.” 
 
    Candlass was already in the library when Radcliff and Amira arrived.  
 
    “I’ve reorganized the notes and placed them in what I think should be the correct order.” 
 
    “Did you get any sleep?” 
 
    The old man’s lips twitched into a slight smile. “I was too excited, so I returned just before daybreak.” 
 
    The man’s smile was infectious. Before he knew it, Radcliff gave one of his rarely seen smiles. He rubbed his hands together. “Let’s try a portal.” 
 
    All three shoved aside books, tables, and chairs to clear enough floor space. “Think we should use something less permanent?” Candlass asked. 
 
    Radcliff shook his head. “Why bother, this place will be overrun soon.” 
 
    “Good point.”  
 
    Since Candlass was more precise at rune work, he knelt and began the tedious process of etching the stone. Radcliff watched over his shoulder to make sure there were no mistakes. Even a small one could create quite an explosion if the portal destabilized. 
 
    Amira went back to her spot by the door. 
 
    It took around an hour to finish. Both men stood outside the circle staring down. 
 
    “Think it will work?” Candlass asked. 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” Radcliff shook out his hands and studied the page detailing the spell one last time. Then he stood at the south end of the circle and began the long incantation. At first nothing seemed to happen, but soon he felt a tug on his magic. Slowly he released a small stream into the center of the circle. One by one the runes lit up. Radcliff closed his eyes to shut out the blinding display and maintained a steady rhythm over the most difficult part of the spell. Here, he wasn’t as sure of how to pronounce some of the words, hence the need for a test run. When he got to the end, the spell snapped into place and there was a popping sound. Hoping for success, he opened his eyes and stared into the creature pen. “It worked!” 
 
    Candlass clapped him on the back. “Well done. I’m going in.”  
 
    “No wait!” But it was too late, Candlass already stepped through. Fortunately, the portal appeared stable and he could see the elder on the other side waving back as if that wasn’t any risk at all. “Can you hear me?” He guessed the answer was no when Candlass didn’t react. There wasn’t any mention of whether sound traversed through the portal, but he wasn’t sure why it wouldn’t be. Perhaps there was some magical interference? Definitely a mystery to be solved at a later time. At least the drain wasn’t as bad as he thought it would be. Those ancients knew a few tricks even he hadn’t learned. Though when Candlass popped back, he gratefully released the flow and cut off the portal. “You fool, we should have tested it first with an object.” 
 
    Candlass waved him off. “It looked right. Besides, I get the feeling we are short on time.” 
 
    That turned out to be prophetic when Kaholo barged through the door, knocking Amira aside, and shouted, “You’re out of time.” The young man was panting and looked distressed. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Radcliff asked even though he could guess. 
 
    “Everyone had to pull back, those things are literally climbing the walls.” 
 
    Radcliff turned to Candlass. “Gather the notes. It’s time.” 
 
    “I’ll go collect our things,” Amira said. 
 
    “Take Kaholo with you.” Radcliff didn’t want her going alone, especially without her weapons. While Candlass picked up the scattered notes, he sorted through the books, touching each one reverently. How did you pick what to leave and what to take? It was staggering to think of how much knowledge would soon be lost. He settled on the four oldest tomes and had to walk out of the room before he was tempted to grab more. Candlass joined him. It wasn’t long before Amira and Kaholo came rushing back. She had both bags, the staff, and the dagger. Kaholo had his spear. 
 
    They rushed down the halls as Kaholo filled them in on the battle. The defenders put up a valiant fight, able to repel all the strange mutations the enemy came up with. But slowly that black ooze ate through the wall. Kaholo shook his head and said, “Can you believe it?”  
 
    Candlass replied in typical scholarly fashion. “There are several compounds that can dissolve rock at varying speeds.” 
 
    Kaholo waved his free arm around. “But this was so thick. Anyway, once they latched onto the shield, the emperor ordered everyone in and sealed us up good and tight.” Kaholo paused his narration and then became more subdued. “You can get us out, right?” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Radcliff said as they entered the central chamber in the heart of the volcano. It was hard to miss the huge stone structure occupying the middle of the room. Eight spires were placed at each compass direction and stretched outward then inward again to form an elliptical framework. Runes engraved in pure silver on the inner and outer surfaces of each spire sparkled in the lamp light.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Candlass observed.  
 
    Radcliff could hear the awe in his voice. He had to agree, it was magnificent. Grander than he’d imagined it would be. Five of the emperor’s personal guards were looking everything over. He walked over and asked, “Is it complete?” 
 
    “Yes,” the tallest one replied. “We are just doing a final visual inspection, then we’ll join the emperor and help keep the shield up.” 
 
    “Has it weakened yet?” Candlass asked. 
 
    “No, he’s holding it for now. But soon he’ll need our combined help.” The men started to leave when the tall one paused and turned to Candlass. “Good luck. I hope this works.” 
 
    Candlass gave the man a confident smile. “We’ll be seeing a new world soon,” he reassured. 
 
    At least we hope so, Radcliff thought. 
 
    Once the guards left, Radcliff set his books down and began his own visual inspection. The stonework was expertly done and seamless. He ran a finger over one of the spires, admiring how smooth it was. “Well, shall we?” he asked Candlass. The man merely grunted and automatically took the top half which had the more intricate runes. Radcliff sighed. He really hated rune work, but he had to help if they hoped to finish before the shield collapsed.  
 
    Kneeling on the hard stone floor, Radcliff began etching the anchor runes. It was a tedious job that required precision, which he despised. Each hour, he got up to stretch his cramped muscles. About three hours into the job, people began trickling in with cartloads of supplies. The cavernous room they occupied gradually shrunk as more stuff was stockpiled. On one of his breaks, Radcliff laughed when a cart passed by filled with both predators and their prey. They were sleeping in cages, but side by side. Candlass laughed with him when he pointed it out. 
 
    Radcliff’s fingers were cramping up again from directing the fine spray of magic into far too many runes with far too many curves and embellishments. So when he heard a large commotion outside the cavern, he took it as an excuse to take a much needed break. Soon after, the emperor’s guards ran in with a very weary looking liege stumbling behind. They wasted no time shooing everyone from the entrance and shutting it off from the outside. The earth vibrated and a great rumbling sound of falling rock echoed for several minutes until it finally faded. The emperor stood slightly stooped but calmly addressed the now silent crowd. “We are at the final shield. Please remain calm and we’ll get through this together.” Without any further fanfare, he sat with his back up against the wall and closed his eyes. Radcliff could almost feel the hum of magic thrumming up from the pool below, using the emperor as a conduit to replenish the draining shield. 
 
    Here so soon? Radcliff was hoping they would have more time. The remaining rune work alone was probably two more hours plus they had to test the thing. This time with a non-living subject. Candlass cast him a worried glance. He shrugged. What else could they do but try? This time when Amira stopped by, both mages refused to stop working. Food could wait, this portal could not. She appeared to get the message and settled down nearby to watch. 
 
    In just under two hours, Radcliff was done. He double checked everything to be sure, then he checked on Candlass’ progress. The old man was finishing a particularly delicate swirl that linked two runes together. It was masterful work and Radcliff felt a slight twinge of envy. In so many ways his non-summoning magic was lacking. He got a heaping portion of the one and small side dishes of the rest.  
 
    When Candlass was finished, he let Radcliff pull him to his feet. “Ready to try it out?” He looked excited. 
 
    Radcliff looked at the thousands of people packed in the cavern and turned back to Candlass with a deadpan expression. “I wonder if they’ll still be scared of me if this doesn’t work.” Candlass stared at him a second before beginning to snicker. Radcliff’s lips twitched into a tiny smile and then they both began laughing. It was fairly maudlin humor since a portal of this size failing would take out the entire mountain. 
 
    When they were done laughing, they set up outside the circle. Radcliff took up his position on the south compass point and cleared his mind. “Here goes nothing.” Once again he began the long, torturous chant in the strange old language. At least this time he knew how to pronounce all the words well enough to get it to work. When the pull came, this time it demanded more than the trickle he was willing to give, yet the amplifier had yet to kick in. Without it, he’d fry. Radcliff stopped the chant, breaking the spell. “Something isn’t right.” 
 
    “What happened?” Candlass asked. 
 
    “The amplifier didn’t start up.” Radcliff knelt to inspect the runes. 
 
    Candlass shook his head. “I double checked the source runes. It should be working.” 
 
    “Hang on.” Radcliff walked over and sat next to the emperor. “Got a moment?”  
 
    The emperor’s eyes were closed and he looked like he was in pain, but he nodded. 
 
    “The amplifier failed to activate during the ritual. Is there a key word I should add to the spell?” 
 
    “Attunement,” the emperor whispered. 
 
    “Huh?” What was that supposed to mean? Nothing in the books mentioned anything about attunement. Radcliff was about to ask again when the emperor’s body locked up and he moaned. 
 
    A guard with a bandage around his head sitting on the other side of the emperor cut in. “I think he means you need to be attuned to the mountain, like we are.”  
 
    “Ok, how do I get attuned?” 
 
    “Only His Excellency can grant it.” 
 
    Great. Just great. Why didn’t he mention that before he had to play living channel to a draining shield? Radcliff wanted to hurl a rock at something. 
 
    “Nalani.” The emperor’s whisper was little more than the sound of his breath. 
 
    Radcliff frowned. “What does Nalani have to do with anything?” But the emperor didn’t answer. Likely he couldn’t. Frustrated, Radcliff stood and went on a hunt to find the girl. It was a long shot but maybe she knew what his liege meant. 
 
    He found the girl sitting in a cart with a snow cat. For all he knew, it was the same one he slept by when he first arrived. When he explained the problem, she made it sound so simple.  
 
    “I can take it from one person and give it to you.” 
 
    “Really?” Radcliff hadn’t come across that skill before, nor read about it. 
 
    She nodded. “That’s why the bad man in the cave took me.” 
 
    Bad man indeed. He remembered feeling ill when he stole all those memories from his copy. The Spider performed his sick form of entertainment on Radcliff’s unwilling body and mind several times over his thousand year incarceration. He recalled Spider saying he’d use the girl to steal his powers, but he dismissed that as delusional thinking. Now he shuddered at the thought of so much power in such a young person. 
 
    “What happens to the person you take from?” 
 
    “Oh, they lose their power.” 
 
    “Is it permanent?” The thought of being stripped of his power by a brief touch was rather concerning. Perhaps even scary. 
 
    “No. It comes back after a few hours.” 
 
    Although that was a relief, Radcliff still wondered about what the bad man, Spider, had mentioned. That it could be stolen permanently by killing the victim. Looking at Nalani, he didn’t have the heart to ask. Radcliff shifted thoughts back to the problem at hand. It appeared he needed a volunteer, and he knew just who to ask. “Follow me, we need to ask someone a question.” 
 
    The wounded guard looked at them both. “Yes, I’d be honored. As long as it isn’t permanent. You might want to sit down though. Getting the bond takes some getting used to.” 
 
    Radcliff took the guard’s advice and sat beside him. Nalani leaned over and placed one hand on Radcliff’s forehead and the other on the guard’s, then she scrunched her eyes shut. At first Radcliff didn’t notice any changes, but gradually pressure began to build in his mind. When it reached a painful level, his image popped into view, looking worried. But the pain only lasted seconds before something popped inside and a cold feeling settled near his temples.  
 
    Nalani removed her hands. “All done!” she exclaimed.  
 
    “Thanks Nalani,” Radcliff replied. As he watched her run off, his vision kept shifting into reds and yellows, then back to normal.  
 
    The guard chuckled. “I remember that look on my husband’s face. He took the bond a few months after I did, so I got to watch him stumble around like a drunk.” He grinned. “That red you see is body temperature.” 
 
    Radcliff scanned the cavern and saw what he meant. People were reds and oranges, objects were blue or green. “Thanks,” he told the guard as he struggled to stand. The new vision was disorienting. 
 
    “Good luck man.” The guard waved as Radcliff staggered off and headed back to the amplifier. 
 
    Amira rushed over and grabbed his arm to hold him on a straighter course. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “Borrowed a bit of magic. I’ll be fine.” He tried to shoo her off, but she just laughed.  
 
    “You walk like a drunk. Here, use this,” she said, and shoved the staff in his hand. 
 
    Upon touching the staff, he saw in even greater detail and began feeling the location of people around him in relation to the surrounding stone. Perhaps that was the attunement he needed in order to interact with the amplifier. “Huh. I think I’ll use this for the ritual, if you don’t mind?” 
 
    “Whatever helps.” Amira looked worried. 
 
    “Don’t worry. It will work.” At least it better work. 
 
    “Well, shall we try this again?” he asked Candlass. Amira patted his arm and put a lot of distance between them.  
 
    “You sorted it out?” 
 
    “Yeah, just needed an attunement.” When Candlass gave him a questioning look, Radcliff said, “Don’t ask.” He set up again on the southern side and began the incantation. This time when the pull happened, the giant edifice lit up and began humming. Amira’s staff also began to glow softly but Radcliff was too busy directing the flow to wonder about it. The runes on the floor lit up almost instantly with the huge flow of energy flooding them. Fortunately, the amplifier kept that diverted from Radcliff. He could sense a crowd forming around the structure, but tuned out the distraction while he recited the ending to the spell. This time the snap sounded like part of a cliff breaking off. He very nearly lost his concentration when he saw green through the giant sphere that he’d summoned. “It worked.”  
 
    Candlass clapped his hands like a child. 
 
    “No,” Radcliff said before the idiot could jump in. “We’ll test it properly this time.” 
 
    “Oh all right.” Candlass picked up one of Radcliff’s books and made to toss it through. 
 
    Radcliff growled. “Pick something else.” 
 
    “I was just teasing.” Candlass grinned and put the book down. He grabbed an apple from a nearby food cart. When he tossed it through, both men craned their necks to see if they could spot it. “Yep, there it is,” Candlass pointed to the right. Radcliff looked that way and saw it. The apple looked undamaged. 
 
    “Ok, get them moving. I’m not sure how long the magic will last between this drain and the shield.” Since the drain was easy enough to manage, Radcliff helped organize the refugees. Women and children went first along with all the food. Then the young boys and animals. It felt like two hours going on ten years by the time the men started going through. The flow of magic was beginning to fluctuate and Radcliff had to stop what he was doing so he could focus on keeping it smoothed out.  
 
    They are nearly through! 
 
    Radcliff looked around for his image but it wasn’t visible. Yet that was a clear voice speaking inside his mind. Feeling a bit foolish, he thought, “Who is this?” 
 
    Radcliff, how much longer do you need? The voice might have been faint, but the impatience was strong. He cocked his head. It sounded like the emperor when he was annoyed. When he glanced over though, the man looked unconscious. Deciding to humor the unknown voice, Radcliff analyzed how much time the present line was likely to take. “Thirty minutes,” he thought to whoever was hooked into his mind. 
 
    You don’t have thirty minutes. The flow chose that moment to sputter, and the portal shrank, just about nicking a woman who ducked at the last second. Radcliff fought the flow, sometimes using his own well of magic to supplement it. “Hurry,” he groaned through clenched teeth.  
 
    Could you summon the rest through? I want to save as many of my elites as possible.  
 
    Huh, so it was the emperor. Could he cast a summon spell while keeping a portal to another world open at the same time? Radcliff laughed at the absurdity of trying to feel a strange world with this one jammed into his head. Only his emperor would think him capable of such a feat. Unless… it might be possible if he could maintain the portal and go through to the other side. Then using the bond with the mountain, he could locate everyone and pull them through to where he stood. How great is the need? 
 
    You have about five minutes. 
 
    Ok, so the need was great. Lovely. He looked at how many people would die if this failed and spotted Ekewaka near the back. Of course the elder would want his people to go through first. When the power flow faltered again, Radcliff made up his mind. “Sorry,” he said as he cut to the front of the line. And here goes nothing. 
 
    The link followed him through the portal. Radcliff wasted no time pondering the theory of it all. He activated both his magic sense and the strange rock locater sense and tried to sort out the mess. It was impossible to get a fix on the emperor though he could find the rest. Why aren’t you showing up? 
 
    You have to leave me. 
 
    What? No. How could he say such a thing? The people needed their emperor. 
 
    Yes, son. Those things might be able to follow unless I destroy everything on this side.  
 
    I can get you through and go back and do that. 
 
    No, you are my chosen heir. You have to lead the people now. And you are bonded to a lovely woman. 
 
    The link began to fray. 
 
    Do it now! And son? 
 
    Yes? 
 
    I love you. 
 
    Radcliff ignored the wet on his face and yanked. People landed hard, but he was too upset to notice because at that moment the portal shut, snapping the link and leaving his emperor to die alone. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Calydus III, the last emperor of Caladon, crawled to the center of the cavern, directly underneath the amplifier before he cut off the link to the shield. It wouldn’t take long for it to fall now. In the meantime, he pulled every drop of magic from the reservoir below until his body was glowing with energy. Wait for it… 
 
    The misshapen fiends broke through the remaining shield and swarmed the cavern.  
 
    “I deny you my empire!” he shouted in defiance as he pulled every last drop of magic out of the stone and broke the cap keeping the volcano inactive. As the pent up lava burst through the floor, it slammed into Calydus and popped his shield like a squashed grape. The resulting explosion leveled the mountain and destroyed the horde. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The entity in the void bellowed his rage.  
 
    SHE WAS HERE NOW GONE!!!  
 
    All the world’s magic and life energy vanished without a trace. Centuries spent fattening the hog for the slaughter, only to be denied. And she was almost in his grasp. 
 
    IT’S ALL HER FAULT!! 
 
     He had sunk his hooks in, manipulated the life sacks for centuries to get the world ripe for the harvest. He had sent in his gatherers, bits of himself since he couldn’t create, to reap what he’d sown.  
 
    ALL DEAD BECAUSE OF HER!!! 
 
    Enraged beyond rational thought, he flung his tentacles outward and tried to smash something, but he was locked in a void outside the physical plane and could only influence things with his mind.  
 
    ALL HER DOING!!  
 
    He sent a psychic blast through the gates that remained open and ripped the world to shreds. It was useless to him now, worth less than the rubble swirling through the space where it once orbited. That just enraged him even more. The entity sent psychic projections into the sun and surrounding planets, obliterating them. By the time the galaxy was dust, he settled back down to a well-honed rage. He would find her. He would make her pay. He would have his revenge. His maddened shouts made the very universe tremble in fear. 
 
    WHERE IS SHE?  
 
    WHERE IS SHE?!!!  
 
    WHERE IS SHE?!!!!!! 
 
    


 
   
 
  



EPILOGUE 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Endings and New Beginnings 
 
    Radcliff left more capable leaders in charge and took a walk in the strange new woods. The plants were green and the trees had brown bark, but the leaves were oddly shaped. Same yet different. Perhaps one day he would enjoy cataloging the differences. Right now he simply hurt. He too was the same but different. This personality had all the darkness of his original self, yet somehow it had formed an attachment anyway. And it hurt. He could have spent more time with Calydus, but there was always going to be more time. Time now stolen. And that hurt worse. He screwed up with the only man he’d ever call Father, but there was someone else he could do right by. 
 
    There was a stream not too far from the portal drop. Radcliff sat on a rock and waited. It didn’t take long. 
 
    The image appeared and looked like it was spoiling for a fight. I won’t go down quietly. You can try to absorb me or destroy me, but I want a life! 
 
    Radcliff projected his full image into his mind and stepped towards his copy. He wasn’t really sure what to say that wouldn’t already be said, so he remained silent as he approached. 
 
    I mean it. The image backed up a step before scowling and planting its feet. It bravely stood its ground. 
 
    Radcliff cocked his head and thought of a word to say. As he touched his image he said, goodbye. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Radcliff had control of the body again but the victory was ashes in his mouth. He left me. It was a thousand times worse than losing Calydus. After coexisting for so long, now there was this empty chasm where his prickly personality used to reside. He replayed dark Radcliff’s parting memory. 
 
    Surprise! I bet you didn’t see this coming. I’ve lived a long time, longer than you have, since I experienced every day of those thousand years. You are bright and hopeful because you forgot the evil done to you whereas I started out hateful and angry and only got worse as I fought the nightmares.  
 
     I’ve taken the liberty of stealing all the bad memories you had, because you don’t deserve to be messed up like me. Since I don’t want you to remain ignorant of your past, I’ve altered them so you’ll view my darkest memories as an outside observer. You will go forth without the mental scars left by our master and you can decide what kind of man you want to be. You’ll also have all of my knowledge—use it wisely. 
 
    As you know, I always did what was logical but not always moral. I will never apologize for my actions—I did what I felt was necessary. But the people I’ve wronged will never forgive me, while they might forgive you in time. 
 
    I know you want a life with Amira and you’ll say I could always hang around while you experienced everything in my body. But we both know I would only bring anger and resentment and eventually jealousy to the mix. Three’s a crowd in our case.  
 
    I was never a happy ever after kind of guy, but I think you are. So, I’ve decided to bow out and give you the second chance at life I was denied. Good luck and know that in my own way, I love you. 
 
    Radcliff Durnhast, the Destroyer. 
 
    Radcliff was still weeping when Amira found him. Even though her silver hair was loosely flowing down her back like an image out of a dream, his gaze barely lingered. He couldn’t help it, his heart felt like it was being ripped out of his chest. 
 
    Resting the staff up against a tree, she sat next to him and quietly asked, “What’s wrong? I heard about the emperor. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Radcliff sniffed. “He’s gone.” 
 
    “Someone else besides the emperor?” 
 
    He nodded. “Radcliff. The dark version.” He wiped his eyes and wondered how stupid it sounded to be mourning the death of a memory fragment. He looked at Amira but she had only sympathy and a touch of sorrow in her eyes. It matched the feelings coming through their bond. He pulled her into a hug. “He gave me, us, a second chance.” 
 
    “I’ll miss him too you know. He was like a grumpy version of you.” 
 
    Radcliff’s lips twitched into a little smile. “He grew to like you too.” 
 
    “I know. Even though he tried hard not to show it.” 
 
    Radcliff looked around at the tranquil beauty of this place. “He would never have enjoyed this, would he?”  
 
    Amira chuckled. “Definitely not.” 
 
    Radcliff grew serious again. “I’m not sure I’ll make a good leader. What was Calydus thinking?” 
 
    “He loved you very much and you are more than capable. Just give yourself a chance. It’s what he’d want.” 
 
    Radcliff sighed. The ache was still there, but having Amira by his side helped. “Come,” he said as he stood and held out a hand. “Let’s explore this new world, together.” 
 
    Amira placed her hand in his and let him help her up.  
 
    As they walked deeper into the forest, Radcliff knew that as long as they were together, they’d live a long and happy life. 
 
    [image: ]  
 
    As the couple vanished into the forest, the staff began to glow. A faint yellow mist seeped out of the wood and drifted slowly to the ground where it swirled around for several seconds. It sent wispy tendrils outward to explore the new world and sensed no taint. Still weak, it gave a satisfied sigh as it seeped into the soil. Hopefully here, it would have enough time…. 
 
    The staff pulsed once, brightly, then winked out.  
 
      
 
    The End 
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