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Chapter One   

New York City was vast and crowded with people. Cars stood, bumper to bumper, snaking like meandering rivers through a sea of concrete, brick, glass, and steel. Its people walked the streets, minding their own business, absolutely sure of themselves and their place in the world, convinced that they were used to anything and everything.
 
Through the drumming of this vast human sea walked a person unlike any other. Dressed in a form-hiding grey cloak with matching hood, the figure walked in a straight line. A wooden staff, as tall as the traveler, tapped a rhythmic pattern in synch with the mysterious cloaked person's steps.
 
And yet, even with the odd, figure-disguising dress and the large wooden staff with its intricate carvings, people paid the figure no mind; they simply stepped aside as the person approached, letting it pass on to its unidentified destination. Looking up at the signposts of the majestic avenues and streets, the figure navigated haltingly through the Manhattan roads, as if unsure of itself.
 
As determined and assured as it moved through the throngs of human masses, so hesitatingly did it navigate the roads. It was a curious contradiction, one that nobody paid any mind to. This was New York. Strange people often roamed its streets.
 
The figure continued on to its destination, paying no mind to the people who stepped aside, merely glancing up and hesitating at the next signpost.
 
Finally, the figure looked up at one of the tallest buildings in New York, for a moment displaying darkened skin and hazel-nut brown hair, before it looked down and its hood once more covered its face. The figure stepped inside, looking around as if determining where it needed to go next.
 
“Please lower your hood, and present a picture ID,” a security guard said as he approached the cloaked person.
 
The traveler's shoulders set in an annoyed fashion, and the free left hand darted into the traveling cloak without lowering the hood. The guard tensed, on edge at the sudden maneuver. The hand withdrew a black booklet, too small to be a common passport, bearing a strange seal on its front.
 
The peculiar black booklet was waved under the guard's nose. The man's eyes tracked its movements, all the tension leaving his frame immediately. He accepted it from the mysterious person's hand, flipped it open, checked something inside, and returned it. The figure placed it back within its vestments with the same lightning-quick grace that had produced it.
 
“Of course, My Lady,” the guard said, sounding a lot friendlier all of a sudden. “Allow me to call an elevator.”
 
The figure dipped its head in agreement, then followed the guard to the elevators. The man made sure that one of the elevators was available for the strange figure.
 
“Have a good day, My Lady,” he told her. The figure nodded graciously, stepped into the elevator cart, and turned to the controls.
 
The guard remained just outside, preventing other travelers from entering the lift carriage. The figure squinted at the control panel, and if an observant person had been present, they would have heard a soft melodic voice intone whispered words in a strange language. Whatever the design and purpose of the words were, the figure seemed pleased, and tapped an area of the control panel that did not hold any keys to press.
 
The doors to the elevator car closed. The lift started its voyage downward. For a moment, the figure seemed to startle as the cart started moving down.
 
Composing itself, the mysterious person stared at the display, which rattled off far more negative numbers than was common in a building of this size.
 
The cart stopped at a floor that was indicated as being '-99', and the doors opened to a tastefully decorated hallway that held a reception desk straight across from the lift's doors. The figure stepped out, allowing the lift to return to its normal duties.
 
The cloaked woman closed her eyes and drew a deep breath, happy to be out of the humongous city with its oddly numbered streets. She was used to a city holding fifty to a hundred thousand people, tops, and each street named for what it housed – numbers didn’t factor in. How was one to find a government building without a central square? Placing this building on 'West 34th Street' made no sense, especially when she had spent a good amount of time only finding east numbered streets. Perhaps she should have accepted the map she had been offered before she embarked. These cities were obviously a lot different than the ones she was used to. 
 
After drawing a further deep breath, she focused. Time to get to work.
 
When the figure stepped up to the reception desk, the receptionist's eyes went extremely wide.
 
The young woman at the reception desk couldn't be much older than 21 or 22, and her robes showed her to be of remarkably low status. She was an apprentice-level Metalcrafter; her presence here would indicate either an incredibly powerful patron willing to sponsor her, or a sharp mind that was crippled by sub-par magical skills.
 
“W-welcome to the Kirian Consulate in the United States of America, My Lady,” the receptionist said, managing to keep most of the tremor out of her voice. The mysterious woman was silent for a few moments, debating the merits of either of the theories regarding the receptionist's placement.
 
“I am Pillar of Kiria, Vera of the Black Wind,” the female traveler finally identified herself. “Please announce my arrival to the Consul and prepare a room for my stay, My Lady.”
 
The nervous receptionist hesitated. “To my regret, Lady Pillar, the Consul is not present at this time. I will, of course, have your room prepared immediately. Would you prefer to wait in the meditation area? I could offer tea, if you wish.”
 
The Pillar, Vera, cocked her head underneath her face-concealing traveler's cloak. The Consul should be present at this time of the day. This was most irregular. “I shall wait in the mediation area. Tea would be lovely. You have my thanks, My Lady.”
 
The receptionist tried to calm herself as she guided Vera through the entry hallway. Despite being many floors underground, it looked as if it were lit by broad daylight. The amber-colored walls and carpet were done in immaculate detail, and the Pillar could feel the thick carpet give and sway underneath her feet.
 
The US-based Consulate appeared to be well developed and well maintained. The receptionist on duty was courteous and helpful – if a bit low on rank and status. The consulate premises appeared well protected by both magical and mundane means. The Consul had abandoned her post in the middle of her duty-hours. All of those were details that were filed in the Pillar's mental report.
 
The meditation area did not have the same carpeting. Instead, it had dark hardwood floors, and two of its walls were replaced with views that would correspond nicely with those of a hundred stories up in the building towering above the consulate. “I shall bring the tea momentarily, Lady Pillar,” the receptionist said from behind, closing the door without waiting for a reply.
 
Vera did not mind. Instead she stepped up to the floor-to-ceiling views of New York. More whispered words, more strange language. The view distorted, waving and budging angrily.
 
The words stopped and the view returned to its original state, looking down on the bustling city. It was a real-time view, then, the Pillar nodded to herself. There must be a monitoring spell etched on the building above, projecting to the receiving viewers in the consulate.
 
The door opened once more, and the receptionist pushed in a small trolley that held a full tea set as well as some accompanying snacks. “I have brought your tea, Lady Pillar; I'll get your room set up momentarily. My apologies for the delay. We weren't told of your arrival.”
 
“Everything happens as it must, My Lady,” the Pillar replied. “You were not warned because I did not wish you warned. I must speak to the Consul, please bring her to me as soon as she arrives.”
 
The young receptionist was smart enough to realize that something major was going on. “Of course, Lady Pillar. I will try to reach her and have her return quicker.”
 
“That will not be necessary, My Lady,” she said to the young woman before she could leave, mentally tallying another point for her. “I do not wish her warned of my arrival until you bring her to me.”
 
The subtle subtext had given the Metalcrafter a good indication what was happening. This wasn't just an emergency that required the Consul's presence. The Consul herself was the problem. Vera could see realization dawn on the receptionist's face, before it was hidden by a careful mask of Decorum.
 
“Of course, Lady Pillar. Please use the calling rune should you need me,” the young woman said, ghosting herself out of the room and closing the door.
 
While the traveler poured herself a cup of tea, her magic clicked the door open, almost as if it had not been shut properly. “Epter,” the Pillar's lips whispered. From underneath the collar of her traveling cloak appeared a small magically constructed fly, a fly that flew silently, straight for the small gap.
 
Vera's magic closed the door once more, giving every indication that it had clicked open by itself and the mysterious figure inside had closed it properly once more – doing so with slightly more force than strictly necessary.
 
As she sipped her tea, more words spilled from the Pillar's lips, bringing up a security spell. A few monitoring spells were disabled. The figure checked more deeply, but no other monitors were found.
 
Nodding to herself, the Pillar brought up one hand. A small flame appeared, a flame that suddenly formed a perfect upright circle, the center of which was replaced with the vision from the hallway beyond.
 
The hand that had been holding the circle let go; the spell remained where it was. With simple gestures from Vera's fingers, the fly did as ordered, clinging to walls and ceilings as required, following the young receptionist as she bustled about, re-making the bed in one of the rooms with fresh sheets, and ensuring the room was fit for Vera's stay. A subtle gesture increased the volume.
 
“...the Consul is going to be in trouble. A Pillar. Oh, gods, a Pillar. I can't believe it. I've never seen a Pillar before. I wonder what the Consul did to warrant a Pillar being...”
 
The Pillar turned the volume down again. She had no interest in hearing the girl whisper frantically to herself. She had known her appearance would cause confusion and panic. It was exactly why she had arrived unannounced. Of course, a Consul wouldn't be as easily rattled as a young, low-ranking receptionist, but every little bit helped.
 
Besides, the Pillar had some other surprises in mind for the Consul.
 
A small jab of pain lashed through the Pillar's chest. Except for a small hitch in breath, she gave no further indication of the discomfort. Instead, she chose to sit down and cross her legs in a proper meditation position. The flaming circle communication spell followed to remain within Vera's sight. A few words tied the communicator to a trip-wire security spell on the door, setting it to dissipate the moment the door was disturbed.
 
A few more choice words set an alarm on the circle. Should something out of the ordinary happen - she would be audibly alerted.
 
Closing her eyes, Vera drew a deeper than normal breath, refusing to wince at the sharp pang of pain from her chest, and sank into a meditative trance. Her magic had become unbalanced in the long voyage here and would require half an hour's worth of work to stabilize properly. She would need to do more work when she finally reached home again. These half-hour patchworks wouldn't hold indefinitely.
 
Looking at her magic through the eyes of deep-trance meditation, the Pillar saw the distortions, the instabilities, the disruptions within it. Held in check by gossamer threads of spell-worked magic, the woman studied the present condition of her magic. Finding the area where her containment was starting to unravel, she placed her metaphysical attention and started whispering. She didn't have the time to unravel the damaged area and rebuild it. Instead, a simple patch would have to do.
 
More threads wound their way through the damaged area, latching on to the surrounding spells rather than anchored securely to both her mind and magic. The slight pain in her chest stopped, although she was only subconsciously aware of it this deep in her trance.
 
Done with her tasks for now, she took a few more moments to inspect the big red cable that ran around the north-south axis of her magical core. It appeared intact. She then inspected the big blue cable that ran east-west. It, too, was fine. Breathing a metaphysical sigh of relief, the Pillar allowed herself to drift back to reality. 
 
Her trance lightened, and she blinked her eyes open. Halfway into her meditative state, she noticed that Epter was still following the young receptionist, staying out of the young woman's sight yet sticking close enough that its powerful eyes and ears were able to keep tabs on her.
 
The guest bedroom had been made, apparently, and she was now back behind her desk, keeping herself busy with a magazine placed strategically behind the counter so it would not be visible to any visitors. The Pillar's lips quirked slightly, the receptionist's job must be a very boring one. Not many Kirian Nobles traveled beyond the Great Barrier that protected the island, so it was incredibly likely that the only companionship would come from either diplomats or those few expatriates and tourists that got themselves in worse trouble than they could magic themselves out of.
 
For a moment, a stray thought captured the Pillar's attention. The people in the great city above had done as she desired, albeit subconsciously. They had taken no notice of her, yet had moved aside and let her pass by. They had no defenses whatsoever against magic. Even the Commoners back home would have been consciously aware of stepping aside for a Noble. These people had not even realized they were doing it.
 
There really was a world without magic beyond the Barrier, filled with people with no protections against it. Should the Emperor desire, it would be easy to simply take command of the wider civilization.
 
She blinked, dismissed the thought. It was unseemly for one in her position to ponder world domination. Even if it would be easy. Vera frowned slightly underneath her face-concealing hood. It appeared the thought would not leave her so easily. Perhaps it was one of those “thought experiments” one of her old Doctorii had once told her about. If one built a construct in one's mind to visualize all the components in a spell, one could do experiments without running the risk of harm or damage.
 
Or maybe it was just an idle daydream, conjured up by her subconscious to keep her busy until the wayward Consul returned.
 
Allowing her eyes to drift closed once more, Vera's mind was set loose to wander upon whatever subject it desired, freely associating concepts and thoughts and desires without any sort of conscious input. Thought built upon thought, flowing from one to the next, unhindered by reality. It was how she usually came up with the best ideas for new magic, and it was incredibly relaxing as well.
 
The communication spell brought her out of her light trance with an audible note. A single glance at the event horizon of her fire-circle showed what had changed, and the Pillar of Kiria slowly stood up, ending both her privacy and her remote-viewing spell before stepping out into the hallway. Her staff made no noise at all when it came to rest on the plush carpet.
 
“… she is waiting for you in the meditation room, My Lady,” the receptionist was saying before catching sight of their visitor. The Consul visibly started at the sudden appearance of the grey-cloaked figure.
 
“Thank you, My Lady,” Vera spoke to the receptionist before turning to the Consul. “Shall we retire to your office, My Lady? We have quite the discussion ahead of us.”
 
The Consul nodded. “Please bring us tea, My Lady,” she spoke to the receptionist before indicating the hallway. “Please follow me, My Lady Pillar.”
 
Vera simply acknowledged with a clear nod of her head, and followed the Consul into her office. As they sat, the Consul behind her impressive desk, the Pillar on one of the visitor's chairs, they said nothing. Vera's staff kept itself upright, next to her chair.
 
The silence was oppressive and uncomfortable, just as Vera wanted it to be. She wanted the Consul to be ill at ease. People that were ill at ease made mistakes; said and did things they would not say or do under normal circumstances.
 
The secretary brought in the trolley with tea and snacks of various kinds. This time, she made the effort to pour and serve the two ladies in the study, uncomfortably aware of the oppressive silence in the office.
 
“My Lady,” Vera finally said when the young woman was about to leave. “I will be sealing this room with a powerful privacy ward. See that we are not disturbed, and do not attempt to enter this room unless you have been called. You would not like the results of attempting to interfere with this barrier.”
 
The Consul looked vaguely disturbed by Vera taking charge of her office, but the receptionist merely looked relieved that she would not have to endure more of the uncomfortable atmosphere. She let herself out.
 
When the door closed, the Pillar immediately whipped up out of the chair, the motion flowing into a powerful gesturing at the door. “Barrier Seal!” she finished.
 
The door wavered, merging into the walls. In a continuation of her final incantation motion, Vera sat down once more, staring at the Consul. “Consul Mariam of the Volcanoes, I come before you today because of allegations made against your character, allegations that are incompatible with the office you are currently holding, and are, as such, grounds to see you removed and returned to Kiria for further interrogation. What have you to say?”
 
The Consul blinked twice, trying to hide her dismay behind a mask of Decorum. She would have succeeded when confronted by most Nobles, but Vera was a Pillar. One did not become Pillar without being able to spot Decorum-hidden truths.
 
“Unfortunately, I am not aware of any allegations made against my character, and therefore I cannot answer them,” Mariam replied in a level tone.
 
“Excellent response, My Lady,” Vera said. “Perfectly in line with Decorum and with the highest level of achievements within our society.” The Pillar leaned back in her chair. “Please present your right hand so that I may verify your oaths of office.”
 
The Consul merely extended her hand, and Vera cast the spells required. The oath-circle at the back of Mariam's hand lit up, and the Pillar leaned forward to study it for a few moments. Her oaths were intact.
 
Releasing the Consul's hand, Vera sat back in her chair. “Are you aware that, as a Pillar, I am in possession of Truth Serum, and am allowed to employ said serum? Obviously, a Pillar is not an Adjudicator. I am unable to compel you to take the Serum, nor am I able to determine punishment based on the testimony I hear. However, I am able to use said evidence to further any case I am investigating.”
 
The Consul wasn't nearly so successful in hiding her dismay this time.
 
“Before you answer, Consul, there is something else that I would like to impart, something that I would very much like you to keep secret during my stay here, but something that I believe will change the course of this interview,” Vera continued. “Should I have your agreement of secrecy, we shall proceed in a different fashion. Should you prefer not to give it, I will request you take Truth Serum and we will proceed in the fashion that we have been so far.”
 
The Consul remained quiet, thinking about the proposition. It took her maybe half a minute before she asked, “As clarification, should I agree to the secrecy for the duration of your stay, I would not be required to take Truth Serum?”
 
“That I can guarantee,” Vera replied, calmly, waiting for the other woman to make her decision.
 
“Very well, I will agree to the secrecy that you have requested. For the duration of your stay here, I shall not divulge the secret you are about to impart on me. Although I would like to note that I fail to see how any secret could hold sway over the course of this interview,” the Consul stated.
 
The Pillar nodded, her hands reaching up to the hood of her cloak. With a simple motion, she jerked the garment back, for the first time revealing her face. The Consul blinked twice.
 
“Lady Liane, the MagicWarper?” Mariam whispered.
 
“That is correct, Lady Mariam of the Volcanoes. I requested this assignment specifically because it involves you, and I believed I was in the best position to determine the truth,” Liane answered calmly.
 
“I am afraid I do not understand. Why the deception? Why the strange name?” Mariam asked, looking far better than she had been earlier.
 
“A Pillar, like an Adjudicator, can only do their work when under enforced neutrality. Everybody knows who is an Adjudicator; the list of employed Adjudicators is a matter of public record. Yet, when brought up for Adjudication, one cannot and will not know who is adjudicating them. This is both to protect Adjudicators against potential retaliation from disgruntled family and friends and to make sure the Adjudicator cannot be pressured or bought into a certain ruling.
 
“A Pillar is much the same; Pillars are the hands and the voice of the Emperor. We investigate certain behavior, deal with threats against the Empire, maintain the Great Barrier, help during disasters, and so on. Again, the list of Pillars is a matter of public record. However, when a Pillar is dispatched on a certain duty, they are assigned a cover name, an identity that will last only for the duration of that mission. Today, I am Vera of the Black Wind. When I return to Kiria and hand in my report, that name shall be struck from the records. When I receive a new assignment, I shall receive a new cover name.
 
“This is to ensure that the people I investigate do not know who is investigating them, and to ensure impartiality.”
 
“And yet,” Mariam noted, “you are here and not at all impartial.”
 
Liane gave a tiny smile to the first person to ever teach her magic, the person who got her interested in runes, and probably one of the biggest influences in how she viewed and related to magic. “You seem to be under the impression that I will not be fair and impartial, My Lady,” Liane replied. “I have taken vows, oaths that cannot be broken. I will be fair and honest for I must be so. That does not mean I cannot reveal my identity to you, and use our prior good relations to ensure that you are not, in fact, a threat to the Empire.”
 
Mariam was silent, nodding quietly in the plush desk chair. “In other words, Lady Pillar, you would abuse our friendship?”
 
If Liane was offended at the directness of the question, she gave absolutely no sign of it. “I believe that, in the end, we will both have benefitted.”
 
“May I ask how, My Lady? If it is all the same, I rather would not have been apprehended by one I used to consider a friend.”
 
Liane blinked. That got a reaction from her. “I am sorry to hear you feel that way, My Lady. I merely wish to come here, have a good conversation with you regarding the rumors that have spread, determine them to be vicious lies at best, or a singular and momentary lapse of judgment at worst, and leave with a report stating that you were either innocent, or fully cognizant and repentant toward your lapse of judgment with an assurance it will not be repeated.”
 
Now it was Mariam's turn to look reflective. “So, in effect, you have made up your mind already, and are merely here to fulfill the task set out to you?” she finally asked. “So you are, in reality, in breach of your impartiality clause?”
 
Liane's lips formed into a small smile. “My superiors are aware of my presence here. They had to approve my request for this assignment, after all. They know my reasons, they know the background you and I share, and they believed that it would be easier for me, being a good friend of yours, to come to the truth. It is my firm belief that I will find the truth to be somewhere in between the best and worst cases I have laid out for you – but, make no mistake, My Lady. I have already started to adjust my viewpoint. I did not like what I saw when I arrived, nor did I like the fact that you seemed disinclined to verify your honesty under Truth Serum.”
 
“So you are using our friendship against me, after all, My Lady,” Mariam stated.
 
“Only insofar that I would prefer to see you cleared and innocent. Other Pillars do not know you as I do, and any Noble investigated by the Pillar service has the appearance of guilt against them. Should you have been investigated by any other Pillar, you would have been given Truth Serum. Refusal to take it would have seen you temporarily suspended and brought to Kiria for forced interrogation,” Liane replied, coldly yet calmly.
 
The Consul lapsed into silence. Long minutes passed where Liane waited for her friend to collect herself. “I see,” she finally spoke. “In that case, I am pleased that you made the effort on my part, and wish to apologize profoundly for questioning our friendship.”
 
Liane dipped her head in acceptance of the apology. “Very well, My Lady. Shall we proceed?”
 
“Let us, Lady Pillar. What do you wish to know?” Mariam asked.
 
“Allegations have been made against your character and your loyalty toward the Empire,” Liane stated. “You have been accused of spreading subversion toward the Lord Emperor, and have been advocating for elections.”
 
Mariam was silent for a few moments. “That is correct, Lady Pillar.”
 
Liane grimaced as if surprised by sudden pain. “You are advocating subversion?” the younger woman asked, shocked. “You admit to it?” The shock had caused her Decorum to slip, and she worked to reign in her surprise.
 
The Consul stood up from her chair, and walked to a window set into the office. Despite being deep underground, the window showed the same panoramic view as the meditation room. “Please tell me, My Lady. What do you see when you look out the window?”
 
It almost seemed as if the Pillar would not answer. Finally, she stepped up and stood next to her friend, looking out the window. “I see a large city,” she said. “Filled with people that have neither class nor magic. Their vehicles pollute, their country is based on the outward look of equality yet fails to achieve it. I see a society that is badly in need of structure, order, and discipline.”
 
“As spoken by a true Noble,” Mariam replied. “You see everything through the eyes of a Kirian Noble, My Lady, perhaps adhering to it so rigidly because of your background.” She held up her hand to forestall Liane from answering immediately, and went on, “I did not mean that as an insult. You were raised with nothing. It is only logical that you would grasp desperately at the doctrine of those that rescued you.” The Pillar relaxed slightly at the mollifying words, and the Consul went on.
 
“These people see themselves as the pinnacle of civilization. Everyone is free to do as they please, gain any job they please, and are free to rise and fall on their own merits. Their leaders are the ones they themselves chose, supposedly performing the will of the people that have put them in place.”
 
“Supposedly, My Lady?” Liane asked, trying to hide the sarcasm. She failed slightly and the response came out somewhat snidely.
 
“No system is perfect, My Lady,” Mariam said, as if they were back in the Academy. “The voting process in the United States is dominated by two huge parties that are politically and ideologically opposed to each other. It makes leadership a problem if both are almost of equal size.”
 
“And yet you oppose the system in Kiria, one that has been in place for seven hundred years and has led us to peace, prosperity, and stability? Magic itself determines the right of the Emperor to rule. An Emperor rules for life. Emperors are of impeccable character, and should therefore be impossible to bribe or coerce,” Liane stated in answer. “It is a clean and well-working system. Kirian society is ordered and generally safe. As a Consul, you hold a position of trust. More than most Nobles, you should be supportive of our government.”
 
“And should one ask a Commoner, how would they reply to the same question?” the Consul asked, sounding every bit like a teacher asking the one question that will bring down their student's carefully ordered response.
 
“A Commoner has no business being asked,” Liane dismissed. “A Commoner is protected and guided by the Nobility. It is the circle of existence that Nobility will rule, protect, defend, and safeguard the country, while the Commoners execute the plans required to do so.”
 
Mariam sighed, and looked disappointed. “I would have thought that you, who have been at the bottom of Kirian society, would be able to relate, My Lady. Commoners have a harsh life, a life in which they have no say. It is a fundamentally unfair system.”
 
“A Commoner is as free as a Noble is. Just as there are Nobles who would prefer to do handcrafts, there would be Commoners that prefer to be leaders. And yet, neither can choose the role of the other. A Commoner is free to pursue any role open to them. They are not slaves or serfs. They can quit any job and are free to find any other. They simply do not have the background or education required to be in a position of leadership within the Empire, nor do they have the magic required to uphold vows and oaths,” the Pillar said, coldly. “I do not see the point.”
 
“The point is that the system is unfair,” Mariam replied.
 
“So is the system down there,” Liane answered. “I have studied this so-called democracy. Those with money can buy their own justice, their own laws, their own existence. Those without money are left to fend for themselves. I prefer the Kirian system, where Nobles take care of the Commoners that take care of them.”
 
“Supposedly,” the Consul said. “Where the Nobles supposedly take care of the Commoners.”
 
“As always, there are rotten apples that spoil the entire basket,” Liane answered. “A leader that changes every few years, backed by a parliament that changes every few years, can never set out a long-term policy for a country because within a few years, a new government will take over and reverse everything. It is impossible to predict and therefore, fundamentally flawed. An unstable, short-term government thinking only of its own profits will result in nothing but a popularity contest – the best liar wins.”
 
“I didn't claim democracy is perfect. I merely claimed it to be a more honest and fair system,” Mariam defended.
 
“And yet, the country below is drowning in debt, involved in wars that are not its own, and its society is existing on borrowed time. It is fair and egalitarian, to a point, yet it is unstable. The next election may yet again change things while Kiria will remain stable and peaceful. The Emperor will still be there; his policies will remain in effect. Laws will not fundamentally shift because a better liar appears to spin a better yarn for the population.”
 
Mariam sighed dejectedly. “You refuse to listen to my points,” she whispered. “I am rather disappointed. I remember the bright-eyed Liane who would eagerly absorb any lesson in magic that I would care to teach her, a Liane willing to listen to every viewpoint and forge her own path. A Liane that became the MagicWarper, Pillar of Kiria, after rescuing her friend at the risk of not only her own life, but that of her Assistant as well.”
 
Liane's shoulder sagged just a fraction. “I remember Mariam FireMistress, the Prime Student of the Academy of magic, who taught me some basic runic magic, who took the time to teach me to read and write on top of her own classes and workload. A Mariam who taught me Decorum, right from wrong, and the basis of Kirian Nobility that I have always tried to follow.”
 
Now it was Mariam's turn to sag. Nothing was said between them for several long minutes, minutes that were neither uncomfortable nor heavy. They simply existed, two different women, recognizing the differences in their lives and views, differences that had crept up on them over the course of years.
 
“Perhaps you have been away from Kiria for too long, My Lady,” Liane whispered. “You seem to recall only the negatives of Kirian society, yet ignore its strengths. While I, who hardly ever leaves the island, will only see its benefits and strengths while only seeing the negatives of the poor people who did not have the fortune to grow up in Kiria as we did.”
 
“Perhaps it is so, My Lady,” Mariam said, softly.
 
They lapsed into silence again, staring out the window.
 
“I still value your friendship, My Lady,” Liane spoke. “Despite our differences of opinion. Can you tell me, where were you while you were supposed to be on duty?”
 
“I was having an extended lunch with one of the democratically elected officials of the United States, Lady Pillar. It was a working lunch that took longer than expected.”
 
Liane nodded. It was a valid reason for a Consul to be out, and now that she thought back, she had not asked the receptionist where Mariam was. She couldn't blame Mariam for it, and would not mention it in her report. What she had so far would be bad enough for her friend. “I do not believe you will tell me that your views were a momentary lapse in judgment and that you will not repeat them,” she said.
 
“I firmly believe as I do, My Lady,” Mariam answered. “I, too, still value our friendship, and would like nothing more than to debate this issue further. Unfortunately, I am also aware of your status, and know that you will need to report this to your superiors. I do not believe I will have much chance to debate this with you after your report reaches them.”
 
“In strict accordance to my duties, I am required to arrest you immediately and bring you with me,” Liane said. “However, being a Pillar has its perquisites and I could be forgiven for not wanting to risk a fight of magic within the halls of the Consulate, where, theoretically, magic could be exposed to the open eyes of the wider world, to think nothing of the damage that could be done to the building above.”
 
Mariam seemed to relax slightly at that. “Thank you, My Lady.”
 
Liane simply nodded. “Perhaps it is time for us to adjourn for the day. I have traveled far and fast. A good meal and a relaxing night are just what I need. Shall we continue our discussion tomorrow?”
 
The Consul simply acknowledged the request, not feeling up to continuing a debate with her old friend.
 
After pulling her hood up, Liane grabbed her staff of office and motioned toward the sealed door with it. Without word or further gesture, the door unfused itself from the walls, and the Pillar, Vera once more, stepped out. With a bare minimum of words, she placed an order for an evening meal with the receptionist and retired to the quarters set aside for her.
 
She locked the room with a simple locking spell rather than a barrier seal before sitting down in one of the comfortable chairs overlooking a window that offered a majestic view of the city. Rather than simply high up, this window had been set with a view of the skyline of the impressive city, and the Pillar watched the sunset.
 
The receptionist knocked politely to announce the arrival of her meal, startling Vera out of her thoughts. Had she really been sitting there long enough for a full meal to be prepared? Today must have exhausted her more than she had thought.
 
She accepted the trolley gratefully, and requested that she not be disturbed. The young receptionist acknowledged gracefully, and the Pillar sealed her room. Throwing back her cowl, Liane enjoyed the simple yet filling meal before taking a long, hot shower in her suite's bathroom. Sometimes, hot water really was better than using a sonic stall.
 
After a quick look through Epter's eyes, she determined that Mariam was retiring as well. Unfortunately, she wasn't muttering to herself. Liane retired early, hoping that sleep would bring enlightenment.
 
The events of the day and the revelation that one of her oldest and dearest friends was actually subverting Kirian government kept her awake despite her best intentions. Her thoughts played the conversation over and over, hoping to gain a different outcome yet always falling to the same result. Her friend was attempting to bring down the Kirian Government and replace it with a system that basically amounted to a popularity contest.
 
She would have to reprimand and arrest Mariam.
 
And yet, Mariam was her friend, and she did not want to destroy her life. Liane's duty and loyalty compelled her to do so; her oaths and vows would enforce it. And yet she didn't want to. What was she to do? How could she both do her duty and save her friend? It was an impossible conflict, one that Liane cursed herself for putting herself into. She should have kept her mouth shut, should never have asked for this assignment. One of the other Pillars should have come. Her friend would have been arrested and brought before the Adjudicators.
 
It certainly would have been easier for herself, she thought. But was it any different if she brought her friend in, or a different Pillar did so? It sounded rather hypocritical, now that she thought about it. The end result was the same in either case.
 
She sighed and rolled over yet again. Sleep refused to come, her mind and heart torn between loyalty and friendship. Tomorrow, she would have to talk to Mariam about the future, rather than about politics. She would have to tell her friend that she would have to arrest her if she insisted upon continuing to spread her subversive ideas.
 
Liane grunted angrily. Mariam was headstrong, she always had been. Why hadn't she kept silent? If she had just kept her mouth shut, or talked about her popularity contest political system only to close friends and relatives, none of this would have happened. Kiria wasn't an evil Empire, one could have all the thoughts and ideas that one wanted, but one simply shouldn't attempt to undermine the Emperor in the public way Mariam had done.
 
There was a very thick black line between simply holding a different conviction and actually trying to change the mind of other Nobles in an attempt to change the government. It simply wasn't done. That was... revolution. It meant upheaval. Chaos.
 
Why Mariam had chosen to break that unwritten rule, Liane didn't know. Perhaps that was the major reason why she couldn't sleep now, the thought of why Mariam had done as she had, rolling through the Pillar's mind. Maybe it wouldn't be so hard to accept if she understood Mariam's reasons. Or maybe it would just make things even harder.
 
When she finally did fall into sleep, her rest was troubled and she awoke the next morning feeling almost as weary as when she had gone to bed. A hot shower had her feeling almost human, and a few spells took care of her clothes. After unsealing her room, and bringing the trolley full of dirty dishes back to the receptionist, she ordered some light breakfast for herself in the meditation room.
 
She was left to finish her breakfast in peace, watching over the New York vista portrayed by the remote-viewing windows. She returned the trolley with dirty dishes to the receptionist once more.
 
“Has the Consul awoken yet, My Lady?” the Pillar asked of the younger woman.
 
“The Consul took breakfast in the dining area, My Lady. I believe she is in her study now,” the receptionist replied. Vera nodded, turned on her heel, and walked calmly to the Consul's study, her staff tapping the plush carpet without sound.
 
She knocked and received an almost immediate answer. The Pillar walked in, put up a privacy barrier seal, and threw her cowl back. Once more she sat in the visitor's seat, her staff once more remaining obediently upright by itself right next to her chair.
 
“Do you wish to continue our conversation, My Lady?” Mariam asked.
 
Liane sighed. “Unfortunately, I cannot, My Lady,” she replied as calmly as she could. “As much as I would love to continue the debate on the relative merits of Aristocratic Dictatorship versus Democratic Popularity Contest, my time here is limited. What I have heard so far has worried me deeply.”
 
“So you wish to arrest me after all, despite your promise yesterday,” Mariam said softly, her voice carefully neutral.
 
“What I wish is for you to tell me that you will no longer attempt to convince others of your political views,” Liane replied, just as calmly. “Kiria is tolerant. You can hold any views or ideas that you wish. You may even debate and discuss them openly. What you cannot do is attempt to destabilize the government by inciting revolution.”
 
Mariam remained quiet, and Liane gave her friend time to think.
 
When she finally spoke, it was not with the statement that Liane had hoped to hear. “I fail to see how I am inciting revolution, My Lady.”
 
“You contacted various powerful members in the Kirian Council, and attempted to convince them to hold elections. I fail to see how that could not be construed as inciting revolution,” Liane said, slowly standing up in an effort to hide her displeasure. She stepped deliberately to the window.
 
“I was merely debating and discussing my views openly,” Mariam replied with a tiny smile. “I am unaware that such debate is now considered to be the precursor to revolution.”
 
“It is if you ask various council members whether they'd like to sponsor a bill for democratic elections,” the Pillar said, scoffing at the very notion. “As if letting a Commoner vote would be a good idea.”
 
“Oh? And why is that?” the Consul asked.
 
Liane cursed her big mouth, drawing her yet again into the debate she was hoping to avoid. “Ask a Commoner what he wants, and he will always vote for the one who promises to lower taxes. A Commoner is incapable of seeing the picture beyond his own purse, unable to see that his taxes pay for the roads, the infrastructure of water and sewage, the protection of our country, and the running of the government. It's the same reason why a Commoner should never be in a position of power.”
 
“And once more you dismiss the Commoners as being second-rank citizens,” Mariam replied levelly.
 
“I do not wish to hold this debate. My hands are tied. You have been found to incite revolution. I must bring you with me to Kiria. I spent many hours last night, attempting to find a way around my oaths; I have found nothing. I have discovered sufficient evidence. I have no other choice.”
 
Mariam looked slightly stunned. “It saddens me to hear that. I thought you said you would not bring me in?”
 
“Had you told me that you would keep yourself out of trouble, I could have done so. I would have been able to file my report with the conclusion that it was a lapse of judgment on your part and that the situation would never repeat itself. You would be observed for six months to a year, and you would be free to go about your life. Instead, I have found that you are stubborn in your conviction and I now have no choice but to bring you with me to stand before the Adjudicators.”
 
Suddenly, the view from the windows vanished, replacing the New York overview with cold, hard rock. A deep red light spread from the Consul's desk. “And did you think I would come quietly, Lady Pillar? You seem to forget that I was the one who taught you your first runes, and that you have been coming to me for advice on magic for as long as I remember.”
 
Abruptly, the staff launched itself from its spot, snapping into Liane's hand. The tip struck the ground, resounding like the temple bell. The deep, clear note rebounded off the walls, breaking whatever red-light enchantment Mariam had erected. A ghostly pale light framed Liane, casting ghastly shadows across the darkened study.
 
The Pillar looked over her shoulder, a pair of glowing eyes burning in her sockets. “And you seem to forget that I am Liane, the MagicWarper, and that I am Pillar of Kiria!” her voice crackled from every corner of the room, and Mariam could feel her midriff vibrate angrily at the tones of it.
 
Slowly, the Consul raised her hands in supplication.
 
The windows returned, as did the normal illumination. The staff was lifted off the ground, and Liane's eyes returned to normal. “I do not wish to fight you, but you have given me no choice,” the younger woman said, sadly. “You are one of my oldest, dearest friends. I had hoped the insinuation to be nothing but vicious lies. Instead, I find that you are attempting a revolution. It is… hurtful.”
 
Mariam lapsed into silence, and once more, Liane allowed her time to think. From her tiny facial changes, the Pillar could see her friend was going through some inner turmoil, debating things with herself. A look of shame suddenly became very obvious, a look that hid itself behind Decorum as quickly as Mariam could manage it. Something had changed, some fundamental aspect of the Consul's convictions had shifted.
 
“I can make you the promise that I would not incite revolution, Lady Pillar,” Mariam said, her voice soft.
 
Liane shook her head. “A promise given while under threat of arrest is no promise at all.”
 
“And if I took Truth Serum?” she offered. “I will still debate the merits of Democracy, but I will not attempt revolution.”
 
The Pillar sighed, and sat down. “If I give you Truth Serum, your deepest and darkest secrets will be revealed, My Lady. They will be part of public record. If I give it to you, I must question you extensively, and record the conversation. If there is a part of you that wishes for revolution, a part that will still discuss this with the wrong people, the Serum will find it and force it into the open. There would be no protecting you then.”
 
Mariam swallowed deeply, then nodded bravely. “I'll take the Truth Serum. I'll keep my convictions about democracy secret.”
 
The Pillar took a deep breath, and extracted a small bottle from her robes, which she placed on the desk. She held up her hand when Mariam reached for it, making her halt. Liane then pulled out a cylindrical piece of crystal. She flipped her hood back up, and tapped its base.
 
“Vera of the Black Wind, Pillar of Kiria, Voice and Hand of the Emperor, interrogating Mariam of the Volcanoes, Consul of Kiria to the United States of America, regarding allegations of inciting unrest and revolution to the detriment of the Kirian Empire. Lady Consul, please speak slowly and clearly. Has the use of Truth Serum and the results that its truths will reveal been explained to you?”
 
“I have been briefed, Lady Pillar,” Mariam spoke.
 
“Please take the Truth Serum, My Lady.”
 
The Consul drank. “As a control question to ensure that the Serum is working, please tell me the one secret that you would never share with anyone, My Lady,” Vera said.
 
Mariam blinked twice, and for a moment appeared to attempt to resist the Serum. In the end, her voice was emotionless when she said, “I find myself attracted to women rather than men.”
 
Vera blinked under her hood, not having expected that sort of response. Managing to keep her voice level, she looked at the crystal. “I verify that the Consul is under the influence of Truth Serum.” Turning back to her friend, she added, “Please rest assured, My Lady. Your secret will go no further than the two of us, the recording, and the testimony officer. The crystal shall be destroyed at the end of the investigation.”
 
Mariam relaxed at the words, her shoulders sagging in relief.
 
“Allegations have been made that you were inciting revolution by sending messages to high ranking members of the ruling council. These messages contained questions regarding the organization of free elections. Did you send these messages?”
 
“Yes, I did,” Mariam replied.
 
“Why did you send these messages?”
 
“Because I am of the firm belief that a democratic government is a fairer system of government for all Kirians, Nobles and Commoners alike,” the Consul answered honestly.
 
At this point, Vera was glad she'd talked to her friend first. Had she been an investigating Pillar on any other case, those first two replies would have been very damning, indeed. She would have to be careful with her questions at this point.
 
“Will you send more of these messages in the future?” Vera asked, hoping that her friend knew what she was doing. If there was even a shred of doubt, the Truth Serum would force her to reply honestly.
 
“No, I will not,” Mariam replied, calmly. Liane found herself letting out the breath she had been holding, barely managing to keep it silent enough to be missed by the recording crystal.
 
“Why will you refrain from sending them in the future? Is it merely the fear of reprisal or are there other reasons?” Vera asked, knowing that she needed to have everything recorded.
 
“Because you, Pillar, convinced me that a revolution would be the result of my actions. Above all, I am a loyal Kirian citizen and I only want the best for it. I still believe that democracy is best for it, but I do not want to plunge our country into upheaval and revolution in order to get it. Therefore, I will not make any further inquiries and will keep my ideas to a small circle of confidants.”
 
That was a good answer, Vera thought. Thoughts and ideas weren't bad or discouraged, only destabilizing the state or the government was. “Do you have anything else to add to this interview that may shed light on your appearance of guilt or innocence?”
 
“I have never wished for damage to Kiria, as my intact oaths and vows have proven. I love my country, and only wish what is best for it. It was the Pillar who convinced me that I was doing damage to it rather than assisting it.”
 
Vera nodded, tapped the crystal, and flipped her hood down. “Our interview is over, My Lady. Please wait for the Truth Serum to clear from your system before engaging in conversation with anyone, as you would be forced to tell the truth.”
 
Mariam nodded. “Perhaps you would like to ask a personal question?” she asked.
 
Liane frowned slightly. “You are under the influence of Truth Serum. Not only would it be a gross invasion of your privacy, it would also be a breach of trust. What question would you have me ask, anyway?” She asked, before cursing herself. She had asked a question, despite her resolve not to. She now understood why Adjudicators left the room immediately after terminating an interview.
 
“What changed my mind,” Mariam replied, calmly.
 
“I am a little curious, as I did not think that I convinced you,” Liane said, very deliberately not phrasing her statement as a question.
 
“It was your use of the term ‘revolution’, and your steadfast belief that the end results of my actions would result in it, My Lady. I failed to see how ‘revolution’ would apply to what I did, but as our discussion progressed, I realized that you were right. The predominant viewpoint is the one you hold. Introducing democracy in Kiria would be nothing else than revolution, the destruction and reconstruction of our nation. It was not my intention to cause the chaos that would no doubt result from such an action,” Mariam said. “I can do nothing but apologize.”
 
“I’ll note in my report that you were found to be under a faulty impression and had a severe lapse of judgment. It’s likely that you will be monitored more closely in the next six months to one year. Also, I do not think it likely that your place as Consul to the United States will be extended. I believe you will be called back to Kiria at the end of your term.”
 
Mariam just nodded.
 
“I will leave immediately and travel back to Kiria, My Lady. I hope that we will be able to continue our written correspondence in the future,” Liane said, standing up.
 
“I would hope the same, Lady Pillar,” the Consul answered as Liane flipped her cowl back up. The room was unsealed with a single motion of her staff, and Vera made to open the door. “Pillar?”
 
“My Lady?” she asked, half-turning to look at Mariam.
 
“About my secret... thank you for not commenting.”
 
“Please promise me that we will just remain friends,” Vera answered calmly. “As I am attracted to men.”
 
Mariam’s lips twitched slightly and she nodded her assent before Vera turned and left the study. She had a long trip back to Kiria to prepare, a report to write, and a debriefing to attend.
 
********
 
Vera stood calmly on the deck of the boat as it approached the Great Barrier surrounding the island of Kiria. Already, the weather was dark and ominous, and the seas churned angrily. Clenching her staff of office, Vera closed her eyes and calmly intoned the ritual phrases that would allow them safe passage. It wasn't strictly needed, the boat itself held a purpose-enchanted passage key. Still, Vera preferred to be safe rather than sorry. There was always the possibility of the passage key's power token running out. The subsequent retaliation by the Great Barrier would not be pleasant.
 
Her phrases were accepted. She could feel the boat pass through the barriers as if they were not present. To the Commoners manning the boat, it was just another part of the voyage. To Vera, the gossamer pressure of the protective shield felt like a physical wall she moved through. Drawing a deep breath, she calmed herself after the passage through the ward itself. The trip would not be long now; the Great Barrier did not extend very far into the sea.
 
She was still in the same position when the boat moored at the harbor. The small fishing village of Carnach was the only one that had an “international” boat dock, if one could call it that. Maybe one or two Nobles passed through here each week, en route to their overseas duties or vacations. In order to cater to its frequent Noble guests, a comfortable guest house was located at the end of the dock.
 
After stepping off the vessel, it only took a few sentences to the customs officer to convince him of her status as Pillar of Kiria. She didn't even need to produce her strange little black booklet.
 
Calmly, she walked down the dock and entered the guest house to freshen up after the sea voyage. She liked boats and cruises as much as the next Noble, but doing so while on duty took a lot of the enjoyment out of the experience.
 
A session in the sonic stall and a hot meal later, Vera was sitting on a floating cart, en route for Kiria City. Since Carnach in effect doubled as the capital's sea-harbor, it boasted an impressive road connection for its size, and the floating cart made excellent progress.
 
It took about forty-five minutes for the floater to deposit her in front of the Imperial Palace. Dressed as she was, in official Pillar traveler's robes and carrying the staff of office, she was allowed in with no comment or hesitation. With the ease of practice, she ignored the hallways that went further in, the same route she had once followed with Milor after that exhausting return.
 
Instead, she turned the other way, toward the offices of government. Navigating the almost maze-like structure had become second nature to her after five years of practice, and she soon arrived at a locked wing of the palace.
 
Placing the head of her staff against the lock, she spoke, “Vera of the Black Wind, Pillar of Kiria, returning from foreign duty.” A small pulse of magic traveled from the lock into her staff, bouncing off her unstable magic. Vera hid a wince underneath her hood.
 
The door pinged, then slid open soundlessly. She stepped inside, ignoring the door sliding closed immediately after her. The wing she arrived in was not overly large when compared to the wings of some of the other government departments, but its security was top-notch.
 
This was, after all, the service that was responsible with the safety and integrity of Kiria itself. Security and safety were paramount in their duties.
 
She turned to her office, felt the security lock identify her when she pushed on the handle, entered, and closed the door. As soon as the door was closed and locked, she threw off the Pillar's robes, flung them at a clothes rack, and drew a deep breath. Liane was glad to be rid of the heavy garments. It may have been fun and mysterious the first few months, but the routine quickly lost its appeal to become a burden.
 
Putting on her own robes was a relief; almost as if she really were regaining her own identity.
 
She sat down behind her desk and simply relaxed for a few moments, allowing herself some downtime to decompress from the long travel and the difficult assignment. She hadn't thought her friend had actually been guilty, and finding out the opposite had taxed her nerves. She was glad to have been able to convince Mariam in the end.
 
Getting up and walking to the discarded robes that hung haphazardly from the clothes rack, Liane straightened them out and reached into the pouch sewn into the robes' interior.
 
The returned Pillar went back to her desk carrying the crystal and a small stack of paper. The crystal was put down on the desk, ready for a playback should it be required. She leafed through the paper with preliminary notes to refresh her memory.
 
Finally, she took new, high-quality paper and a pen and started to write her official report. Slowly and meticulously she worked, a decade and a half of experience in writing runes having taught her to write only what she meant, correctly, the first time. Liane didn't write drafts. Liane wrote once.
 
Despite the care going into every word, the report didn't take terribly long to write. The assignment in itself had been short as far as assignments went. She had gone to New York, entered the Kirian Consulate, talked two days with the Consul, and taken an official statement under Truth Serum, the conversation of which was recorded on the testimony crystal.
 
After finishing the dozen pages of hand-written text, she bundled the paper, seal-bound them into a single package, and got up from her desk. She didn't spend a lot of time in the office, and the only thing it held were either her own robes or her Pillar's robes. She wasn't like some of the other Pillars, who spent days locked in their offices, poring over documentation retrieved from the Imperial Archives. Liane was a go-out-and-do-something sort of Pillar.
 
To each their own, she supposed.
 
Dressed as herself, she left the office, and felt the security magic lock and seal her door behind her. Carrying the testimony crystal and her report, she walked down the hall to a larger office that had its door open. She stepped inside without hesitation.
 
“Liane, the MagicWarper, returning from assignment, My Lord,” she told Jagan of the Glaciers, the Warlock manning the counter. He was a nondescript man, and very few would ever think him a Pillar from his appearance. Behind him, row upon row of shelving carried beyond the light of the office.
 
“Welcome back, My Lady. What do you have to log?” the man asked, asking the routine question with the ease of tone of someone who did this for a living. He didn't do this for a living, of course; all Pillars moved through this office and took on this duty in turn. Liane knew how boring it was, the reason why most Pillars only did it because they had to.
 
“I have one evidence-type testimony crystal and one report, eleven-and-a-half pages, certified, sealed, and bound,” Liane replied, putting her bundle of paper and her crystal on the counter.
 
The testimony officer nodded. “This is for assignment number 145894357, the investigation into Mariam of the Volcanoes?”
 
“That is correct, My Lord,” Liane confirmed.
 
“One moment, My Lady,” the man requested, using a small piece of magic to etch the assignment number into the base of the crystal. He used a similar spell to brand the number into the seal placed on the report, then duplicated it. Finally, he signed both the crystal and the duplicated report with his own magical signature to confirm that he was the testimony officer on duty and that he had performed the actions required.
 
The duplicate report and the crystal were then taken into the archives, and stored. Liane waited for the testimony officer to return and hand her the security token that indicated the delivery and correct sealing of her evidence, before she took her original report and left. She had a report to make to the Overseer, the Mage that had oversight over the Pillar service.
 
She knocked politely and waited for admittance, hoping that her superior wasn’t occupied with anything else. Her permission came within twenty seconds, and Liane politely entered the office, far larger and more spacious than her own.
 
“I bring the end report of assignment 1458943257, the investigation into Mariam of the Volcanoes, My Lady,” the Pillar said, handing over the sealed original of her report.
 
The elderly woman seated behind the desk was Annjii of the Ball Lightning, Imperial Overseer of the Pillar Service. Her gray hair was coiffed into a stern pattern, and her ice-blue eyes beheld Liane for a few moments. Finally, she accepted the package.
 
“You may commence your report, Pillar,” the woman said, weaving her own spells on the original in front of her. The seal flashed various colors to testify to its integrity, then the Overseer’s magical signature was added to it, showing that she had read, but not modified, the document.
 
“I arrived in New York and immediately attempted to make unscheduled contact with the Consul in an effort to catch her off her guard. Unfortunately, my initial plan was confounded when the Consul was not present in the Consulate, but rather engaged on a Consular activity with a foreign dignitary,” Liane reported. As she spoke, she saw the Overseer read through her report.
 
She wasn’t offended by this; she knew the Overseer was capable of multitasking extremely well. It would be impolite of her to insist upon full attention when her verbal and written reports could be examined simultaneously.
 
Dutifully, Liane continued her verbal report, seeing her superior nod at intervals to indicate that she was listening. After she finished, she waited.
 
It took another few minutes for the gray-haired woman to finish examining the written report.
 
She leaned back in her comfortable chair and looked at Liane. “You took quite a chance, Pillar. Reading between the lines, your friend was guilty as charged. You managed to change her mind, somehow, to the point where she had not a single doubt so she could pass Truth Serum questioning. Had you failed, you would have been forced to bring her in.”
 
“That is correct, My Lady,” Liane agreed easily. Yes, she had stepped out of her official capacity to ensure the freedom of her friend. She wouldn’t be the first Pillar to do so.
 
“Please hold out your hand, Pillar,” the Overseer said. The MagicWarper did as requested, holding out her right hand, and allowing her superior to cast the oath-identification spells. The various oaths and vows she had taken lit up, all tied together. She smiled faintly at the one in the very center, her oldest active oath, the one she had taken when entering Deep Secrets and Ancient Lore classes.
 
All her various oaths lit up in their own set color. None of them had been breached or circumvented. The overseer studied the readout for a while, then nodded. Liane cancelled the spells and retracted her hand. The older woman glanced at the security token, whispered a short spell to verify its authenticity, and returned her sharp gaze to Liane.
 
“Very well, I will accept your results. I will recommend increased supervision of the Lady Consul. It is doubtful her position will be renewed, but she should not face further punishment. If we do not discover any new activity within one year, the investigation will be closed and the evidence destroyed. As always, you do thorough work, Pillar.”
 
“Thank you, My Lady,” Liane said, gratefully.
 
The woman’s gaze softened slightly, now that they were no longer on official business. “You are a hard worker, My Lady. This was the fourth assignment in a row. Please, go home, take a few weeks of rest and relaxation. You are one of my top people. I would not like you to burn yourself out.”
 
The younger woman fought to keep the blush off her cheeks at the implied reprimand. “Yes, My Lady.”
 
As if seeing what her junior was thinking, the Overseer leaned on her desk. “This is not a reprimand, My Lady. You are tenacious and you work exceedingly hard, an example to all who work here. I am well aware that there are a couple of assignments that are now on a pending closed status that would not have gotten there without your input, even if that input goes uncredited.”
 
Liane didn’t know what to say momentarily, and finally settled on whispering, “Thank you, My Lady.”
 
“Now, please, go home and have some rest. I’ll write you in as being under deep cover assignment for the next two weeks. I do not wish to hear or see you within this wing of the Palace during that time, or you risk blowing your cover and coming down on my bad side. You have seen what happens to Pillars that end up on my bad side,” the Overseer said, sitting straight in her chair and tightening her voice.
 
Liane nodded weakly. “Yes, My Lady. Of course. Thank you.”
 
The Overseer’s lips tightened into a tiny little smile, the older woman obviously pleased she was still able to scare her juniors with mere words and power of personality. They were among the most powerful and competent Nobles in all of Kiria, they were cool under pressure and did not scare easily. She was pleased she still had the personality and flair required to keep them in line when required. “You are dismissed, Pillar. Enjoy your new assignment.”
 
Liane smiled wanly. “Thank you, My Lady.” She left the office feeling quite different than when she had entered.
 
Before, she had felt good about herself, pleased about completing an assignment successfully and coming to a satisfying conclusion. Now she was on an “undercover assignment” that basically banned her from working for the next two weeks. What would she do with such copious amounts of spare time? She didn’t have a significant other to spend time with, and her friends would probably be too busy to do more than share a meal now and again.
 
Leaving the original report and the security token behind, the MagicWarper returned to her office only to retrieve her staff and lock up her Pillar's robes. She made sure the door was securely locked, and turned to leave. Just as she started walking, she was approached by one of her colleagues, a Necromancer about half a decade her elder.
 
“Ah, Good afternoon, My Lady MagicWarper. May I ask how your assignment in the American Combined States was?” he asked her politely. He was good at what he did, which was commune with the dead. Unfortunately, he was not overly fond of anything else so his general knowledge was sorely lacking. Still, the man's personality was pleasant, he knew his shortcomings even if he did not wish to work on them, and he was suitably grateful to Liane for assisting him when he got stuck. She enjoyed a good puzzle, and didn't mind helping the Necromancer; he was kind enough to return the favor and assist her with his necromantic skills whenever she needed him to. 
 
The MagicWarper straightened herself, turned to her colleague, and returned a polite smile. “American United States, My Lord Afraim.” His smile widened, and she realized that had been his intention. “Your sense of humor is rather peculiar at times,” she said, her own smile widening a bit. It had been a juvenile joke, but it had lifted her spirits somewhat after being forced on vacation. Perhaps it had served its purpose after all.
 
“You looked like you could use a bit of levity to brighten up your day, My Lady. I apologize if my humorous intermission was ill-placed. What has happened that made you look depressed? Did the assignment to the American Combined United States not go well?”
 
She had to resist the urge to slowly shake her head at the obvious joke. “The assignment went very well, My Lord. I have just returned from the Lady Overseer, who has accepted my report and my recommendation. Unfortunately, it seems that I have been... discovered.”
 
Afraim frowned about as deeply as Decorum would allow. “'Discovered', My Lady?”
 
She nodded in answer. “The Overseer told me that this was the fourth assignment in a row without any sort of leave or vacation time on my part, and that she could see my hand in various assignments that are now in “pending close” status despite my involvement being uncredited.”
 
The Necromancer glanced about. “I hope you are not in any sort of trouble because of this, My Lady. You were kind enough to help a fellow Pillar. It would be remiss of me not to attempt to redress the situation.”
 
“I have merely been sent on a “deep cover assignment” that should prevent me from returning to this wing for the next two weeks, or the Overseer would be most displeased with me,” she answered flatly, showing her thoughts on the situation.
 
She didn't need a vacation, she didn't want a vacation, and what was she supposed to do with so much spare time? Back at the Academy, vacations were excellent for working on her own projects and her own spells. Being a Pillar had ensured she had very little time to work on her own projects, and all of the ones she had started had already been finished.
 
Afraim almost laughed. He managed enough Decorum, and self-preservation, not to laugh at her. “So if I understood correctly, you have been discovered in assisting your colleagues, and as a result, have been punished with actual paid time off?”
 
“Exactly,” Liane said. She did not pout. Pouting was against Decorum.
 
Her Necromantic colleague grinned. “Perhaps you could find time in your deep cover assignment to allow a colleague to treat you to a lunch or dinner in payment for the help you have given him. All in the interest of maintaining your deep cover, of course. With all the work you do, you may not be aware, My Lady, but most of the Nobility regularly enjoys a meal at one of our beautiful city's many restaurants.”
 
She decided she wasn't going to glare at him. Glaring was just as unacceptable as pouting was. “Perhaps I will, should I find a colleague who has recently been helped by me, and who isn't boorish enough to make fun of my plight.”
 
His lips twisted in a slightly wider grin. “Ah, My Lady, should the Overseer give me paid time off, she wouldn't have to order it. If enforced paid vacation is your only plight, then I would gladly accept your burden as my own.”
 
Liane did shake her head. Afraim could be very silly sometimes, but he had made her feel better. “Lunch or dinner would be good, My Lord,” she said, wanting to bring the conversation to a close before he managed to break her Decorum. Once, he had managed to make her laugh. In front of half a dozen other Pillars. It had been humiliating.
 
“Perhaps I may call on you, depending on my assignment load? I should have my current assignment completed within the next few days, perhaps near the end of the week,” he offered.
 
“That sounds very good, My Lord. Please ensure that the restaurant is of impeccable taste and reputation. With all the help I have given you, I should make a fair attempt at lightening your purse.” He almost laughed again, enjoying her attempt at staying in the verbal game.
 
“I am looking forward to it, My Lady,” Afraim the Necromancer said, holding open the door for her to exit the wing. “Have a good day, My Lady.”
 
“Have a good day as well, My Lord,” she greeted, and left while thinking about Lord Pertogan, another childhood friend. He was a Necromancer as well, and just like Lord Afraim, he lived life to the fullest. Perhaps it was due to their magic; after being surrounded by death one could not help but live life to the fullest.
 
She relaxed; maybe this vacation thing wouldn't be so bad after all. The anticipation of an excellent meal with a good colleague lifted her spirits, and a wave of possibilities opened itself to her. She could actually go to the market. It had been over a year since she had been able to do that. And tomorrow, well tomorrow was that day. It would be nice to see her old Assistant again. Maybe she would get a chance to exchange a few words with her. Yes, her vacation time was rapidly filling up, now that she thought about it.
 
Rather than walk out the palace the same way she had originally arrived, Liane took a different turn and walked to the storage depots attached to it. Holding everything needed to supply the palace, from food to cleaning agents, the depots also served to store carriages, weapons, and all other sorts of equipment needed.
 
As such, the depots were numerous as well as varied in size and shape depending on what they stored. Finding the one she wanted, the Pillar pulled open both double doors with a burst of magic from her staff, and strode in eagerly. The depot she had entered was about two stories tall, with its walls covered in racks holding all sorts of materials needed to repair, replace, or otherwise recondition carriages and chariots of all shapes and sizes.
 
The center of the building was open-plan, holding a couple of mobile tables that were currently laden with tools, and a couple of jacks and other heavy machinery that could be used to replace broken wheels.
 
At the moment, with nobody at work in the depot, the central area was devoid of broken or damaged machinery. Liane looked around, then strode to one corner, where a large object was hidden under a tarp. To her magical sight, runic seals glowed a murky red, showing the protections were active, and hadn't been tampered with.
 
She spoke her passcode, waving her free hand in the required patterns. The tarp's runes died out quietly.
 
Pulling
the cover off, Liane cast a spell to make it fold itself while she studied the object that had been revealed. It was a golden-colored and streamlined carriage with no wheels. As it sat on the floor, it looked rather flat, but Liane knew from experience that the perception was very different once the floating carriage came off the ground.
 
The tarp had folded itself and floated into the boot almost eagerly. Maybe it was just her magic giving that impression, but Liane definitely knew she had missed this. Pulling the door open, the Mage sat herself behind the controls. The staff was placed on the set of seats behind her.
 
Her hand came up, touching the central control rune that would allow power to run through the floater's dormant systems. A large dial in front of her lit up, a few smaller ones lighting up on either side of it. The control column vibrated as the floater came off the ground and finally became worthy of its name.
 
Liane grabbed the controls, and eagerly, effortlessly, pulled the floating cart out of its parking spot, backing it out of the depot without issue. A single wave of her hand closed the doors once more, and the Pillar pushed the controls.
 
The floater did not hesitate, and the acceleration pushed Liane back into the comfortable seats. She raced down the Palace's access way, before shoving hard on the brakes. The floater halted as quickly as it had accelerated. A pleased smile appeared on her lips. She really had missed her own personal floating cart.
 
She eased it out into the busy traffic of Kiria's capital city, and navigated expertly through the horse-drawn carriages and foot-traffic until she finally reached the open road leading out of the city. Rather than take the turnoff toward Carnach, she took the road toward Sevenoaks, and pushed the controls to maximum.
 
The cart rocketed forward, floating effortlessly above the stone pavement. The tension ebbed from her shoulders and Liane allowed herself to remember the memorable trip she had taken with her young Assistant, a trip taken in an effort to save her best friend, Milor. She wished she had known of his hidden past earlier; perhaps it would have made a difference.
 
Maybe she would have stuck closer to him, maybe she would have been able to protect him from being kidnapped. Or maybe she wouldn't have fought with him as much during the time they had been imprisoned by his kidnappers.
 
Or perhaps it wouldn't have made a difference. She had to accept that the Rules of Equality were there for a reason. They hadn't been allowed to discuss their backgrounds or families while in school. She had long since accepted that, but it did not stop her from wondering how things might have gone differently.
 
That her best friend had turned out to be the crown prince of Kiria's Imperial Dynasty had been an unwelcome surprise for her. She had always known there was something different about her friend, but this difference had gotten him kidnapped, and had gotten Liane and her Assistant imprisoned, stripped, humiliated, and nearly raped.
 
It wasn't the first time she took this road, and it wasn't the first time she had this internal dialogue with herself. Remembering the past and allowing her thoughts to escape from daily life was an excellent way to relax, especially when it could be done in the comfort of an enclosed floating cart of her own design.
 
Floaters were usually large, bulky, and had a top speed about the same as a horse and cart. Liane still smiled when she thought about how she had demonstrated her own design; a design whose secrets she kept hidden for a very good reason.
 
Permanent power anchors were huge stones and generated power indefinitely. Due to their weight and size, they were only useful for wards and permanent charms on large buildings.
 
All floaters used huge power tokens, tokens that were heavy and expensive, but held only a limited charge.  Her own floating cart used something she had discovered by accident while still in school, a way to shrink down permanent magical power anchors to the point they became portable. Of course, the amount of power they generated dropped along with their size.
 
It had been a challenge for her to enchant something large enough to permanently generate enough power to fuel her floating cart, but not be so large and bulky that it kept her from reaching the speeds she had wanted.
 
The cart raced along the road, now well away from the Kirian capital. She felt the area of influence of the city die out, its magical tax no longer drawing from her magical abilities. She breathed easier. Even at her speed it would take another half hour to reach Sevenoaks. She had plenty of time to think and relax in the plush seats.
 
********
 
She arrived in Sevenoaks without incident, and slowed down when she started nearing the town. She slowed down even more when a couple of children screamed and started chasing her. She smiled tolerantly, hidden in the safety of her closed-canopy floating car. Children loved floaters, and by the time she arrived in the village square, she had a few dozen of them chasing her, screaming and yelling.
 
When she parked in a narrow side street, out of the way, the children simply stared at her when she got out, locked, and left her vehicle. By the time she entered the tavern, they had dispersed to play other games. There was not much fun to be had at chasing a floater that did not move.
 
This was hardly her first trip here, and the locals had gotten quite used to the eccentric Mage that drove a really fast floating cart and would stop to have a drink at their tavern every now and again. Unfortunately for Liane, all the tables seemed occupied, so she sat herself at the counter and ordered a pint of the local beer.
 
She loved the beer in Sevenoaks.
 
The locals left her alone, merely chatting with each other and gossiping about her. It was fine with her; as long as they gossiped, they didn't bother her. The tavern keeper seemed to recognize her moods by now, and merely handed her the pint without engaging her in conversation. There were times that she seemed more approachable and where he would venture small talk with the strange Noble that frequented his place, but today she seemed especially closed off.
 
She nodded in appreciation for being left alone, and drank her beer. Alcohol made her feel funny so she never over-indulged, and thus Liane paid for her single pint, nodded a good day to the innkeeper, and walked out again, feeling better about herself. The drive was relaxing, the beer was good, the weather was warm and the sun was shining.
 
What more could anyone want?
 
Getting back in her vehicle, she left Sevenoaks. It was time to bite the bullet and go home. She hardly noticed the screaming gaggle of children that chased her out of the village.
 
She did notice when they screamed in loud protest when she floored the controls the moment the car left the community and the acceleration far outpaced them. For a moment, she had to resist the urge to roll down a window and wave tauntingly. By that time, she had reached a speed that would have made the gesture futile anyway.
 
Returning to the capital seemed to go far faster than driving out here, and it wasn't long before she pulled her floater into the garage built especially for it, attached to a mansion that was far larger than she needed. Located not far from her starting point at the Imperial Palace, her townhouse reached three stories above ground, two stories below, and was large enough to house two dozen of the same orphanages that she had grown up in.
 
It was a stupendous display of wealth and power, one that she hadn't originally wanted.
 
Unfortunately, being a Kirian Noble came with responsibilities, and becoming a Pillar burdened her with even more of them. One of those responsibilities was to accept gifts given… and when the Crown Prince of Kiria decided to give her a house as thanks for rescuing him and his title, she had no choice but to accept.
 
In the end, the house was much too large for her, but she had to admit that it had every comfort imaginable, and plenty of room for her to spread out in.
 
After getting out of her car, she found her butler already waiting just outside the garage. If it had been raining, the poor man would have brought an umbrella to shield her while getting soaked himself.
 
“Welcome back, My Lady. I trust everything is well?” the man asked.
 
“As well as can be expected, Dominique,” Liane answered easily, waving at the doors of the garage to close them. “I am looking forward to two weeks of vacation, starting tomorrow. Please have a hot bath drawn for me, after which I will take some tea in the experimentation room.”
 
“Of course, My Lady,” Dominique said as they walked to the main entrance of the house. It wouldn't do for a Noble to enter her own home through the servants' side entrance. “What tea would My Lady like?”
 
Liane thought for a moment. “I think I'll have some Iron Belly.”
 
“Very good, My Lady,” the butler spoke, opening the door for her. Immediately, he spotted one of the maids, who was cleaning an antique vase that sat on a pedestal right next to the grand staircase leading upstairs. “Have a hot bath drawn for My Lady, Ophie.”
 
“Of course, sir,” Ophie said, immediately walking off to start Liane's bath. Meanwhile, Liane had placed her staff on her custom-built weapon's rack, and Dominique had taken her coat. The Noble felt as bemused as always at the sight of the order of importance within her servants. Dominique, the butler, was the one that ran the household, he was responsible for its workings and ensuring that everyone did as ordered. He was also responsible for serving drinks and meals, and there was a manservant present at all times to assist him with serving meals, should she have unexpected visitors. There was a gardener that took care of the grounds, as little as there were here in the city. The cooks prepared food and ran the kitchen, the maids cleaned the house and laundered clothes.
 
Compared to most of the other Nobles, Liane had a very small household. She didn't have a handmaiden (she could dress herself perfectly well, thank you very much), nor did she employ any Assistant or Apprentice level Nobles to assist her in developing magic.
 
Dominique returned after placing her coat on the coatrack, and found her looking at one of the paintings that adorned the walls of the spacious and bombastically impressive entrance hall. “I do not recall seeing that before, Dominique. Is it new?” the Noble asked.
 
“It is, My Lady. Toris's latest painting, Mists at Dawn on Mount Sina,” her butler said, not offering his own opinion.
 
Liane studied it for a few moments longer. Toris was one of her favorite painters, to the point where she had actually offered to become his patron, which he had immediately accepted with profuse gratitude. Her impoverished upbringing had winced at the expenditure that was involved in becoming an art patron, but her adult reason had noted the total expense was something she could afford quite easily and never have to suffer for it.
 
Toris, a new artist in the Kirian art scene, had gone from struggling painter to well-known artist practically overnight.
 
Unfortunately for other collectors of the fine arts, being a patron carried its advantages, and Liane always got first pick at any new work her favorite painter made.
 
His latest work, which now decorated her entrance hall, seemed to harmonize well with the work it was hanging right next to, one of his earlier works, Full Moon over Sevenoaks.
 
Full Moon managed to capture both the ethereal quality of the night, the ghostly shadows created by a full moon, and yet make the work breathe adventure and mystery rather than gothic fear-mongering. Very few artists managed to capture a night scene without turning it into something scary and repulsive.
 
His latest work, Mists at Dawn on Mount Sina, seemed to go in the same trend. The sun was just peeking over the horizon in the far distance, burning through the wispy mists of the lingering night that still clung to the mighty slopes of the extinct volcano that sat at the heart of the island.
 
She loved it.
 
“It is probably one of his best works to date. What do you think, Dominique?” she finally said.
 
Her butler considered his words. “It is an attractive display, My Lady,” he replied at last.
 
Liane shook her head quietly. Her butler wouldn't know fine art if it hit him over the head.
 
Ophie returned, coming into the entrance hall from one of the side doors leading to the servants' wing. Had she taken the long way around, using the small servants' staircase, to go up, draw the bath, and return? “Your bath has been drawn, My Lady,” she announced, answering Liane's internal question.
 
“Thank you, Ophie,” the Noble said, using the grand staircase. Her personal quarters were on the top floor, despite the fact that most Nobles preferred having them just one floor up. Liane liked the view and the idea that anyone who wanted to disturb her would have to climb. Plus, running stairs kept both herself and her staff fit.
 
The bathroom she emerged into was plush and posh, covered in black tiles that both gripped bare, wet, feet, and yet were easy to maintain despite their color. Magic had its advantages.
 
The bath was a sunken hole in the middle of the floor, and Liane made short work of getting out of her crystal-blue robes with animated flames dancing at the borders. Normally, her robes were only animated when at the Academy.
 
She'd entered the necessary requirements for animating the flames into her house charms as soon as she had received it.
 
Finally nude, she descended the three steps into the large bath, and submerged herself completely in the piping-hot water. Her skin complained at the high temperature. She ignored it. Within a minute or two, she was used to the temperature, and simply relaxed in the large bath, letting her body drift and float. It was large enough for her to share the bath with half a dozen others, if that were not too scandalous a thought to entertain, so there was plenty of room for her to float freely.
 
She closed her eyes and let the stress ebb from her body.
 
For close to an hour, she floated and relaxed, before emerging once more, red and wrinkled, from the steamy waters. Once more, magic had its advantages. This time, in keeping her bathwater warm.
 
The bathtub vanished the water when she touched a few control runes, and she stepped up to a washbasin. The mirror was completely steamed over, which didn't matter too much. She had no particular desire to see her bath-induced wrinkles.
 
She did hold the washcloth under an icy stream of cold water, used it to wipe down her face, then dried herself off. Her body still held a lot of residual heat from the hot water, so she was not cold at all.
 
Grabbing a fresh set of underwear and some indoor robes, she dressed herself in comfortable clothes. It was time to go work on her magic.
 
Descending all the stairs down to the deepest basement took almost no effort, the relaxed state of her bath staying with her. Finally, she descended into her final destination, the deepest basement of her home. Support columns held up the rest of the house, while two large cubes reached from the floor to the ceiling, completely covered with magical writing.
 
Those two cubes were the anchors of her house, holding up her powerful enchantments. They were both placed about a third of the home away from each other and the walls, and Liane walked to the spot in between them, where a large and comfortable pillow was present on the otherwise empty floor. The entire lower basement was devoid of any furniture or storage, except for that one pillow, and a small rack carrying an assortment of wooden weapons right next to the only entrance.
 
She sat down on the pillow and crossed her legs. She relaxed for a while, letting her mind drift on the waves of her consciousness. She wasn't sinking into a meditative state, she was waiting for something.
 
It took only five minutes, but to Liane's meditation-distorted sense of time, it could have taken a moment or an hour. Dominique entered, carrying a serving tray. Without interrupting the Noble's concentration, he set up a small heater and placed the cast-iron tea pot on top of it. He set a small, empty cup on a saucer next to the heater, then placed the bowl with sugar on the floor as well.
 
Still without speaking, he left. Liane noticed all of it without being aware of it, and hardly spared a thought to how well he had learned not to disturb her when she was in here. Her hand reached out of its own accord and poured her a cup of the freshly-brewed Iron Belly tea.
 
The liquid glowed rust-red in the magical lights of the basement. The MagicWarper placed the pot back on the heater, the magical device making sure the water would be kept at the right temperature. Dominique knew better then to leave the tea leaves in the pot. He would have brought her tea that had been steeped enough and could sit.
 
She emptied her cup, not even tasting the heavy flavor, instead she felt it go down to sit heavily on her empty stomach. It would suffice for now. She would drink the rest after she was done.
 
Her eyes closed, and her relaxed state gave way to a trance. No longer could she feel her crossed legs or the constant cave-like temperature of the deep basement. Her body didn't exist; her mind was free of mortal bonds. All that existed was her, Liane, the MagicWarper, her sense of self, her mind; her awareness… her magic.
 
As it had been when she had last seen it in New York, her magic was encompassed by thread upon thread of magic, each strand carefully placed to ensure the stability of her fractured and unstable magical core. Except for the part she had needed to patch, and that part would be where she would focus her attention now.
 
The patch came off without effort, the very fact that it was removed so easily demonstrating how unsuitable it was for an extended period of time. With the patch removed, she looked at the damage. The threads had unraveled, torn under stress. There would be no repairing them, they would have to be completely replaced.
 
Deep inside her trance, Liane didn't feel annoyance or pressure, she simply existed. Her mind knew what had to be done, so she did it.
 
She looked at the first frayed thread, tracing one part through the entire fabric of her reinforcements. She started working on it, digging, pulling, pushing, and wiggling it out from the other threads that bound it in place. It was time-consuming and would have been mind-numbingly boring had she been able to feel anything.
 
However, as she was without sensation of anything beyond the task at hand, she just worked on the thread, removing it from the other threads, one at a time. After it was completely removed, she was able to vanish it, now that it was no longer locked by its perpendicularly weaved colleagues. She focused on the other side of the thread she had just removed, the part that existed beyond the break.
 
She removed that one as well. Then she focused on the second broken thread, removing those two strands as well. And then the third.
 
Finally she was done. She had removed the three broken threads, not broken any others, and could finally get on with her task of patching her protective weave.
 
Liane's consciousness paused, looking incredulously at the white glowing power of her magic pushing at the weak spot that now existed within her woven protective shield. She did not feel a sense of urgency as such, yet consciously realized that she would have to hurry. With no time to lose, she shifted her focus from the weakness in her magical fabric to weaving in the replacement threads.
 
Her lips formed words, sounds she did not consciously hear. With perfectionist attention to detail, she weaved a new thread into the fabric surrounding her core, anchoring it to the north-south central axis, weaving it completely around her core, above and below, above and below, each of the perpendicular threads that had been anchored to the east-west axis.
 
After finally threading completely around, she anchored the thread back to the north-south axis. The first thread was done.
 
She weaved the second one, just as meticulously as the first, ignoring her unstable magic straining against the weakness, pushing and clamoring to destroy her hard work, to gain freedom.
 
She knew she could not allow it. The moment her protection failed, the results would be catastrophic. She would gain unimaginable power for a few moments, before her magic would vanish in the wind, lost forever.
 
She could not and would not allow it to happen. The second thread was complete, and her magic settled, as if recognizing its moment of opportunity had passed and now docilely allowing her to weave her third thread to once more complete its woven capsule. Her magic couldn't think for itself, of course. It merely reacted to various stimuli, settling down only when her protections sealed it off from the outside world.
 
The young Noble blinked her eyes open, feeling the stiffness pervading her body. She stretched inelegantly for a few moments, reveling in the discomfort of her body. After an extended time in trance, it felt good just to be able to feel, even if that sensation was one of pain.
 
The tea was still as warm as when she had left it, and she eagerly poured herself a cup. This time, she was generous with sugar, and drank it in one gulp. The warmth and strength of the tea revived her, the sugar gave her a much-needed boost of energy. She finished the pot in short order. Picking up the tea set with a spoken word of magic, she left the basement, eager for some food. After repairing her magic, food sounded just fine.
 




Chapter Two

Liane sat at the back of the room, her staff of office leaning against her right shoulder. Dressed in her usual crystal-blue robes with animated fire decorations, she watched the proceedings with a small smile. She remembered when she had been the one in the spotlight, and remembered it fondly.
 
Paying only partial attention to the proceedings, the Pillar fondly recalled her past before her thoughts eventually turned to the future. Just yesterday her plans had been derailed; she had worked hard to finish her latest assignment to be able to slip away for a few hours to watch this event. Those 'few hours' became a two week enforced vacation when she went to turn in her report to her Overseer.
 
What would she do now? She had few things scheduled, magical research still held her interest but she had been working so hard lately that she hadn't been able to start a new project in quite some time. Maybe a trip to the library was in order.
 
The Lord Master was speaking, and his voice thrummed in her chest. Even after all these years, the Lord Master's power resonated deep within her magic. “After careful deliberation, this panel has accepted the masterpiece submitted by the Lady Amy Ice-mistress to be of sufficient stature and complexity to be recognized as such, and to grant her the title of Master Mage. Congratulations, Master Mage Amy Ice-mistress.”
 
She applauded politely along with the other people in the room. Although the Rules of Equality were still officially in place, the presence of parents was tolerated at the final graduation ceremony. It was, after all, one of the last days of the new masters at the Academy, one way or the other. Should they fail, they would be normal mages and warlocks. If they succeeded, they became masters.
 
The Pillar resisted the urge to widen her smile. She may be proud of her former Assistant, but that did not mean she could break Decorum. The new master had left the room, and the panel of masters prepared for the next graduation ceremony. Liane stood up to leave, along with a few other Nobles that she assumed were her former Assistant's parents.
 
The MagicWarper nodded politely to the older couple, then made her way to the Academy's library. The silver fountain, Magic to the Wielder, showed her some incredibly strange contraption that made no sense to her. She hadn't gotten many chances to visit the Academy since becoming Pillar, and she rather missed the opportunity to play with the fountain.
 
She studied the fountain's reflection for a few minutes, thinking nothing and feeling empty, before giving up. Breaking her minor trance, she felt rather disappointed at her magic's resistance. It probably was in one of its moods, it had done so on a few occasions while she was a student. On those days, she could stare at the fountain for hours and not make any progress.
 
Or maybe it was because of the way she had it bound in an effort to keep it stable. Liane resisted the urge to sigh. She loved Magic to the Wielder, and wished her magic was in a cooperative mood. For a few more minutes, she simply looked at it, looking but not playing or working. The strange contraption hadn't changed since she got here, but now she simply studied it, rather than what it was supposed to represent – the core of her magic. Once again, like so many times in the past, she pondered what other Nobles saw when they looked at the fountain.
 
Finally, drawing a deep breath, Liane blinked twice to break eye-contact and turned to walk to the laboratory building. The library was waiting for her.
 
Instead of walking, she stopped when she noticed a young Mage standing in her path. A young Mage that she had just witnessed being promoted to Master, a Mage who now had a small boy with her. A Mage that had been waiting patiently while she looked at the fountain, with the ease and familiarity of someone who was used to not interrupting her while she was doing strange and unusual things. For a moment, a spike of gratitude when through Liane, grateful that she had been allowed her few moments, and grateful that the mage that was now in front of her hadn't forgotten her.
 
“My Lady Liane, the MagicWarper,” Amy said. “It was an honor to see you witness my graduation ceremony.” The new Master seemed to glow, her eyes sparking, a slightly-wider-than-normal smile on her lips, but otherwise quite composed under Decorum.
 
Liane's lips tugged into a wider smile as well. “Lady Amy Ice-mistress,” she replied in greeting, for a moment needing to consciously think about not using the 'Assistant' moniker. “It was my pleasure. I had the availability, how could I not witness the graduation of my former Assistant?”
 
Amy dipped her head. “May I ask whether you have a few moments for your old Assistant?”
 
Liane felt her smile go from genuine to rueful at the blatant attempt of working her heart-strings. For a moment, the Pillar debated whether or not to call the younger woman on it. It had been five years since they had seen each other face-to-face. The only contact had been the exchange of letters; did she really want to start this with teasing the younger woman?
 
“I was planning on visiting the library, as my superiors have decided to grant me some paid leave yesterday. I have not had an opportunity to do so in some time,” Liane said. “So I am sure I can spare the time. How can I be of assistance?” No, she didn't want to start with teasing her former Assistant.
 
Amy stepped back and motioned to the laboratory building. “Perhaps we can find an empty chamber we can seal off while we talk, My Lady,” the younger mage suggested, seeming both eager to talk to her, and steadfast in her notion they needed privacy.
 
Liane felt intrigued by the offer. Why would Amy request privacy? Perhaps it had something to do with the development of magic. Liane stepped forward in agreement. “Perhaps,” she allowed. “Lead the way, My Lady.” She wasn't going to oppose anything that gave her an excuse to spend some time with the new Master Mage, and if sealing off a room was what she wanted, then Liane felt only too happy to oblige.
 
As they walked inside, Amy looked at her former Proctor. “In the meantime, allow me to introduce my Assistant, Arno Woodcrafter. Assistant, this is My Lady Liane, the MagicWarper, Pillar of Kiria, and my former Proctor.”
 
Liane glanced at the young boy she had been ignoring up until now. A male mage. How interesting. “Assistant,” she said, agreeably. Inwardly, the MagicWarper felt rather happy, happy that her former Assistant had taken an Assistant of her own, and had thought to look beyond the surface.
 
“It is an honor to meet you, My Lady. Proctor spoke of you often,” the boy replied, succeeding pretty well in hiding the nervousness from his voice. He looked rather skittish, and Liane hoped it was just nerves and not intimidation on her part that was causing the boy to be anxious.
 
“The good things are true. The bad things are not, Assistant,” Liane replied levelly, attempting to lighten his mood with some humor. The boy blinked, not expecting that for an answer. It would have worked on Afraim, she was sure of it. Men confused her often, even men as young as this Assistant.
 
“Your levity will confuse the poor Assistant, My Lady,” Amy said, interrupting Liane's train of thought. “I have him convinced you can walk on water and breathe fire, you will ruin your own reputation.”
 
“Walking on water merely requires a small spell to change the surface tension of the liquid. Breathing fire is a bit trickier but is good for scaring small children, My Lady,” Liane replied, calmly. “Neither is especially difficult, although one should take precautions when doing fire-breathing to prevent setting fire to surrounding objects or burning one's mouth.” She carefully schooled her face into neutrality, not wanting to give away that she had developed those spells after reading a fantasy novel.
 
Amy looked slowly at her former Proctor, as if wondering whether she was telling the truth or not. Liane ignored her, and looked at the stunned-looking boy. “Your Proctor made an excellent Assistant, but she always had a bit of a problem with her imagination. I have often surprised her with what was possible and what was not.” She puckered her lips and spat a small blob of fire at the wall. It dissipated harmlessly against the school's protections. “Like breathing fire, for example.”
 
For a moment, Liane felt uncomfortable with the look of adoration and worship that appeared on the young Assistant's face. She had her answer now, he was nervous because of her, probably her station in life, and the reputation that Amy had bestowed on her. She was sure that, had she asked, the boy would have gone out and built a shrine for her. Liane didn't want adoration or adulation, she preferred working where people didn't know of her or her reputation.
 
“You always were the most surprising Mage at the Academy, My Lady,” Amy said, shaking her head, once more breaking Liane's train of thought. The senior Mage was glad for it.
 
“Not as surprising as it is to find you with a unique Assistant,” Liane replied easily, without thinking about it. It was a bit disconcerting to see how easily she slipped back into the easy rapport she had with Amy. The awed boy looked away when his status was mentioned.
 
“I have learnt from my own Proctor not to look at the first appearance of a Mage,” Amy said, glancing at Arno, who maintained the correct position behind his Proctor's right shoulder. “It took a lot of courage on his part to defy society's rules, and even more so to aim for the highest point.”
 
Plenty of questions welled up within Liane's mind, and she had to forcefully remind herself that this was not an interrogation. “I am pleased you found yourself a worthy Assistant, My Lady,” she said as they reached the top floor of the laboratory building. They stepped into the nearest empty room, and the Pillar vanished the door. She had always liked that spell. Lifting her staff, she intoned an added privacy barrier.
 
“I can guarantee that we are now in private, My Lady. What was on your mind?” the senior mage asked, turning to face her former Assistant. She was rather curious about what the younger Mage wanted, and was looking forward to hearing it. Whatever it was, it should be something good, or Amy wouldn't have requested the private room.
 
“I wished to ask your help, My Lady,” Amy answered, sounding a bit self-conscious all of a sudden. “I wish to know how one goes about making a work of legend.”
 
So that was what Amy was after. Liane wasn't surprised by the question; she had expected it to come some time ago in a letter. “I would have thought you would have asked in a letter some time ago, My Lady,” she said, walking to one of the large windows and looking out over the courtyard.
 
“I believed that the first announcement of your legendary work would have caused you to be inundated with requests, My Lady. I did not wish to add to your burden,” Amy spoke softly. “But you are right in that I have been curious since the announcement was made. Works of legend are extremely rare, and for one as young as you to create one is practically unheard of. It cemented your reputation, and enhanced everyone who was in close contact with you. You're The MagicWarper, not just in name but in title, and I was your Assistant. Despite the Rules of Equality, I have felt it. My fellow students look up at me, ask for my help and for my input.”
 
Liane smiled softly, remembering a time when she and her Assistant would be discussing magic. “What exactly is it that you want, My Lady? A work of legend is unique. It must be of stature and power that is unmatched and unrivaled. I can give you information, but that will not assist you in building your own. It would merely allow you to copy my work, and as impressive as it would be for you to derive a work from a work of legend, it would not confer the same status to you.”
 
Amy stared out the window, standing right next to Liane. “I am aware of that, My Lady,” she whispered. “I am well aware I will not be able to match your impressive achievements. You became Master Mage as a three times Prime Student, Magus of the Student Council, and accepted straight into the Pillar service. I was close enough to you to know just how deep your knowledge of magic went, and as good as I am, I could not hope to match you. I merely wish for a chance to examine the work you have done, just as you would graciously allow me to do back when I was your eager-eyed Assistant.”
 
The Pillar felt uncomfortable with the listing Amy was giving. “Your attempts at flattery are not needed, My Lady,” she rebuked softly. “I had hoped you would have remembered that from our time together.”
 
“My apologies, Pillar,” Amy said. “I was merely speaking the truth. I did not intend to needlessly flatter you.” Her tone belied her words. There was a time she would have missed it and taken it at face value, but Liane was a Pillar now, she had become very good at this, and Amy had most definitely tried to flatter her. Had their relationship changed to the point where the younger Mage thought she needed to flatter her to gain information?
 
The senior Mage was silent, drumming her fingers on her staff of office, feeling a bit disconcerted about that. They had remained in steady communication, and she believed that she had always done her best to answer any questions that Amy may have. Had she not done so at some point? She wanted to ask, but refrained from doing so. Maybe her employment had made her paranoid to the point where she was detecting undercurrents where there were none. She could ignore this, and speak up should it happen again.
 
“I do not believe merely examining my work would be of any assistance,” she finally said. “Do not sell yourself short, My Lady. I have seen your achievements with magic. Rather than focus on me, you should focus on yourself.” Seeing the disappointed look on her former's Assistant's face, Liane added, “However, I am willing to let you examine my work, one last time.”
 
“Thank you, My Lady!” the younger master said, smiling widely. For a moment, Liane had a flashback to a young girl that was so eager to learn anything she was willing to teach.
 
Shaking her head, Liane released her staff, which remained upright, balancing on its tip. She clapped her hands together, then drew them apart. A massive array of magical symbols appeared in smoky writing in mid-air. The young Assistant was staring with open mouth; he had heard of that spell but had never seen it in action. It could only be used by one with flawless memory.
 
“I shall leave this to you, My Lady,” Liane said, seeing Amy eagerly twist and spiral the array to look at the entire construct. “I do believe it will take you some time.” Amy didn't reply. Liane smiled softly; the years had not changed her former Assistant after all, it seemed. Maybe she really had been reading too much in Amy's attempts at flattery.
 
Instead, the Pillar turned and focused on Arno. “Tell me, Young Assistant. Is my former Assistant an adequate Proctor?”
 
The young boy looked incredibly protective all of a sudden, before realizing who he was talking to and looking a bit sheepish for reacting in such a way. “She is an incredibly good Proctor, My Lady. She has taught me as much about magic as any of the Doctorii have, and she has spent countless hours teaching me magic that I would not have otherwise been exposed to. Although she did refuse to allow me to accompany her into Deep Secrets and Ancient Lore.”
 
For a moment, Liane wondered why Amy would have done so, then dismissed the thought. It wasn't important, Amy was the Proctor so she got to make the decisions. Perhaps Arno was not mature enough to handle the responsibility? “I'm pleased to hear that,” she said. “She was an excellent Assistant, and I always hoped that she would chose to become a Proctor herself and find an Assistant as good as she was.”
 
The young boy looked conflicted, not sure how to take her enigmatic statement. Did it mean that Liane didn't think him good enough? Or did it mean that she did believe him good enough? Liane watched the emotions cross his face with amusement. She had forgotten how much fun it was to have an Assistant and guide them through the world of magic.
 
“Are you ready for your graduation tomorrow, Assistant?” Liane asked, pulling him from his conflicted thoughts. “The examination panel can be quite daunting, all of us who were once Assistants must face it.”
 
Arno nodded quietly but gave no verbal response, the emotional conflict gone and forgotten, and settling into an uneasy stance. “Perhaps a small practice session?” Liane offered. The young Assistant looked reluctantly nervous, then gave a sheepish sort of agreement.
 
The Pillar looked over to Amy, who was still engrossed with the runic construction of her legendary work. “Very well, then,” the MagicWarper said, conjuring a comfortable seat out of thin air for herself and Arno. “We might as well get comfortable.”
 
“Thank you, My Lady,” the young boy said, gingerly taking his seat, nervous about his upcoming questioning from the legendary figure that Amy had turned Liane into. For a few moments, she glanced over the insignia pinned to the boy's chest, identifying the elements he had studied. Lightning, Air, and Fire. Good, she could work with this.
 
“Explain in your own words, what is magic?” Liane asked. The boy looked startled for a moment, not expecting such a fundamental question, and hesitated.
 
“Magic is the energy of the world around us, gathered within ourselves, and manipulated into the desired results,” the young Assistant said.
 
Liane waited a few more moments, playing the little trick of waiting to see if he would amend himself or if he were convinced of his answer. He twitched slightly, obviously anxious, but said nothing further. She dipped her head. “Succinct answer, Assistant. Tell me, why does the Academy teach spells, when magic is internal and no such spells are necessary?”
 
He obviously felt better now that he had the first answer correct, and Arno answered calmly. “Spells are a method with which magic is taught. The words, phrases, and gestures allow us to frame the magic being used, but as we gain familiarity with a spell, we learn to do them without the incantations at the cost of losing power but gaining speed. Spells can still be used to boost the power of a spell, sacrificing speed to do so.”
 
“Excellent answer,” Liane complimented. “It sounded a bit rehearsed, so you might want to pay attention to that when in front of the commission. The Academy doesn't want you to learn by heart, it wants you to think and understand. If possible, try to frame your answers in your own words. It gains extra credit.”
 
The young Woodcrafter looked surprised. “I didn't know that. Thank you, My Lady,” he told her, honestly grateful for the advice.
 
She dipped her head, feeling the familiar sensation of teaching a successful lesson. She had forgotten how good it felt to be able to teach someone something new. “Next question. Explain the fundamental principle to the manipulation of lightning.”
 
Arno looked panicked. “I... I don't know, My Lady,” he answered shamefully. It was obvious the boy believed himself a failure, and Liane reached out to grasp his chin and prevent him from bending his head.
 
“A Noble should not bend his head, Assistant,” she spoke, calmly but sternly. “Now, the question I asked wasn't entirely fair. I asked for the root of Lightning magic. This root is not taught to you directly in elemental manipulation classes, it is something that most Mages need to work out for themselves. All Nobles have different skills and talents, and so the fundamental principle of a certain element is different for each.”
 
She reclined slightly in her seat. “For example, one of my best friends is the Lord Milor of the Thunderstorms. He has always been a genius with the element of lightning. For him, lightning is quick, powerful, and infinitely reactive. His root would be as easy as drawing a mental picture and supplying the magic to fuel the current. My own magic is cracked and unstable. I do not have a root to any of the elements. Each spell reacts differently to my magic, the time of the day, and my emotional state. As such, I need to consider plenty of different factors for each spell I cast. I have been doing it for so long, it has become second nature. For you, as a wood-based Mage, lightning's root would probably be related to conductivity, atmospheric conditions, and humidity levels.”
 
She focused back on him. “Now, you may ask, why did I ask you an unfair question?” He nodded once, then blushed at the thought of questioning a Pillar. “I asked you this question for a very simple reason. The panel is going to ask you questions, and they will keep asking you questions until you can no longer answer. Some questions will be unfair, others will not have an answer. The goal is to always answer as honestly as you can, and admit to your ignorance if you can't.”
 
“Thank you, My Lady,” he said again, his voice filled with both gratitude and hero-worship. For a moment, Liane wondered if Cassandra had chosen to interrogate Amy, would the blonde have worshipped her old Proctor as much as this young Assistant was now looking at her?
 
“This is in four dimensions!” Amy suddenly cried. Liane looked at her former Assistant, who was staring at the runic build with open mouth. “How... how did you get away with this without anyone knowing?” she demanded abruptly, staring at Liane. The Pillar heard Arno gasp at the impolite nature of the demand.
 
“You would be the only one who would be able to get that far,” Liane admitted with a small chuckle. “Yes, it is anchored in time as well as the conventional three dimensions. That is the reason why my legendary work cannot be disabled – it will deploy and defend itself before it gets entangled or blocked. I will never find myself blind-sided and my magic sealed, ever again.”
 
Amy stared at her former Proctor. “Only you would take such a harrowing experience and devise a weapon to ensure it never happens again,” she stated with admiration.
 
The Pillar gave a wink and a grin, before turning back to the young Assistant. “Now, let's continue while your Proctor tries to keep herself from salivating.” From the corner of her eye, she saw Amy wipe at her lips sheepishly. Arno tried to hide his smile, despite the confusion that still filled his face. He had no idea what they had just talked about, and was pretty sure that he didn't want to know.
 
Now that Liane's attention was firmly focused on him once more, he squirmed slightly. Her last question had been one with no real answer, and Arno Woodcrafter felt intimidated. “This question is to make you think, Assistant,” the MagicWarper said. “Explain under what circumstances location plays a role in the casting of magic.”
 
The younger boy frowned in thought, obviously ordering his thoughts. Mentally, she tallied him another point, there were few who could keep their heads and think under pressure. “As far as I am aware,” the young Woodcrafter finally said, “there are only two instances where the location of a caster would make a difference. First, when employing an element that is either present or absent in a certain environment, such as using ice or fire magic while in a frozen landscape, employing earth or water magic while surrounded by earth or sand, or employing fire or ice magic while close to an active volcano. The second would be while in the Kirian capital, where a magical tax is exerted on every Noble, and the Noble's ability to cast magic would be correspondingly decreased. I am not aware of magic being location-bound otherwise, My Lady.”
 
The Pillar kept staring at him. “Your response is incomplete, Assistant. Why can the environment impact the casting of certain spells when one of the fundamental rules of magic is that magic is the same everywhere?”
 
Arno swallowed deeply, a bead of sweat appearing on his forehead. “Magic cannot change the laws of physics, merely temporarily circumvent them,” he finally said. “The same magic will cast the same spell, but the environment will impact it right after it has been cast. When in a cold environment, it takes more energy to cast fire-based spells simply because a fire-based spell will lose energy more quickly after it has been cast and so requires more energy during the casting process to get the same end results. Exactly the opposite is going on with ice-based spells. As the environment is already cold, it will lose less energy, and therefore it will require less energy during the casting process to attain the desired result.”
 
The senior mage allowed her lips to twitch into a smile. “That is the complete answer, Assistant. Good work.”
 
Liane asked more and more questions, sometimes delving deeper, sometimes asking routine questions, and settling into an easy back-and-forth with Arno.
 
“That should do fine for the committee tomorrow, Assistant,” she finally said. “You've proven a good grasp of the theory and an outstanding grasp of the practical.”
 
“Thank you, My Lady,” the boy said, glad the questions were over and that he had passed. For a few minutes, they were silent, each lost in their own thoughts. Eventually, Liane focused her gaze on Arno once more, curious about one thing.
 
“Tell me, Assistant, how difficult is it to be a male mage? I was once considering the Warlock path myself, and find myself curious to the challenges one faces when selecting a different from normal path,” she asked.
 
The boy hesitated. “Apart from comments regarding my relationship with my Proctor and with various classmates, I'm not sure how I should answer that question, My Lady,” he replied honestly. “I'm sure the lessons are the same for me as they were for you, and my Proctor has been brilliant at helping me.”
 
Liane nodded, feeling a bit disappointed at the lack of answer that she had been given. It wasn't surprising, being a male Mage was all Arno knew, just as being a female one was all that Liane knew. It would be difficult to compare differences when all one had was their own point of reference. Maybe Amy would be able to offer a better view, once she was done examining Liane's construct.
 
For now, she looked at Arno. The boy had all but admitted to having a bad relationship with his classmates. If there was one thing Liane knew, it was being in a bad relationship with classmates. “I too, received negative critiques from a few of my classmates, usually regarding my defective magic. I am sure they would have been embarrassed, should they not have died in the dueling circle. I am sure that you will do fine with a couple of duels on your belt,” the senior mage replied calmly.
 
“Proctor told me not to enter any duels,” he whispered, as if admitting to something embarrassing. “I don't know why. I'd love to challenge a couple of mages that keep making lewd comments regarding my relationship with my Proctor.”
 
That statement had been unexpected, and it took the Pillar a few moments to come up with a response to it. “Perhaps your Proctor wishes to avoid you getting injured, Assistant,” Liane said, finding it curious that Amy would place such a request on the young boy. Dueling was a part of life, refraining from dueling would get the boy branded as a coward. She started feeling upset at Amy's command, but buried it. She was the Proctor, she made the decisions. It wasn't Liane's place to question her. Maybe some levity was needed to lighten the mood? “While we are on the subject, exactly what is your relationship with my former Assistant?”
 
The boy grew pale, then red, then pale again. “Just like any other Proctor-Assistant pair, I assume?” he asked defensively, eying Liane wearily.
 
“Come now, you are a healthy young male, growing up and going through puberty. You reside in the same room as an attractive young woman. Are you telling me you've never fantasized -”
 
“I would ask you to stop your questioning, My Lady,” Arno spoke, angrily. His young body was shaking.
 
Liane grinned like the cat that ate both cream and canary. “I see,” she said suggestively.
 
“Please stop interrogating my Assistant, Proctor,” Amy told Liane, still distractedly going through the runes and not realizing that she had called Liane 'Proctor'. “Our relationship is none of your business for one, and is no more intimate than the bond you and I used to share.”
 
“I will torment your Assistant to my heart's content, Assistant. He makes such a delightful target,” Liane shot back, breaking Amy's concentration and making the younger mage look up from her work. The Pillar made a note to apologize to the Assistant later, he probably didn't realize that she was joking. Amy, having known Liane for years, did.
 
“Assistant,” Amy said, smile widening, “Feel free to ignore my old Proctor. She is merely attempting to get a rise out of both of us. She loves throwing my worldview upside down. It used to be in the field of magic, but it seems that she recently decided to involve our personal affairs.”
 
Liane leaned back in her chair. “There is a piece of wisdom that my old Proctor once imparted on me, My Lady, Assistant. She once told me that one of the Proctor's pleasures was to catch her Assistant with her first boyfriend. Now, it seemed for some time that my Assistant tried to deny me such a pleasure, but luckily, I was able to correct that.” She smiled to herself, Cassandra was right, it was fun teasing her former Assistant with a harmless relationship.
 
“My Lady...!” Amy protested.
 
“Come now, it is merely some harmless teasing, My Lady,” Liane said. “I am well aware nothing at all is going on. I raised you for three years, and I would like to say that I know you well enough. You wouldn't deny your old Proctor her final bit of amusement at your expense, would you?”
 
Amy crossed her arms and looked away. “You're not that old, Proctor.”
 
Liane merely smiled in answer, and remained silent. The posture Amy took now, looking away, arms crossed, pout on her lips, was still exactly the same as it had been five years earlier, when they had broken the bond. It seemed that, despite growing up, the younger Mage still had some of her younger self in her.
 
It seemed the new Master recognized it herself, and blatantly changed the subject. “How have you been, My Lady? Your letters have shared woefully little in regards to your own doing.”
 
Liane decided to let it slip. It had been years since they had teased each other like this, and she did not want to push things too far. She stood up, and walked to the windows. Crossing her arms behind her back, she looked out over the courtyard and the silver fountain, Magic to the Wielder. From her position, the fountain looked like an ordinary fountain, she was too far away for it to mimic her magical core.
 
What could she say? Should she share her deepest secret? She knew Amy, knew that she could be trusted. The younger Mage had been her Assistant, she knew more of and about Liane than almost anyone, and yet had not shared a single secret. Not as far as she could tell, anyway. The senior mage drew a breath. She had been struggling with this for some time now, and perhaps a new perspective was in order.
 
On the other hand, there were things one did not talk about. A Pillar of Kiria with this kind of problem… was humiliating. She drew a breath. Amy was probably the only one she could tell. The younger Mage was practically family, they had literally shared a room for years.
 
“I have been well, My Lady,” she finally replied. “Physically. My work is engaging and challenging, and I am forbidden from talking about it. Unfortunately, it seems that my magic is not doing so well.”
 
Immediately, Amy stepped up next to her former Proctor. Forgotten was the runic array floating in mid-air, forgotten was the young Assistant about to face a testing commission tomorrow. “How bad is it?” Amy posed softly. Gone was the Academy and their titles, they were just friends now, mages that knew the other better than most.
 
“My magic has become increasingly unstable these last few years. It is almost unrecognizable now. When you last knew me, my magic was broken, fractured, and unstable. It did not react to spells in any known or predictable fashion, and it required me to modify my spells, as well as speak the incantation out loud. These last few years, it has somewhat... reintegrated, for the lack of a better word. Unfortunately, this reintegration has sparked deterioration in my core.”
 
She looked at Amy. “It was shedding power. I needed to contain it, and have done so. This has the advantage that I am now able to cast most minor spells without incantation, even if I do need to use my manipulated spells to learn them first. Unfortunately, the disadvantage is just as great. A relatively large part of my magic is tied up in containing itself. Every passing week, I need to rebuild parts of my containment spell. Each time, it must become tighter. Each time, I lose an almost negligible amount of power.”
 
“But it adds up over time,” Amy whispered, aghast. Her pale face reflected Liane's inner turmoil. Losing one's magic was a Noble's worst nightmare. The senior Mage could see Amy’s face reflected the horror of the situation, coupled by understanding of the humiliation that this would bring. For a Pillar of Kiria to slowly lose her magic was something that couldn’t be allowed out.
 
“Exactly,” Liane answered, far calmer than she felt. Maybe it was because she had gotten used to the knowledge that one day her magic would be gone, or perhaps it was still a leftover from her days as a Proctor, a deep-seated drive to protect the younger woman next to her.
 
“You commented on my legendary work. Despite the fact that I designed it, built it, and remember it perfectly, it is incredibly doubtful that I would be able to replicate the construction should I need to do so today. Spells you have seen me cast while in the Academy would strain me terribly, some would be beyond me completely now.”
 
“That is horrible,” Amy said, still whispering. “Is there anything that can be done to help? Could I power the containment spell for you? Or transfuse some of my power over to you? My core is flawless; it will regenerate any power I share.”
 
Liane shook her head gently. “I appreciate the offer more than you know, Amy. Unfortunately, only I know my magic well enough to power the containment, and a transfusion would be next to impossible with my unstable core. Sharing power, such as through a Proctor-Assistant bond, is a completely different thing than a full transfusion.”
 
The junior Master fell silent. “I wish I knew how to help, Proctor. What you are going through is awful. It is the worst thing that could ever happen to a Noble, and it is a humiliation for one in your position to be afflicted with. If this got out, your reputation would be ruined.”
 
In the background, Arno remained silent. Both Mages had forgotten about him, and he wasn't about to remind them. What he was hearing was interesting – not to mention awful – and he wasn't about to shame the trust that he was being shown. He didn't know the Pillar apart from the stories Amy had told about her, but his Proctor obviously cared deeply for her. From what he had seen so far, she seemed driven, knowledgeable, stern, yet willing to help and share what she learned. He knew well enough that most Proctors took the title out of status, and cared very little for their Assistants. He had been blessed with a Proctor willing and eager to teach him, and from what he could tell, it had been Liane that had given the example.
 
He owed her for caring for his Proctor, for setting a good example on how to be one. Silently, he swore he would take her secrets to his grave. In a way, indirectly, Liane had taught him as well, her teachings enabling Amy to teach him. He owed her for giving him a good Proctor. He wasn't about to let that debt slide.
 
They stood there for some time, simply staring out the window, looking at the people move about. Finally, Amy turned to Liane, and suggested, “My Lady, how about we visit the market to clear our minds? Perhaps a diversion is in order.”
 
The senior Mage turned to her former Assistant, a small and amused smile tugging on her lips. “You always were quite fond of the market, My Lady. Tell me, how long did it take you to grow tired of it after I graduated?”
 
“Tired? How could I ever become tired of something like the market?” Amy replied, just the right amount of amusement coming into her voice. “Come, Assistant. We're going to the market.”
 
“Yes, Proctor,” Arno said obediently, stepping into Amy's shadow.
 
“And you will be carrying our bags,” Liane added with faint joviality. The junior Master glanced at the senior one, giving her a knowing look about teasing the young man now following in their footsteps. Liane diplomatically did as if she didn't notice. The gentle teasing was taking her mind off her magic, and that was just what she needed.
 
********
 
Liane sunk deep into the plush seat of one of her informal sitting rooms, looking forward to a quiet and relaxing evening. After having spent most of the day at the market with Amy and her Assistant, she was feeling rather tired. Dinner had been up to its usual exquisite standards, and now she had a full evening to lose herself to magical theory.
 
The books she had borrowed from the Academy's library would see to it.
 
Opening the first one, her eyes started gliding over its table of contents, and yet she could not focus. The earlier conversation with her former Assistant pressed on her mind. Her magic had been destabilizing for some time now, but talking about it, sharing her suspicions, had made it all seem so real all of a sudden.
 
Perhaps she had made a mistake to share her thoughts. All she had accomplished was scare Amy, and make herself worry. She shook her head, as if able to dislodge the worrisome thoughts that way, and forced herself to look at the book in her lap. It was open to page forty-nine, and yet she had no recollection of either turning pages or reading the preceding ones.
 
Sighing, she flipped back to the table of contents. The cardinal number system in esoteric isomorphic projections was something that would have drawn her in back at the Academy. With her present worries, it failed to properly excite her, and she was forced to push herself to read further. Perhaps later in the volume she would find herself engaged.
 
Someone knocked on the front door, requesting entrance, and Liane practically jumped in surprise. Being on an upper floor, she didn't hear whether the door was answered, nor who was asking for admittance. Dominique would take care of it, if it were some peddler or some meaningless passer-by, he would make sure to send them on their way.
 
The Pillar turned back to her book. Its first two chapters had been dull as dust, but the third chapter had succeeded in drawing her interest and she found her mind working along familiar paths while she read. Already, exciting new ideas bubbled up, encouraging her to read faster.
 
A gentle knock came at the door of her sitting room, once more startling her out of her concentration. “Excuse me, My Lady,” her butler said through the door. “The Lord Milor of the Thunderstorms is here. He is currently in the downstairs sitting room, requesting whether you have time to see him. What would you like me to reply?”
 
For a moment, anger boiled up from her magical core, and she almost told her servant to get rid of her oldest friend. Just as fast as it had appeared, Liane had beaten the errant emotion down, feeling ashamed at its appearance. Milor was her oldest and dearest friend, how could she even contemplate sending him away?
 
She bookmarked her page, extracted herself from the comfort of her seat, and pulled open the double doors of the sitting room. “I shall tend to Lord Milor. Thank you, Dominique.”
 
Her butler bowed. “Of course, My Lady.”
 
Liane wasn’t one to place stock in title or appearance. She knew what she should do – take ten or fifteen minutes to make herself ‘presentable’ through makeup and fancy clothing. She also knew that Dominique should have announced Milor as ‘crown prince of Kiria’, and yet the second most powerful man in the country had been announced like a cold-calling friend.
 
Devoid of makeup, and dressed in her comfortable indoor clothes, she paced to the ground floor drawing room. When she arrived in the large entrance hall, she suppressed a smile at the sight of Dawnbreaker, The light of Dawn breaking over the shores of Hell, the sword that was her master’s piece, placed brotherly beneath her staff on the weapon’s rack.
 
When she entered the informal room, she found her friend gazing at one of the paintings that decorated the room, holding a small crystal glass with two fingers of amber liquid in it. He turned when she entered.
 
“Good evening, My Lord,” Liane greeted him, walking to a small table that held various crystal flasks filled with liquids of various sorts. The one marked ‘Cognac’ was lower than what she remembered, and realized this was the drink Milor had in his hands.
 
“Good evening, My Lady. Please forgive my unscheduled arrival at your door,” he replied levelly, as firmly in control over his emotions as always.
 
“There is nothing to forgive, My Lord. I was merely reading a book,” the Pillar said. She turned to one of the servants, and asked, “Can I have a pot of tea? Sweet Leaf, if we still have some.”
 
“Of course, My Lady,” the servant replied, and ghosted out of the room. Milor looked vaguely amused.
 
“It never ceases to amaze me that you would be so polite to your servants, My Lady,” he said.
 
Liane didn’t know whether to be amused, insulted, or angry. She calmed herself. Her magic was influencing her again. “I will always remember where I came from, My Lord,” she finally said, and took a seat in one of the comfortable wingback chairs in the drawing room. “How is the cognac?”
 
He glanced at the drink in his hands, then gained an appreciative look. “It is absolutely marvelous. May I ask where you purchased it?”
 
Liane drummed the fingers of her right hand on the armrest of her chair, drawing out the tension for just a few seconds, before replying with a faintly amused air. “I believe that particular brand is called “Courvoisier L'Esprit, and I acquired it on a trip beyond the Great Barrier.”
 
He glanced back to the drink, suddenly realizing what it was he was drinking. “My Lady, I-“
 
“I do hope you were not about to apologize for your choice of drink, My Lord,” Liane interrupted. “I have the alcohol to share with my visitors. I hardly drink it myself. My Proctor made sure of that.” A vague smile appeared on her lips as she remembered Cassandra’s unusual way of getting her averse to alcohol.
 
He took an appreciative sip, and sat down in a chair that was facing hers. Liane’s tea arrived just then, and they sat in silence, enjoying their beverages. Vaguely, she wondered why her friend had come. Milor wasn’t one to act on impulse, and usually had at least something that could be used as an excuse to come and visit.
 
Unfortunately, the rules of hospitality prevented her from outright asking.
 
The silence wasn’t awkward, just two friends enjoying a drink together, but it did little to stop her curiosity. “I see you were enjoying my collection of paintings, My Lord.”
 
He fixed her with a look. “You are well aware how much I appreciate Toris’ work, My Lady.”
 
“Becoming his patron was one of my best decisions,” she answered easily, reclining in her chair. “To think I was the first to see his potential is surprising.”
 
“A fact you continue to remind me of. I noticed the new work in the entrance hall. It could not have been placed better to show it to any visitor that crosses your doorstep,” he said, taking a sip from his drink. “May I ask whether you wish to sell it?”
 
It flattered her ego that he would offer to blatantly, but it was not enough to make her part with one of her prized paintings. “Not right now, My Lord. Feel free to ask again in the future.”
 
Milor of the Thunderstorms, crown prince of Kiria, was not used to being told ‘no’ by many people. Unfortunately for him, Liane was one of the few who managed to do so and not incur his anger. He made some good-natured comments, comments they both knew to be blatant falsehoods, and lapsed into silence once again.
 
Liane poured herself another cup of tea while Milor helped himself to some more of her foreign-import cognac. Inwardly, she was pleased that her friend was finally relaxing in her home. There was a time he would be awfully formal and make a polite request whenever he desired something.
 
She was glad those times were behind them, and he felt comfortable enough to simply pour himself another drink if he wanted it. Finally, her curiosity overrode her sense of Decorum.
 
“How may I assist you tonight, My Lord? I doubt the crown prince of Kiria would come over simply to drink my cognac and admire my paintings,” she asked.
 
His lips twitched into a smile. “Truth be told, My Lady, it is truly exquisite cognac and your paintings are of a quality that would befit any museum.”
 
She settled into her chair, sipped her tea, and looked at him. Something was wrong, or he would not have avoided her question the way he had. “I note that you have avoided my question, My Lord. Is there something amiss?”
 
He remained quiet for a few moments. “Nothing is amiss, My Lady. At least, nothing is amiss as far as I know.” Warning lights went off in Liane’s mind. She had called him on his avoidance, and he had simply replied with yet another avoidance. Despite his reassurance, she was sure that there was something wrong with her friend.
 
She sat up straight, and stared at him. “My Lord?”
 
He sighed. “My Lady,” he replied. Her words had been framed as a question. His were framed as an opening. She waited patiently for him to make up his mind and complete his sentence. He looked away, glanced at the painting he had been looking at. The Fisherman was one of Toris’ recent works, depicting an old man, with back curved from years of harsh labor, carrying a fishing pole and tackle box. A simple picture, that was able to convey the complex emotion of a beaten, weary old man straining under the years of harsh work.
 
Milor seemed to pull comfort from it, and finally looked back at her. “My Lady,” he said, this time stronger. “It has come to my attention that you have recently been granted a substantial amount of leave.”
 
She blinked, not having expected that. It seemed her friend was keeping a far closer eye on her than she was comfortable with. Before she was able to say anything, he had continued, “I find myself worrying that our friendship has deteriorated, as I believed you to still be engaged abroad. Instead, I find you back in the country and with a substantial amount of spare time, without a word to me.”
 
Another flash of ice-cold rage welled up from the depths of her core. Her mouth actually opened before she managed to beat down the initial reaction, and through the haze of emotional turmoil she failed to notice the widening eyes of her friend.
 
Her hand was shaking when she drank deeply from her tea, ignoring the heat of the drink as it burned its way down her esophagus. “My Lord,” she finally said, when her temper was firmly back under her control. “You are my best friend, and you have been since the day we met at the Academy, so long ago. However, I wish to remind you that I am neither your possession nor your servant.”
 
“I apologize, My Lady, I meant no offense,” he hurriedly apologized, but it seemed Liane did not hear while she stared at the trembling surface of her tea.
 
“That you would keep such close guard on me that you know when I have been put on enforced leave, worries me.” Finally, she looked at him. “If you must know, I returned yesterday morning and worked extremely hard to be able to finish my report and enjoy a few hours to attend my former Assistant’s graduation. Instead, I find myself put on enforced leave for the next two weeks. And within 24 hours I find you on my doorstep, claiming to be the injured party in that I did not immediately contact you. Tell me, My Lord, how did you not wish to cause offense?”
 
“Enforced…?” Milor whispered, paling, suddenly realizing what he had said and done. “My, Lady, I apologize-”
 
“Yes, enforced, My Lord,” she stated categorically. “Apparently, worries came to my Overseer that I was working too hard. Did you, per chance, express your concerns? I am well aware that I have risen quickly through the ranks of the Pillars. I find myself assigned solitary investigations when Pillars half a decade my senior are still assigned in teams of two. Did this, too, arrive because of your… concerns?”
 
Milor was as pale as she had ever seen him, his eyes big. “My Lady, I wish to reassure you. I did not pressure the Pillar Service, nor did I voice my concerns for your well-being. I will not deny having access to the service; I am crown prince after all. I have merely requested information regarding your status. I am well aware of your abilities and about your ethics. I would never do anything that would take away from your own accomplishments. Everything you have gained, you have gained by yourself.”
 
“I wish I could believe you, My Lord,” Liane said, regretting it the moment she said it.
 
“Once the seeds of distrust have been sown,” Milor whispered, glancing at the painting once more. “Please allow me to defend myself, My Lady.”
 
She finished the last of her tea. “Very well, My Lord.”
 
“The Pillar Service is but one of the many services that I overview on a daily basis. I merely, occasionally, ask the Overseer for the status of the service. In the five years since you started working for them, your name has popped up more and more often. It is my belief that the Overseer did not initially like you being placed in the service by order of the Emperor. Your work ethics and your skills pleasantly surprised the Overseer, resulting in your rapid rise within the Pillar Service. Everything is down to your own accomplishments, My Lady. At no point did I express my concern about you, or voice opinions regarding your career.”
 
He fingered his glass nervously. “Had I voiced concern, or enquired more deeply, I would have been aware that your return was yesterday and that your vacation was enforced rather than voluntary. As it was, I merely posed an innocent question to the Overseer, who informed me of your return and vacation. No further details were exchanged.”
 
Her fingers drummed the armrest again. It seemed her Overseer had tried to protect her privacy by providing only the barest amount of information to a person who was her superior. That it had backfired was not the woman’s fault.
 
It was Milor’s ability to over-react that had been at fault. She interlaced her hands, and leaned back in her chair. “And what have you learned from this, My Lord?”
 
The man seated in front of her, the second most powerful man of Kiria, looked like a chastised school boy. “Once more, I have over-reacted, My Lady. I apologize.”
 
“I wonder how you would react if I told you that I would be sharing a meal with the Lord Afraim in exchange for the help I provided in some of his cases?” she asked, keeping a careful eye on him. She saw his face twitch, before he drew a deep breath.
 
“Your time is your own, My Lady,” he answered, managing to make it sound as sincere as someone asking for a root canal.
 
She smiled, leaned over, and patted his hand. “You must learn that I am your friend, not your possession, My Lord. Ever since we were at the Academy, you have disliked it when I spend time with other people. You needn’t worry, I won’t abandon you for someone else.”
 
He twitched again, then sagged. Finally, he nodded. “I know, My Lady. I’m sorry.”
 
She waved it off. “Let’s not talk about this again.”
 
“Perhaps I can offer recompense, My Lady. I was thinking about attending next week's performance of Sanca at the opera. From what I've heard, it will be an excellent performance,” Milor said, sounding vaguely hopeful. “Perhaps you would like to accompany me.”
 
Liane thought for a few moments. “I believe that performance was sold out within half an hour of it being available, My Lord. It's highly doubtful that you would be able to procure tickets for us,” she said, vaguely regretting not being able to see the opera. She'd heard a lot of good things about the performers, and the opera itself was brand new, based vaguely on the life and death of a long-dead Emperor.
 
At her words, he looked amused. “I am the crown prince of the nation, I have access to the Imperial box at the opera, My Lady. As always, I am both amused and grateful when you seem to forget that fact.”
 
Looking vaguely put out, refusing to pout, she spoke with as much dignity as she could muster. “In that case, I would be honored to attend.”
 
Her friend looked relieved and happy. “I will notify the opera to prepare the Imperial box for our use that evening, My Lady. I should, however, let you know that my father is planning on attending as well.”
 
Liane's mind froze. Elija, Emperor of Kiria, would be attending as well? The most powerful man in the nation? The one who's word was absolute law? She remembered him from when she had rescued Milor, the power that had been contained within him, the ability to tap into the entire nation's magical reserves.
 
“Please do not be alarmed, My Lady. Father speaks highly of you, and is well pleased with your performance. When you rescued me, you managed to ingratiate yourself, and you have honored the trust he showed in you when he appointed you to the Pillar Service,” Milor spoke, his voice soothing. “You needn't worry.”
 
Liane drew a breath. She was a Pillar. She was expected to be cool under pressure, to be quick of feet, magic, and mind. It wouldn't do for her to freeze at the mere thought of meeting the Emperor once more. The last time she had seen him, he had been kind toward her, despite her fear of him. There had been no reason to fear him then, and there would be no reason to fear him now.
 
She nodded. “I would still be honored to attend, as long as the Lord Emperor does not disapprove.”
 
“He would not, My Lady,” Milor said with reassurance. He leaned back in his seat, looking a lot more comfortable all of a sudden. “Now that we have the unpleasantness behind us, how was your last mission, My Lady? All I've heard is that it involved your old friend, the Lady Mariam of the Volcanoes, our Consul in the United States.”
 
Liane ordered her thoughts for a few moments. “I know that, strictly speaking, you have unlimited clearance, My Lord. I also believe you're simply enquiring and not requesting a full report, so I won't divulge excess details,” she answered. Milor nodded his agreement, and the Pillar went on, “The Lady Mariam was under an erroneous impression that I helped to alleviate. She was of the belief that one could think about migrating the Kirian political system to one that is based upon a popularity contest, and that one could do so without triggering full-scale revolution.”
 
Milor was halfway out of his seat before he realized he was doing so. A steely look from Liane kept him in place. “Please do sit down, My Lord. I did say the belief was erroneous and that I helped to change it. The change of belief was confirmed using Truth Serum. The Lady Mariam has been cleared of all charges.”
 
Feeling rather embarrassed about his uncharacteristic display of emotion, Milor sat down, trying not to look sheepish as he did so. “That could not have been easy, My Lady,” he said, trying to cover his outburst. “The Lady Mariam is a trusted friend of yours, and from what little you have said, she was dangerously close to crossing a line or a Pillar would not have been dispatched to investigate.”
 
The hazelnut-haired woman nodded, and glanced at the painting of the fisherman. She understood why Milor had drawn comfort from it earlier now. “It was not, My Lord. Although I requested the assignment myself, and the results were satisfactory, I did not enjoy it. I took it, thinking to find a clearly innocent woman and to have the opportunity to spend a few days with my friend. Instead, I find her with conflicting thoughts and borderline behavior. I was lucky to both have been able to convince her otherwise, and that she did not wish for full revolution.”
 
As if realizing that she had said more than she had wanted to say, she looked back at Milor. “You have become rather good at getting me to reveal details I did not wish to disclose, My Lord. Please treat this with the utmost confidence. The Lady Mariam has been cleared, after all.”
 
Milor tugged his lips into a small, amused smile. “Of course, My Lady. I am merely your friend at the moment, wishing to share in your burdens. Nothing you say to me will be treated as official or unofficial.”
 
Her breath was a bit louder and longer than she had anticipated, and some knot of tightly woven emotion seemed to loosen itself in her gut. Ever since leaving Mariam, she had been tightly wound, and her being able to share her worries with Milor helped. “How about you, My Lord? Is there anything you could share with me?”
 
He seemed amused. “There is a lot going on in my life, as you no doubt know, My Lady. Father is pressuring me to find a wife, the ruling council has been inundating me with reports, and I find myself stepping deeper into the leading role with each passing day. Father truly is preparing me for his eventual passing, and there are days that I hate him for it, just as there are days that I appreciate him. Unfortunately, most details are rather sensitive, and while I trust you as much as you just trusted me, I truly should not reveal them.”
 
Part of Liane was annoyed, but the larger part of her respected him for it. He had told her what had been going on, yet also clearly stated his reluctance to share any sensitive information. While she had said something that could potentially damage one Mage's reputation, he had access to secrets that could potentially destabilize the entire nation. She truly loved Kiria, she did not want it to come to harm.
 
“I can truly understand your reasoning, My Lord,” Liane told him, before gaining a teasing little note to her voice. “I believe that the Lord Emperor's requirement of you taking a wife would be the most pressing matter.”
 
He gave her as disgusted a look as he could get away with under Decorum. “Most marriage proposals are either to air-headed upper Nobility, or from Mages that desire nothing but money, power, and the title.” Milor's voice managed to sound just as disgusted as the look he sported.
 
Liane fell silent, not having considered that point. It would be attractive for the power-hungry to propose marriage to the crown prince. She sighed. “I apologize, My Lord. I did not consider that,” she said. He waved it off with a delicate motion, but she could see that he was still agitated. Soundly regretting her comment, she thought of a way to make it up to him.
 
“Perhaps, My Lord, some physical activity would be in order to rid ourselves of stress, both recent and past?” she offered. Her friend perked up immediately at her suggestion. They didn't have a lot of opportunities to engage in the mock battles they had enjoyed regularly while at the Academy, and they both enjoyed the opportunities when they arose.
 
He agreed rather eagerly, to the point where he actually drew himself back into his emotionless Decorum state with a visible effort. Smiling slightly, she preceded him. While crossing the entrance hall, she glanced at the weapon's rack holding both her staff of office and Milor's permanently enchanted sword, yet neither she nor Milor made a move to retrieve the weapons.
 
They descended in silence, until they arrived in the sub-basement that Liane used to maintain her magic. Drawing a wooden sword from the weapon's rack, she casually tossed it to him, while drawing a practice staff for herself. Milor caught the weapon easily, flicking it casually through the air to get a feel for the weight and balance.
 
“I am ever surprised that you have excavated the area around the ward anchors, My Lady,” the Warlock commented as they walked to the area in between the rune-covered cubes that seemed to hold up the ceiling. Liane just smiled mysteriously, waved her hand to toss the pillow she used to sit on to one side.
 
As they were both present in her little area, she brought up one hand, and focused. Hazy, smoky, runes appeared in mid-air. Her lips whispered words he did not catch, and the ethereal lettering lowered itself to the floor, seemingly connecting both anchors together; one string of writing on each side of them.
 
The symbols flashed brightly before vanishing into invisibility as they activated. A solid blue glow sprung up around the two Nobles, protecting the ward anchors and preventing any spells from escaping their improvised combat square.
 
Milor smiled faintly, and saluted her with his practice sword. Liane returned the salute with her staff, then stepped back when he did the same. For a few moments, they studied each other, years of experience teaching them the other's tricks and tactics.
 
Liane's magic sight activated subconsciously, the tightly wound ball of energy in her chest vibrating with excitement at the prospect of battle. Her magic truly loved action and over-the-top displays of power, and it left no chance unused to remind her of that fact. Her eyes narrowed, refraining from immediate action. She knew Milor, knew how he thought and fought; if she dove straight in, he would deflect her first strike with ease, leaving her wide-open to his retaliatory strike.
 
They circled one another, neither wanting to be the one to make the first strike, both waiting for the other to move and capitalize on a mistake. Just as she started to wonder how long they would stand off and stare at each other, he barked an acceleration spell, pumping as much power into the spell as he could.
 
Immediately, he blurred in a direct charge. The magic in his spell betrayed him, and Liane barely managed to dodge. Her staff came up slowly compared to him, and it just managed to deflect his follow-up strike. She'd lost the advantage, was purely on the defensive now. Her lips started to form her own acceleration spell when the floor underneath her waved and bucked her off her feet.
 
The breath was knocked out of her lungs when her back hit the ground, the spell aborted before it could be fully formed. Immediately, the blunt tip of his practice sword was at her throat.
 
Just as quickly, it was removed and brought up. “First point goes to me, My Lady.”
 
Liane resisted the urge to grumble as she heaved herself to her feet. “Good work, My Lord.”
 
He dipped his head in acknowledgement. “You lost focus, I capitalized on it, My Lady.”
 
The Pillar thought on that for a few moments, accepting his well-earned criticism of her performance. She had lost focus, thought about something other than battle, and it had cost her the round. This time, it was in a mock battle and had only hurt her pride. Next time, it may kill her.
 
“Thank you, My Lord,” she said, bringing up her staff. He tensed, lifting his training weapon into an attack position.
 
The tip of her staff struck the ground at the same time a spell was barked over her lips. The air thickened noticeably and Milor was forced to jump aside in a hurry to dodge the patch of ground that suddenly liquefied. He cast his acceleration spell without incantation, and made to charge her.
 
The tip of her staff struck solid ground one more, the thickening air washing over him like a giant wave. The acceleration spell broke, a ball of fire racing toward his face. With no time left, all he could do was drop to the floor to avoid being burnt by her attack, and that was precisely what he did. He arrested his drop with one hand, pushing off and incanting his acceleration spell once more.
 
Just as he was about to push himself back to his feet, the ground warped, trapping his left wrist. A hard sensation against the back of his neck. The head of her staff…
 
The floor released him immediately, and he sprung to his feet. “You have become a truly formidable Mage, My Lady,” he complimented here. “That was some very unusual spell-casting.”
 
“You rely too heavily on acceleration, My Lord. It can be broken by an opponent of sufficient knowledge,” Liane said, giving him an honest critique of their latest round. He dipped his head, accepting the comment.
 
“Just like most Warlocks, I do indeed. Unfortunately, it is a very useful spell, so a Warlock's first instinct will always be to cast it to either give himself an advantage – or deny the advantage to an opponent that may be about to cast it himself,” Milor answered her.
 
“Or herself,” Liane added with a tiny smile.
 
“Or herself,” Milor acknowledged. It wasn't the first time they had this conversation, and it had become something of a ritual between them. He would pretend that only Warlocks would fight, and she would pretend to correct him.
 
Both readied themselves for the next round. Liane studied him. The first round, he'd caught her off-guard. The second round, she had practically jumped the signal and simply beaten him as he had just defeated her. This round, both would be weary of such tactics. It would be skill versus power, she knew. It always was.
 
There were those that said it was dishonorable for a Warlock to fight a Mage. After all, a Warlock was trained in combat.
 
Just as many statements could be made about Mages fighting Warlocks. Their entire schooling was geared toward combat and power. A Mage was skilled in everything else. The very universe could be brought to bear by a suitably skilled and powerful Mage, and it was very rare to have a Warlock that was prepared and skilled in combat on such a level.
 
All of this went through Liane’s mind subconsciously. She knew, she understood, but she did not think. She did not need to think. She simply stood. Stood and waited; doing what she should have done in the first round. Her breathing was calm and even, her body was ready, but relaxed. Her magic broiled in her chest, preparing to be unleashed upon her opponent.
 
He cast. Death Magic. Silent, a simple motion of his hand.
 
The magic in Liane reacted instantly, almost literally yanking her aside. She didn't need to be yanked, she knew when to listen to her magic, and went willingly. The bolt of Death Magic flashed by harmlessly, and she ignored it totally. A clawed hand reached to the skies, a word was shouted.
 
The ground twisted up, trying to ensnare his legs. Milor swiped with the wooden sword, now glowing with arcane energies. As he struck to free himself, she cast straight at his chest. He dropped backward, allowing his feet and lower legs to remain upright and caught in the grip of the twisted floor.
 
She clawed at the air again, the ground starting to twist underneath Milor's body, reaching to ensnare him. Two hissed words came across his lips, a burst of Death Magic erupting from his body, shattering the animating of the floor and washing outward. The tip of her staff came down, canceling his spell before it could reach her. Her free hand came up; a follow-up spell was incanted. The air thickened, slowing his movements and hindering his breath.
 
He cast the acceleration spell, and charged her – now only slightly faster than normal under the influence of air that was as thick as molasses. She dodged under his clumsy horizontal swipe, struck the head of her staff into his abdomen.
 
And cast.
 
Milor was catapulted back, twisting in mid-air and managing to land on his feet. He held up his hands. “That last strike would have been fatal, had you not pulled your strength, My Lady,” he said.
 
She released her breath, and the air returned to normal, allowing him to finally catch a deep breath. “You would have been dead with the first strike, My Lord.”
 
He frowned slightly. “Please explain, My Lady.”
 
“The full power of the spell that merely restrained you goes like this, My Lord,” the Pillar said, raising her hand and barking a spell. Rather than deform and grab, the floor erupted, ceramic blades jutting up into empty air. He swallowed deeply, had he been attacked like that, he would have been pinned to the ground by the vicious weapons striking through his feet, reaching up to his hips.
 
Then her hand twisted violently, and the blades whirled angrily, a horrible humming noise filling the air. Deathly pale, he realized that he would have been ground up.
 
“I would like to repeat my often-said statement, My Lady. You truly are the scariest Mage I have ever seen,” he whispered in admiration, staring at the circling blades, all but invisible in their blending speed.
 
She smiled. “Come, My Lord. Let us enjoy a good drink and each other's company. I believe we've released enough stress for one evening.”
 
The animation of the floor fell away, leaving nothing but a pristine surface. Milor found himself nodding before he realized he was doing it. “Let us, My Lady. A drink seems well in place after that performance.”
 




Chapter Three

Liane casually walked into the palace proper after stowing her floater in its customary position. Wearing her usual crystal-blue robes with animated flames, her right hand was holding her staff of office. Next to hear floated a small stack of books, too big to carry normally. Unhurried, she made her way to the Imperial Library while thinking about the unusual evening at the opera she had experienced the day before.
 
The Lord Emperor had attended, as Milor had predicted. Filled with Decorum and rife with protocol, her second meeting with the man who ruled Kiria passed without problem. It did, indeed, appear as if the Lord Emperor held her in high esteem, and did not mind her company.
 
Her friend, on the other hand, seemed unusually agitated. Fearing that she had failed to observe some ill-known rule of either Decorum or protocol, she had attempted to find out what she had done wrong, her mind coming up with satisfactory ways of apologizing for the breach. Milor had told her nothing was wrong; she had managed to relax slightly. Had she indeed breached Decorum or Protocol, he would have informed her, she knew him well enough to know that.
 
Sanca had started, and Liane immersed herself in the music and the performance. The opera group was truly talented, and she found the first act over before she had realized it, the life of Emperor Sanca having reached the point where he passed through the Arbitrator of Ascension. During the intermission, Liane had found herself thinking on the Emperor Sanca's early life, before her thoughts had slipped to her friend's unusual attitude for the evening.
 
Milor was acting strangely, as if he were nervous about something. It was nothing overt, nothing she could really put a finger on, but the small nervous ticks in her friend had inspired a rising anxiety in herself as well. It was almost as if he were expecting an imminent attack of some kind, and it put her on added alert. What should have been a relaxing evening at the opera had started to turn into an unusual and surreal experience, one she wasn't sure she enjoyed.
 
Her friend insisted nothing was wrong. The Lord Emperor had seemed amused, despite rigorous adherence to Decorum, and had said nothing when Liane made a polite inquiry.
 
The second act of Sanca managed to distract her, and she found herself enjoying it as much as she had enjoyed the first act. By the time the second intermission rolled around, Sanca had truly become Lord Emperor of Kiria, his father having passed away. Of course she understood the necessity for embellishment needed for an interesting tale, and didn't take the tale for historic accuracy. If she had, she would have believed Sanca to have been driven mad by the time he ascended to the throne – no one man could survive half a dozen assassination attempts, and hunt down the assassins personally without losing something.
 
During the second intermission, her Pillar's instincts, the same instincts that warned her of danger and kept her on edge when needed, had drawn her back into reality. Something was bothering her friend, something made him nervous, and it bothered her that she didn't know what it was. When she asked, he assured her once more that nothing was wrong and that she should just enjoy herself.
 
Once more, the Lord Emperor had refused to disclose any details to his son's strange mood, and it had not exactly reassured Liane. Her friend's avoidance and almost-blatant lie had merely served to urge her on. Something was amiss, Milor wasn't saying, and it bothered her. She found herself scanning the vicinity with eye and magic, time and again. Nothing seemed wrong, nobody was making threatening moves; nobody was even glancing at them in a surreptitious manner.
 
The third and final act of Sanca had failed to draw her in, her nerves frayed by the strange atmosphere in the Imperial box. The music and performers were still excellent, the tale of Sanca's exploits as Emperor were alternately amusing and thrilling, and she probably would have been engrossed before long, had she not been rankled by her friend's secretive nature.
 
After an opera she would have enjoyed more had Milor simply told her why he was not his usual self, he had insisted upon escorting her home. In itself this wasn't unusual, he would often accompany her after a meal, but this time something else was going on. Something she couldn't put her finger on, something elusive. Her friend's actions were out of character for him, something was eating at his iron-hard composure, and it unnerved her that she didn't know what it was, urged on by his insistence that nothing was amiss.
 
The reason she was still thinking about this was his question when they had arrived at her townhouse. His almost-nervous question of whether she had enjoyed her evening. Almost, for just a fraction of a moment, she had entertained the idea of telling him that his nervous behavior had bothered her to the extreme.
 
That would have been her reaction had they still been in school; that would have been Liane, the Academy Student.
 
The more mature Liane had decided on being diplomatic and had told him that yes, the opera had been most excellent. In itself, the question had been harmless had it not been for the way he had asked it, but the one that came after had been the one that caused her to go over the entire evening while she was walking to the Imperial Library this morning, the question that had caused warning bells to go off in her mind.
 
He had asked her whether she would like to accompany him again, his voice barely able to restrain his nervousness. She could see his hands clench and unclench, could see his increased respiration. She didn't understand his apprehension, didn't understand what he was afraid of.
 
Her confusion must have been apparent, as his body language shifted and he started to say something. She knew her friend, had grown up with him, and imagined that this was what it would be like to have a brother. He was about to make some comment on how she should not feel obligated or pressured.
 
She had assured him that he was her friend; that she always enjoyed spending time with him, and that she would like nothing better than to accompany him again. For a moment, he had grown rigid as if she had given an answer he hadn't liked. It confused her even more. Did he not want her to spend more time with him? Had he hoped to drive her away with his acts of nervousness? Had she misread the situation somehow?
 
His rigid posture relaxed, and her friend seemed to deflate before her eyes. He had smiled an obviously fake smile, thanked her for her company, and made some fake excuse to leave.
 
Liane had watched him go until he was lost from her sight. The whole evening had been surreal and unexpected, and it flowed through Liane's mind until this morning. She blinked, brought herself back to reality, and found herself staring at his bust, sitting on a pedestal at the entrance of the Library. It was a pretty decent representation of her friend, managing to capture his iron composure and regal lines.
 
The Pillar sighed and entered the Library to return the books she had loaned. Her friend had confused her, and Liane did not like being confused. She was one who wanted to know things, to understand them. She disliked not knowing something with a passion; unfortunately, it seemed that this was a mystery she wasn't about to solve with replaying the events over and over in her formidable mind.
 
Her friend's actions would remain unexplained until he chose to enlighten her, and she knew from experience that Milor was extremely good at keeping his secrets until he chose to reveal them. It was as annoying to her as it was necessary to him, and she had learned to live with it.
 
After returning her books, she walked to the wing housing the Pillar Service, hoping to put the strange events of the past evening out of her mind. Hopefully there would be an assignment available to distract her.
 
She wasn't in her office for very long before the Overseer called for her. A little apprehensive, Liane went.
 
“Welcome back, Pillar. I have an easy assignment for you to ease you back into rotation,” the austere woman said as a way of greeting, motioning for Liane to have a seat. Liane sat down in the indicated chair, and readied herself for her briefing.
 
“Ward anchor number 38 is showing anomalies, please go and check it out,” the Overseer said, passing over a metal folder, closed and glowing with seals to Liane's magical sight. She accepted it, whispered her personal code, and opened it up after it unsealed. Her name automagically appeared on the read-and-accessed list that hung on the left flap of the metal folder.
 
On the right, various forms were attached together, indicting the anomalous readings. Liane glanced through them. It seemed Great Barrier anchor number thirty-eight would need some basic maintenance. Strictly speaking, it was beneath her, something good for an entry-level Pillar to be sent on as either a first solo assignment, or as part of a team with a senior Pillar as part of their initiation.
 
Liane didn't mind that, she loved runes, and barrier maintenance would be good to get her out of the city for a few days and give her a chance to clear her head and work through Milor's odd behavior.
 
The Pillar nodded to her superior. “Good,” the Overseer said before Liane could give verbal consent. “The Barrier is intact, the assignment's priority is low, and its urgency is negligible. Your assigned code-name will be Nadia of the Black Marsh. Report back when you've completed the maintenance, take your time and do it right. I know it is beneath someone of your level of expertise, but your abilities with runes and glyphs are second to none within the Service and I'd rather keep the Barrier in top shape.”
 
“I do not mind working on the Barrier, My Lady,” Liane said. “It is relaxing work.”
 
“Good. You may go, Pillar.”
 
Liane dipped her head, bade her superior a good day, and walked back to her office, carrying the closed metal folder. The last comments by her Overseer had been odd; the woman wasn't in the habit of explaining herself or defending her decisions regarding who received which assignments. The fact that she had done so now was telling – either something had happened on a level that was above Liane's need to know, or something was expected to happen on a level that was above her need to know.
 
More politics, no doubt. Maybe that was why Milor had acted oddly yesterday. As Crown Prince, he was in on the 'need to know', probably had been briefed on what had happened – or was expected to happen – and was having considerable difficulty concealing it from her. She wondered what it would be, or why it would involve the Great Barrier. Was an invasion expected?
 
She stopped her preparations, and frowned at the Pillar's Robes that hung from their stand. Or perhaps it didn't involve the Great Barrier at all, and it was merely an excuse to get her out of the city. It would probably be the only thing Milor would have difficulty concealing from her. If she were involved in whatever it was that was going on, he would be nervous and anxious about it. She knew him well enough to know that he cared for her dearly, just as she cared a great deal for him.
 
Oddity was being piled upon strangeness, and Liane didn't like not knowing where this was going. Like a rat being forced through a maze, she had no idea what was going on, or who was manipulating events, but she did not like it.
 
Unfortunately, it appeared that things were being done on a level that was beyond her, and she knew even Milor could not help her. She grew up with him, she knew he would place his sense of duty and honor above her and would decline to share any information. He'd done it for years. That it had come back to bite both of them, resulting in his kidnapping, and her ill-fated rescue, was of no import. He'd done it before; he'd do it again. It was who he was, magic itself had declared him fit to rule.
 
She changed robes, feeling the Pillar's vestments hide her identity completely. Nadia of the Black Marsh left the office of Liane, the MagicWarper. It was time to go to work.
 
********
 
Nadia descended from the dunes to the beach that had been designated in her assignment folder. Her staff's end pitted the ancient, black volcanic sands, her long robes fluttering over the loose grains, leaving strange marks. Approaching the water's edge, she came to a stop. It had taken her over a week of travel to get this far, almost to the other side of the island from the capital. She could have driven the distance in a few hours in her own special floating carriage.
 
Unfortunately, her floating carriage was unique on the island, and it would have revealed her identity to the world. The identity of a Pillar on assignment should remain hidden, and so she had used conventional means of travel, means that had limited her to thirty or forty kilometers of range per day by horse and carriage.
 
Nadia probed the Great Barrier, whispering incantations even though her innate magical sense could do the work by itself. The blurred edges of the Barrier erected by anchors number 37 and 39 firmly overlapped. She could take anchor 38 offline and work on it.
 
The Pillar lifted her staff of office, and intoned her authorization to the waves, the air, and the sands. She was Pillar, she was Nadia of the Black Marsh.
 
The noise of playfully crashing waves stilled and the salty tang in the air disappeared; a large square drew itself in the sands as if a huge invisible hand took the finest blade to it. The lines were straight and fine, and slowly the optical illusion was shattered when it was revealed that no, a square had not been drawn in the sands.
 
Instead, a square was rising out of the sand, a square of loose material sitting on top of a massive cubical stone that was now slowly being lifted out of the ground.
 
Ward Anchor number 38 rested firmly in front of her, a cube twice as tall as she was, finely inscribed with runes and glyphs and magical symbols on every side. Slowly, she circled it, ignoring how the black wet sand stuck to the bottom of her Pillar's robes. The runic paragraphs glowed red to her magical sight, an angry, bloody red that showed their malicious delight in protecting the island that was their home.
 
After coming full circle and coming to a complete stop, Nadia frowned at the anchor once more. She could not see anything wrong, it should function as expected and at full power. Yet the readings at the capital had shown a significant drop in output from this particular anchor. Most unusual.
 
Knowing that anchors 37 and 39 were operating at full power, she approached number 38. Other Pillars would have to do this the hard way. Nadia was not like other Pillars.
 
After a quick scan of the deserted beach, she assured herself that she was alone. Throwing her hood back, Nadia became Liane, and placed one hand on the massive rune stone in front of her.
 
She found herself no longer on a deserted beach on the other side of the island. No longer was she near the sea, standing on black volcanic sands, staring at a ward anchor. Instead, her mind was filled with the image of the island of Kiria, all the knowledge of the Great Barrier available to her.
 
She knew the exact amount of people living on the island – one million, one hundred fifteen thousand, nine hundred forty-eight – knew the exact amount of Nobles – ten thousand two-hundred ninety-five – and could even pin-point the Druids living on the upper half of Mount Sina.
 
At the same time, she also knew that all this information wasn't really hers. No human mind could encompass the entire island, know every blade of grass and bird in the air; know each vein of ore and pasture of grain. All this information was present in the Great Barrier, and it was merely made available to her upon request, vanishing as soon as her next request was registered. Like a giant library of information, only the facts she specifically requested were made available to her, and it was up to Liane to decide what to do with it.
 
Stopping her momentary bout of surprised curiosity, the MagicWarper focused back on her task. Anchor number 38 was not performing to its optimal ability, and she needed to figure out why.
 
Immediately, her overview of the island vanished, and ward anchor thirty-eight replaced it. The Great Barrier supplied her with information at a moment's request, and Liane's mind twisted, turned, and spiraled around each of the cube's six sides, trying to determine what had gone wrong. It was unsettled that her initial inspection had not found anything, and she wanted – needed – to know why.
 
Her more in-depth scan did not reveal anything obvious. Her frown deepened, the solution of the mystery continued to elude her. Forget unsettling, this was deeply disturbing. A sudden drop in the output of an anchor indicated a malfunction. Yet, no malfunction was evident even with a more in-depth scan and with the full power of the Great Barrier itself behind her search.
 
The implications were unheard of. Unconscionable.
 
The Great Barrier itself could not detect a malfunction in Ward Anchor number thirty-eight... because there was no malfunction.
 
This was sabotage. For just a moment, Liane refused to believe her conclusion. For someone, some Noble, to deliberately target the Great Barrier and damage it, sabotage it, place the entire island nation at risk, it could not be true. And yet, time and again, every scan and effort she expended brought her to the same inevitable conclusion. Barrier anchor number thirty-eight was not damaged. It was sabotaged.
 
Forgetting the upsetting implications of her discovery, she set about fixing it. Taking thirty-eight offline, letting the overlapping fields of thirty-seven and thirty-nine fill in the gap, she was glad that the designer of the Great Barrier had orchestrated it in such a way that it would not create gaps in the coverage should a single anchor fail.
 
Comparing the runic sequences of anchor 38 with the sequences found on numbers 37 and 39, she finally found the source of her problems. As she had feared, as she had hoped she would not find, a couple of the paragraphs had been subtly altered. By themselves, the drop in performance of thirty-eight would not have done anything.
 
It was the subtle modification in the self-updating, perpetuating runic instances that would do the damage. Whoever modified anchor 38 was an expert in Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols, probably as great an expert as Liane herself was.
 
It was lucky for everyone on the island that the person in question was merely an expert at runes, yet did not know the peculiarities and procedures of the Pillar Service. Whoever sabotaged 38 had obviously thought that the drop in performance would be solved by passing a 'synchronization' command through the Barrier, an overriding, administrative command that would have forced the anchors to update each other with new modifications. Usually, the command would be passed with a master sequence, normally the reference anchor located underneath the Imperial Palace. It took a major authorization to perpetuate a synchronization and the saboteur obviously had been unable to start one themselves.
 
The alterations made to the update sequences on 38 would have forced the sabotage on it to become the new 'master' sequence regardless of the command, and perpetuate through the entire network.
 
It was the Pillar Service's procedure of investigation that had prevented this from happening.
 
Liane undid the modifications, resetting both the sabotaged sequences and undoing the modifications to the perpetuating update code to ensure that anchor 38 performed at the peak of its performance once more and to ensure that the self-updating code would not take anchor thirty-eight as the master code regardless of the synchronization command's settings.
 
She brought it back online an hour later, after confirming that she had successfully repaired the damage. And yet, she did not disconnect. Instead, she continued to stare at the barrier anchor, despite it functioning correctly. She wanted to prevent this from happening again, prevent anyone without sufficient clearance from ever attempting to modify a barrier anchor.
 
It had been thought that the required knowledge in runic writing was sufficient protection in itself. Raising the anchor required some esoteric spells that was thought to only be known to the Pillar Service, but any Mage or Warlock could cast them if they knew them. This saboteur had obviously known them, and had known enough about Runes and Glyphs to affect the sabotage.
 
More disturbing implications. How had the saboteur gotten hold of the anchor spells?
 
Liane frowned. This would not do. She needed to protect the Great Barrier, and protect it she would. The Barrier helpfully supplied her with information regarding the Pillar Service, up to their names, cover names, locations, and various assigned duties. She dismissed the extra information, and took number thirty-eight offline again.
 
Adding in a verification tied to the Barrier's knowledge of the Pillar Service was simple in theory, yet it took her nearly half a day's work to implement. Finally, she took 38 online again. The moment she did so, she felt a pulse rebound through her core as anchor thirty-eight balanced her against the Barrier's knowledge of the Pillar Service.
 
The pulse was hard and fast, and it hurt. Strands of her protective shell unraveled as the Barrier's identification pulse tore through her body and magic.
 
She was identified and the anchor behaved as normal. She drew a breath, and forced an update synchronization through the Great Barrier network.
 
Numbers 37 and 39, on the edge of her peripheral knowledge, pulsed, went offline, and updated themselves. The update was fairly large, and Liane was aware of them sitting for close to five minutes before coming online again. She could not feel anchors 36 and 40, they were not connected directly to anchor thirty-eight, but she was assured that they, too, would update themselves. It would only take an hour or two to update all the anchors and make the network impenetrable to anyone not on the authorized access list.
 
At this point, that was the Pillar Service, the Emperor, and the Crown Prince. Only Liane herself, the Pillar Overseer, the Emperor, or the Crown Prince could modify the access list itself.
 
Finally, she disconnected from the anchor, and allowed it to reset itself in position underneath the sands of the beach. The sun's light was almost completely gone and Liane finally realized just how long she had been standing here, working on the anchor. Her legs felt like rubber from standing still for so many hours on end, and she fairly dragged herself to the dunes framing the beach.
 
She sat down, put up her hood, and lifted her hand. She whispered a connection spell to the Overseer.
 
A flaming circle appeared above her hand, the center of which turned an opaque black. For twenty long seconds, the center remained such, until the Overseer's face appeared.
 
“My apologies for the late disturbance, Overseer,” Nadia said. “I bring grave and unsettling news from ward anchor 38.”
 
“Is this upsetting news related to the forced update synchronization that has been implemented on the Great Barrier Network, Pillar?” the Overseer asked. Although framed politely and with Decorum, Liane could pick up the angry undertones of the question.
 
“It is, My Lady. Ward Anchor 38 was sabotaged,” the Pillar said, coming straight out with the truth and letting the Overseer make up her own thoughts. The austere woman in the flame-circle blinked, looked surprised for all of two seconds, before she got control of herself once more.
 
“Sabotage?” the Overseer asked, catching herself. “That is most disturbing, My Lady. I hope you have collected ample evidence of your allegation.”
 
Nadia nodded deeply enough to show through her hood. “Anchor 38 had no damage, even after an in-depth scan. Instead, evidence was discovered that the anchor was deliberately modified to reduce its effective operation, and a change was made to the updating scripts to take number thirty-eight as master in a synchronization command, regardless of the master given by the update. The next time a synchronization was affected, the changes in number thirty-eight would have spread across the network. The Great Barrier would have been significantly weakened, to the point where anchors no longer overlapped and a single defective anchor would have breached the Great Barrier.”
 
The Overseer remained silent during Nadia's explanation, and for quite some time afterward. The Pillar did not say anything, allowing the woman to think through the implications.
 
“The more you speak, the more I find myself disturbed, Pillar,” the woman finally said. “What was the synchronization that was affected?”
 
“I modified the ward anchors to only accept modifications from those on an authorized access list, My Lady. The Great Barrier knows more about this island than previously realized. As such, I tied access to it to the Pillar Service, the Lord Emperor, and the Lord Crown Prince. The anchors will now verify the identity of the person accessing anchors and violently reject anyone unauthorized trying to modify them,” Nadia spoke, calmly explaining her decision to protect the Barrier.
 
The Overseer was silent once more, and the Pillar again gave her time to think. “That was an appropriate decision, Pillar. I will support it if need be,” she finally said. “Excellent work. Please return to the capital as quickly as possible, a report on your actions will be needed as soon as possible. The implications of this are disturbing.”
 
“Of course, My Lady,” the Pillar said. “I shall return as quickly as I am able. Please keep in mind that I am almost on the other side of the island, so even traveling hard, it will take me five or six days to return.”
 
“I will be expecting you then, Pillar,” the Overseer said, closing the connection. Nadia sighed, and dropped against the dune. She wouldn't set out tonight. The sun had set, and it was nearly an hour's walk to the nearest town.
 
A vague wave of her hand rose a small hut made of compacted sand and earth from the ground. Most Nobles sincerely disliked the practice of 'camping', and would never have been caught dead doing it. Liane, on the other hand, found that she had liked the experience when she had been forced to rely on it during her rescue of Milor.
 
Her compact dwelling had ample breathing holes in it. She wouldn't make the same mistake of creating a fire in an area that was airtight.
 
The night was longer than she would have liked, and by the time the sun rose the next morning, she was already on the road. She walked briskly into the nearest town, found the tavern, and bought herself some food. After having skipped multiple meals the day before, and doing a lot of magical work, she was famished and the innkeeper had a rather knowing smile on his face when he brought her seconds, thirds, and fourths.
 
Nadia ignored him, it didn't matter that he knew she was hungry and ate slightly faster than normally polite, in greater quantities than what was normally acceptable. After filling her stomach, and enjoying the sensation of her happy digestion, she rented a horse. A cart would be too slow; she had been asked to return swiftly. A single horse would be the quickest way.
 
Knowing well that she had only learned to ride late in life, and that she was not very practiced in it, she made sure to request a good-natured horse. Lifting herself into the women's saddle, she spurred the animal on. If the horse was in as fine a shape as she had been told, it would be able to go considerably faster than a horse drawing a cart, especially since she traveled light.
 
There was very little a Pillar needed that a Pillar couldn't create by magic while on the road, so most Pillars traveled with the robes on their backs and a pocket full of gold.
 
Then again, Nadia reasoned as her horse took her quickly down the road that would take her around Mount Sina toward the capital, most Pillars traveled from one inn to another, planning their voyages to only include the best and most high-class inns where they could rent whatever they needed as they needed it. Very few of them actually traveled the way Nadia did.
 
Her horse trotted nicely, yet it did not take Nadia long to develop discomfort from her inexperienced body. She had been taught how to 'ride the trot', yet with her lack of useful experience she failed more often than not at canceling out the horse's bouncing gait.
 
When her right wrist vibrated, she took the excuse to stop her horse and slip down to the ground. Her legs, stomach, and back hurt like she hadn't felt in a long time. She lifted her wrist, and spoke a small acceptance incantation.
 
The flare of the fire-circle extended from her right palm, and Nadia looked straight into the face of her Overseer.
 
“Overseer, good morning,” Nadia greeted.
 
“I see you have already started your journey back, Pillar,” the Overseer spoke, and Nadia realized that the horse must be visible behind her. “Unfortunately, I must ask you to turn back.”
 
The Pillar blinked. “Was I not to return to write my report, My Lady?” she asked her superior, trying to hide the confusion in her voice. She more than likely failed.
 
“I presented your preliminary findings to Imperial Oversight, and the highest priority has been given to this development. You are to return and present yourself to the country home of Lord Marcel of the Rising Trees. His estate encompasses the lands upon which anchor 38 is located, he may know more of what has happened. If he does not know directly, he may have more information regarding who might be attempting to discredit him. Please remain vigilant, Lord Marcel is one of the Generals of the Imperial Army. He is a very powerful and influential man, attempt to remain diplomatic.”
 
Nadia hated diplomacy and politics both. Things were so much easier if she could act freely. “Very well, My Lady. I will change direction, and make for the estates of Lord Marcel. I will also attempt to remain... diplomatic.”
 
“I am well aware that diplomacy is not your strongest suit, My Lady. I ask merely that you make every attempt to remain so,” the Overseer said.
 
“I will do my very best, My Lady,” Nadia promised.
 
“Very well, My Lady,” her superior replied over the connection. “Nadia of the Black Marsh, your assignment has been extended. Please make for the estates of the Lord Marcel of the Rising Trees and inform him of your discovery. Request his assistance in this matter, and determine whether he is directly involved or has any information. Return with this information to us.”
 
The Pillar dipped her head low enough to allow it to be seen, even with her hood up. “I will accept the assignment's extension, My Lady.”
 
“Good luck, Pillar,” the Overseer said, breaking the connection. Nadia sighed, climbing back on the horse with considerable difficulty and pain. The horse remained quiet, letting the silly human clamber up onto it. It snorted when she fell into her saddle a little harder than was normal.
 
“Silence,” Nadia told the animal, before taking the reins, and turning it toward her new destination. She had a high-ranking Lord to investigate and interrogate without making it appear so. It was going to be interesting.
 
********
 
By the time she reached the country mansion of the General of the Imperial Army, Nadia was beyond sore and her mood was correspondingly foul. The mansion itself was protected and defended, sitting on a large plot of land ringed by a high wall, obscuring the main house from view. Slipping from the horrible horse was both agony and sweet relief to the Pillar, and she took a few moments to stretch out her back and legs.
 
When most of the pain was gone from her overworked muscles, Nadia approached the closed gate leading to the protective compound. The head of her staff struck unmoving wood, producing a low, clear note that rang across the surrounding countryside. Once. Twice. Thrice.
 
A human-sized door in the oversized gate was unbolted and opened. A groundskeeper, startled at the sight of her, his disposition turning from sour to shock when he noticed who had come calling.
 
“May I be of help?” he asked, somehow managing to sound polite as he did so.
 
Nadia produced a blank card from the depths of her robes. Magic burnt across its surface, engraving her cover name and occupation.
 
Nadia of the Black Marsh
 
Voice and Hand of the Emperor, Pillar of Kiria.
 
“Please notify your Lord and Master that I apologize for the unannounced arrival and that I would speak to him at his earliest convenience,” Nadia told the groundskeeper. It was a Decorum veiled half-truth, of course. She was Pillar, she needed to see the Lord of the Manor, and he’d better be with her as early as possible. It was merely impolite to say it out loud. She knew it, the groundskeeper knew it.
 
The startled man accepted the card with a trembling hand, and nodded mutely before remembering his manners.
 
“Yes, My Lady. Of course. I will open the gate. Please enter,” he said, stepping back and fumbling with the locks of the gate proper, before pulling one side of it open, allowing her to lead her horse through. By the time she was inside, a stable boy was already present to take her horse and care for it.
 
The groundskeeper handed her off to a manservant, who showed her inside the mansion proper, and made her comfortable in a drawing room that looked remarkably like the one she had on the ground floor of her own house. She asked for some Iron Belly tea, she felt she could use it.
 
The Lord of the Manor let her wait for almost thirty minutes. When he arrived, he was dressed in full Warlock robes, his sword at his hip. Despite it being sheathed, Nadia could feel the power coming from the blade; it was a permanently enchanted sword that must be hundreds of years old. After centuries of drawing power from various wielders, it was a tremendously potent weapon. One day, DawnBreaker too would be so powerful.
 
The Pillar's hidden eyes went from the sword to the Lord of the Manor himself. Not only did he make her wait, but he appeared with his weapon while indoors. As a good guest, Nadia had placed her staff on the rack at the front door, hospitality demanded that a guest be disarmed and a host provided sanctuary. To make a guest wait, and to appear armed, was both an insult and a warning.
 
Nadia refrained from showing reaction, waiting for his excuse. Nominally, she was his superior, a Pillar on assignment. In practice, he was General of the Imperial Armies, and in his own home. His thirty-minute delay merely accentuated that. His weapon was a far less subtle warning. He didn't like her here, he didn't want her here, and he wanted her to know that, despite her title, he was her superior.
 
It was a play for power, and Nadia didn’t care for it. There were reasons she disliked politics.
 
“Thank you for seeing me on such short notice, My Lord,” the Pillar said, keeping her voice carefully neutral.
 
“Not at all, My Lady. How may I assist the Empire today?” he requested, motioning for the chair she had left upon his entrance.
 
She sat, feeling her temper boil. He hadn’t even bothered with an excuse. She would have to do something to regain control over the situation without becoming impolite. She couldn’t come out and call him on it, thirty minutes was long but not that long, nor was wearing his weapon indoors insulting.
 
“I come to you with unsettling news, My Lord,” Nadia spoke. “One of the anchors of the Great Barrier, located near the edge of your property, was sabotaged. I have come to both inform you of this fact and to request whether you have witnessed any unusual activity upon your lands within the last few weeks.”
 
His eyes burned at her, as if trying to penetrate the anonymity charms of her robes. They were permanent enchantments, bound by blood to her. It would take more than a glare to determine who she was. “That is indeed unsettling news, My Lady. Unfortunately, I have not seen any suspicious activity.”
 
Under her hood, Nadia scowled. He was not going to make this easy for her, and would stonewall her at every turn. He appeared to answer the question without saying anything; did he dislike her or her status, or was there something else at play here? He was a general in the armed forces, Kiria should be his main concern. Why was he playing politics with her, rather than see to his duty?
 
“Luckily, the saboteur was an amateur who didn’t know the Great Barrier anchors as well as they thought they did,” the Pillar said, letting the questions roll round in the back of her mind. If the man before her was involved, the insult might get a reaction. “I was able to correct the problem before it compromised the Barrier. We caught on this time. Next time, we might not be so lucky. I am sure that a man in your position realizes the dangers involved.”
 
His face may well be a stone mask, but his eyes were tight. “Of course, My Lady,” he said, coolly. “That this happened on my very lands is an insult. I shall send out messengers to the settlements to determine any suspicious activity.”
 
“Thank you, My Lord, for your cooperation,” Nadia said, managing to keep from smiling. He had backed down and pledged assistance. Playing on his position had left him no choice. She regretted having to use such a low tactic, but he had started by keeping her waiting. If not exactly an insult, it had been a subtle warning. Of course, he could pledge servants, then claim nothing had happened. She hoped he would play it straight with her.
 
“Of course, My Lady. Everything for the Empire. Please remain as my guest until my messengers return,” he offered, already standing up. It was obvious the offer was made half-heartedly, more out of politeness than any real desire to help her, but she chose to ignore it.
 
“Thank you, My Lord. Your assistance is greatly appreciated and will feature prominently in my report,” the Pillar replied. He dipped his head, turned, and left. Nadia watched him go, and tapped her collar.
 
“Epter,” she instructed, the tiny fly-construct immediately, and silently, flying after her target. She followed a handmaiden to a room on the top floor. A room, she was assured, would be hers for as long as she needed it.
 
Nadia thanked the girl, instructed that she wouldn't need any service that she couldn't provide for herself, and asked for privacy instead. As soon as she was assured she was alone, Nadia called her Overseer for an update on her progress. The subtle and the not-so-subtle implications of Lord Marcel's actions were as unsettling to the Overseer as they were to the Pillar.
 
The call did not last long, and ended with her superior promising political protection should the general make good on his implied threats.
 
Nadia sat down on the ground, crossed her legs, and sunk into a halfway meditative state while watching Epter. She was deep enough not to feel boredom from watching the general's life, but not deep enough to miss anything, should something happen.
 
Nothing happened. Lord Marcel seemed to lead a boring life. He went through his estates, rode his horse, talked to his wife in lyrical Decorum-filled verses, and generally did whatever he could to pass the time. Nothing seemed to indicate anxiety over the news Nadia had brought him, and that concerned her.
 
She kept watching until she was called to dinner. Having been watching the lord of the manor, she was well aware dinnertime was approaching; she had seen him start to prepare, after all.
 
Dinner was an incredibly formal affair with close to ten different courses. Being an orphan and raised on the food the Academy provided, Nadia had never learned to appreciate fine dining, and by the time she could finally make her getaway from the dinner table, she was exhausted, both physically and mentally.
 
She returned to her room, raised her privacy wards, sunk back into a relaxing half-meditation, and watched Epter follow Lord Marcel. The general luxuriated in his luxurious dinner, and spent two more hours with a digestif. The Pillar was his only guest, so the man spent the time with his digestif alone, in the company of various newspapers.
 
Finally, hours later, she watched him get up. Expecting the man to go to bed, Nadia started to perk up at the thought of being able to stop her monitoring and have some sleep herself. The large and heavy meal sat like a brick in her stomach, her body felt weary and worn-down. She needed the rest.
 
To her surprise and disappointment, Lord Marcel did not go to bed. He walked out, instead. The Pillar hoped against hope that this was merely a walk before going to bed. She frowned when he asked a stable boy for his horse. It was near midnight, where could the man be going at this late time?
 
Taking control over her spying fly-construct, she managed to get Epter attached to the Lord's clothes before he set off. Her construct was good, but it was not fast enough to keep up with a galloping horse.
 
Her target of investigation rode sedately out the gates of his manor's grounds, and followed the road until he was sure he was out of sight. Then he gave his horse the spurs and drove it to incredible speeds. The vision Nadia received from Epter bounced and jarred and blurred with the speed and sudden movements created by the fast-pace, furious actions instigated by Lord Marcel.
 
The Pillar closed her eyes against the wave of nausea that dropped from her head. She would have to build some form of image stabilization into Epter. Humans subconsciously corrected heavy movements with their eyes, her construct did not do so. It had never been a problem until now.
 
When she heard the frantic clopping of hooves slow down, she risked re-opening her eyes. The general had reigned in his horse, and was now pulling it to a complete stop. He tied it loosely around a tree. Epter followed the man, remaining hidden as it did so, and coincidentally taking a look at the man from various different angles.
 
The Pillar recognized a small stretch of the road, it had been the same road she had followed when she approached the manor earlier that morning. Her spying construct continued to trace Lord Marcel, who took another furtive look around and disappeared into the trees. With its target's speed now considerably reduced, and ample room to hide, Epter had no trouble following the man.
 
Nadia watched him emerge into a clearing, where another figure was waiting. Epter followed, low above the ground, hidden in the long grass. It settled on a blade of grass not far from where Marcel was now greeting his mysterious friend. The woman was dressed in grey robes that were roughly styled after those worn by the Pillar Service, and boasted a rough copy of the Pillar's own camouflaging spells. Had she been there in person, Nadia might have been able to penetrate them. As she was looking through Epter, there was no chance of discovering the mysterious woman's identity.
 
“Your message sounded urgent, Lord General,” the woman said instead of a normal greeting. The large manor lord paced angrily through the clearing, as if finally allowed to release the day's pent-up frustration.
 
“The plan has failed, My Lady,” he returned. “There is a Pillar at my manor, reporting that the sabotage at the anchor was discovered and corrected, and that no damage has been done to the Great Barrier itself. She was not intimidated by myself or my position, and played on my position before I was able to achieve proper control over the situation.”
 
The general's mysterious companion was silent for a few long moments. “That is most disturbing. The changes made are all but undetectable. There are very, very few within Kiria who would be able to discover them, and even fewer that would be able to do so on such short notice. None of them would be tasked with something as menial as a small drop in an anchor's power level.”
 
“And yet a Pillar was sent, and yet the discovery was made,” the general snapped, all but abandoning Decorum. Nadia could see the mystery woman straighten beneath her robes in surprise.
 
“The Pillar Service recruits only the best and brightest. Need I remind you that they have the youngest legend in history in their ranks?” the woman retorted. Her voice sounded calm, but it had a simmering undertone of anger to it that made the larger Lord pause.
 
“The MagicWarper,” Lord Marcel said, sounding less sure of himself now. “Let's just hope it wasn't her that they sent after me.”
 
“It is easy to know whether a Pillar is the MagicWarper or not. Is she carrying her work of legend?” the mysterious figure in bastardized, copied Pillar's robes asked.
 
“No, she is carrying a regular Pillar's staff,” the general answered, suddenly looking and sounding a lot calmer. “Obviously the primary plan has failed. What is the next step?”
 
Nadia almost cursed. She wanted to know what this primary plan was, and the reasons behind it. She could infer that these two conspirators had wanted to weaken the Great Barrier – but to what end?
 
“We need to modify the original plan, it can still be useful,” the woman said. “You needn't concern yourself with the details, My Lord. We will take care of that. Your main concern is the Pillar that is currently staying at your residence. We cannot allow any interference in our plans.”
 
The man nodded thoughtfully. “I can make her disappear,” he said, and Nadia felt cold chills run down her back at the sound of his voice. It sounded dead flat, as if he were discussing a minor inconvenience instead of the murder of a member of the Pillar service. “When asked, I will report that the Pillar never arrived.”
 
“Be careful,” the woman admonished. “Even an unknown Pillar will be a powerful opponent. If I must repeat it, I shall. The Pillars recruit only the best and brightest.”
 
“I am a General in the Imperial Army, My Lady. I am trained in the arts of battle and warfare; the Pillar is in my residence, under my own wards.”
 
The woman seemed to nod. “All that is true. And yet a Pillar is the best and brightest. I urge you to be careful and not be overconfident.”
 
“Your advice is duly noted, My Lady,” Lord Marcel said, sounding dismissive of the woman's advice. “I will return to my residence and disappear the Pillar. Hopefully we can modify and instigate the new plans before the Pillar service comes calling.”
 
“We should, My Lord,” the woman replied, as if nothing had happened. “Soon, the Pillar Service will be too busy to come and investigate the disappearance of one of their own.”
 
Nadia's spine stiffened. He wouldn't dare. Not even a General in the Imperial Army would be able to get away with attacking a Pillar. She stood up, dispelled her privacy wards, calmly walked downstairs, and collected her staff from the stand near the front door. A Pillar's staff was a sign of their office, it was permanently enchanted, and could only be touched by the Pillar it was bonded to. She had no doubts it would still be there. Even if the Lord of the manor had tried to remove it, he would have failed.
 
As she walked back to her room, Nadia's mind was in turmoil. Not only had she heard the General conspire with someone to do something to the Great Barrier, she had heard him conspire to kill her, as well. It would be difficult to complete her mission without revealing Epter's existence, or without resorting to violence. It was late at night, she couldn't contact the Overseer. More than likely, the stables would be locked and she would be unable to get to her rented horse.
 
Then again, judging from the amount of pain her body was currently in, the horse might not be such a good idea. She was a lousy rider. Lord Marcel of the Rising Trees lived remotely, too. The late night hour conspired against her, she had no choice but to remain. If she fled in the middle of the night, she would tip her hand at having listened in on the conversation.
 
The privacy wards went up when she was back in her room.
 
Despite the late hour, sleep failed her; her mind going over the conversation again and again, drawing conclusions and spinning scenarios. She hoped the Lord Marcel would come to his senses and refrain from trying to kill her. She did not want to engage him in battle.
 
********
 
She was awakened by the same handmaiden that had shown her to the room yesterday. Sleep had only come an hour or two earlier, yet Nadia felt a little better for the small amount of rest. She immediately tried to contact the Overseer. She failed. Perhaps the hour was still too early.
 
She drew quite a bit of attention, arriving at the breakfast table with her staff in hand. Sitting down as if nothing was out of the ordinary, she placed her staff right next to her, where it remained perfectly upright, balancing on its tip. Ignoring the stares of the other breakfasters, she merely wished everyone a good morning, and helped herself to some food.
 
She glanced at Lord Marcel. He was watching her with the sort of cold, calculating gaze that indicated he didn't know what to make of her. She knew she'd rattled him, and that he was trying to figure out how much she knew. This was the reason she hated politics. She knew something. He knew that she knew something. But how much did he know that she knew, and how would he react to it?
 
She ate sedately, as if everything was beneath her. Her Pillar's robes were charmed for anonymity, they hid her eyes and facial features perfectly, which made her even harder to read. If she played to the strengths of her robes, she could portray the superior Noble without difficulty.
 
The Pillar finished her meal around the same time as the other people at the table; most left as quickly as they could. They could feel the tension in the air, knew something was wrong, and wanted to be far away from it.
 
“May I ask why you decided to bring a weapon to breakfast, My Lady?” the General asked as they sipped tea. Grand Spice, not exactly Liane's favorite, but enough to get her up and going after the horrific night.
 
“For the same reason you decided to bring a weapon to a meeting with me yesterday, My Lord,” Nadia replied calmly, taking another sip from her tea. Let the man think she was returning insult for insult.
 
“I see,” the General said, with the sort of tone that indicated he didn't care for it one bit. “Perhaps you would care to return your staff to the stand now?”
 
Nadia turned to fully face him, knowing very well that the hood's charms would make it appear as if she had no face at all. He would be faced with a hood that surrounded the deepest darkness, an unsettling experience under the best of times. The very fact that he knew her to be displeased had to add to the intimidating atmosphere. “Perhaps My Lord wishes to disarm me?” she asked. “Is there a specific reason for such?”
 
“Of course not, My Lady. You are safe within my walls,” Lord Marcel answered coolly.
 
She continued to stare at him. “And yet, you came to a meeting with me while late and fully armed, offered neither explanation nor excuse, were needlessly short and dismissed important safety concerns for the entire island, and this morning you wish me disarmed. My Lord, I believe you are hiding something and would like to offer you the chance to take Truth Serum. I will be making note of my experiences and observations in my report to the Pillar Service. Your complete honestly would be recommended at this point.”
 
Lord Marcel remained calm; calmer than she had imagined he would be. After the challenge she had just dropped in his lap, she would have expected anything other than a non-reaction, and it was at that point that she realized just who she was dealing with. Here was a General, a fully trained General schooled in the arts of combat and used to the intrigues at court.
 
As angry as he had been the day before, so cool was he this day. “I do not believe I will need to answer anything to the Pillar Service, Pillar. I have offered support and have given it. It appears, however, that you have found fault with how I conduct myself within the walls of my own home. Perhaps you would feel to offer challenge?”
 
She blinked, and gaped at him. She composed herself immediately, and counted herself lucky that her robes had hidden her surprise. He had taken her challenge, and raised it. She was faced with a choice now – either offer challenge, or back down. “I see no cause to offer challenge, My Lord,” Nadia spoke, trying to sound far calmer than she actually was. “I merely offered Truth Serum in an effort to clear up various misunderstandings.”
 
“Misunderstandings that are serious enough to warrant the use of privacy-intrusive Truth Serum, My Lady?” Marcel asked, sounding halfway outraged. For a moment, she was about to reply to the tone before she realized that the man was faking it. He was good at Decorum, far better than she could ever hope to be. He had been raised in it, had known nothing else his entire life, and there was little that she could do against it with the skills that she acquired after coming to the Academy.
 
“Perhaps, perhaps not, My Lord,” Nadia said, trying to save face. They both knew it for a fallacy. The moment she backed down from offering challenge, she had lost the argument. The Lord of the manor just nodded, stood up, bade her a good day and left. She noticed that he had been unarmed. She'd come armed to a breakfast table where her host was unarmed. No wonder he'd reacted so strongly – she had basically offered challenge the moment she crossed the door. Nadia cursed to herself; she'd assumed that he would have been bearing arms, as he always seemed to do so.
 
She sat in the empty room, sipping her cooled tea. She'd committed a major faux-pas, and wondered if it had changed the man's opinion of her, and if or when he would come to make her disappear. She returned to her room when her tea was finished, hoping to finally be able to reach the Overseer.
 
The spell failed once more; causing the Pillar to sigh. She was at a crossroads, and indecision paralyzed her. Should she confront the Lord General with his participation in the conspiracy? It could potentially cause her to have to admit to Epter's existence. Without his agreement to take Truth Serum, she would have no other proof to offer. It would help this cause, but could potentially remove Epter's effectiveness in the future. She could also remove herself from the situation entirely, accept both the personal and professional blame against herself and the entire Pillar Service.
 
Or she could stay. Stay, and try to find further evidence of Lord Marcel's involvement in the conspiracy. She was a Pillar. He may be a rebel, but there was a good chance he wouldn't attack her. She was in his home, under his roof, covered by his protection. Should he decide to attack her, it would be an affront to the rules of hospitality.
 
Granted, both of them had committed errors against hospitality already, but his attacking her while she was staying under his roof would cause him to lose all standing amid the other Nobility. He may have stated that he could make her 'disappear' – but she was Nadia of the Black Marsh, otherwise known as Liane, the MagicWarper. She was a Pillar of Kiria, one of the chosen Nobles charged with the protection of the Empire. There was no chance of him simply making her vanish, nor would he be stupid enough to try. One didn't become General of the Kirian army by being an idiot.
 
What was she to do? Running was out of the question, it would ruin her reputation and standing, and it would be a blame against the entire Pillar Service as well. She could attempt option one, and bluff her way through. Reveal her knowledge but not her source and try to force him to submit to Truth Serum questioning.
 
Or she could stay as she was, and find further evidence of the conspiracy, before forcing the General to submit to Truth Serum questioning.
 
He wouldn't attempt to 'disappear' her – not while she was still under his roof. For once, she was glad of Decorum's strict rules of behavior, this time they would safeguard her for as long as she was under Lord Marcel's roof.
 
A knock at the door disturbed her thoughts. The Pillar took a few moments to ensure her hood was up and her identity was safe, before admitting her caller.
 
It was the same handmaiden as usual. Apparently, the girl had been delegated to her for the duration of her stay. “Pardon my intrusion, My Lady, but My Lord has requested your presence in his study.”
 
Her heart bounced. Lord Marcel, calling on her? “Very well,” Liane replied. “I will join him at my earliest convenience.”
 
The servant bowed herself out, obviously intimidated by Nadia's cloaked persona. For a moment, Nadia was amused; it was good to see that the Pillar's robes did the job they were designed for. Readying herself, she grabbed her staff and walked downstairs to the Lord of the Manor's study room. She had a confrontation to have.
 
She planted her staff, tip-first, on the ground right outside the office. It balanced itself perfectly and would be waiting for her right outside the room. After her earlier mistake, she wasn't about to take her weapon into his office, but neither would it be far away from her should she require it.
 
Deciding on being polite, Nadia knocked and waited. Upon his request, she entered. Lord Marcel was working on some papers, but he looked up and sat back upon her entrance. “Please have a seat, My Lady,” he invited, his tone bordering on 'order' rather than 'request'. Once more settling on doing the polite thing, she sat.
 
He steepled his fingers and looked at her, and for a moment she had an uncomfortable flashback to being in the Lord Master's office. She shook off the strange sensation, and merely remained silent. When it appeared that he was not going to say anything, she took the lead.
 
“You asked to see me, My Lord?” she requested politely. “Perhaps you have changed your mind regarding the Truth Serum?”
 
His steepled fingers drummed against each other, the only hint betraying that he had heard her. “Perhaps you would like to explain, My Lady, why you saw it fit to come to the breakfast table bearing arms?” he requested in turn.
 
“I was merely following My Lord's example, as he saw fit to bear arms when he came to greet me yesterday,” Nadia answered calmly. “I merely assumed that custom in My Lord's house dictated that one bore arms at all times.”
 
“I see,” he answered calmly, a grating undertone in his voice showing his displeasure at her remark. He lapsed into silence once more, seemingly counting on his physique and presence to intimidate her. It was a foolish notion; she was a Pillar. She was not intimidated by his power, his title, or his overwhelming physique.
 
He wouldn't dare attack her, she knew he was all roar and no claws as long as she remained under his roof. “Perhaps My Lord wishes to reconsider his testimony at this point,” Nadia offered when the silence dragged on. She straightened her spine and set her shoulders. It was time to bluff. If she could use her knowledge to get him to confess, she would not need to reveal her source. “It has come to my attention that My Lord had a surreptitious meeting with a suspicious person late last night. A person that seemed to know about the sabotage done to the Great Barrier, more so, a person who seemed to be the mastermind who executed said sabotage.”
 
Lord Marcel's shoulders hitched for just a moment, and she could see his lips thinning. “I also came to know that My Lord has promised this strange character that he would manage to make this humble servant of the Empire 'disappear'. As this very notion is rather ridiculous, I once more offer Truth Serum so My Lord may prove his innocence. I am sure that the Serum will reveal nothing more than an independent undercover investigation by My Lord and that he needed to maintain his persona with this strange saboteur.”
 
Lord Marcel gave no outward reactions to her declaration. His fingers remained steepled, his lips remained thin; his shoulders remained set.
 
But his eyes.
 
His eyes burned. She could see the anger smoldering in his eyes, could see how much her knowledge had shocked him, angered him, and drove him into a corner.
 
It was at that point that she knew she had made a mistake. A cornered Noble would fight as two.
 
“Then, My Lady, you do know too much. I had hoped to be able to convince you to leave. I don't know how or where you received your information from, but I cannot allow you to leave. Please surrender, I will treat you honorably as a captive in battle. You will be treated well and with respect. You are a Pillar, a servant of the Empire. I do not wish to kill you.”
 
His offer was fair, a standard offer made between Noble Families about to engage in feud. It was the very fact that he offered it to her now that shocked her.
 
“I am afraid I cannot accept your terms, My Lord. You have chosen to make an enemy out of the Empire, and have collaborated with its enemies. For a man in your position, this is inexcusable. However, allow me to make the counter-offer. Please accept Truth Serum questioning, reveal all that you know regarding this conspiracy, and you will be treated as a man befitting your position. I too, do not wish to fight you.”
 
“That would basically condemn me to either life in prison, or execution, My Lady. Death by your hand or death by the executioner hold very little difference,” he answered, the anger burning in his eyes slowly overtaking the rest of his body. She saw his hands slip apart, his right hand edging below his desk.
 
She could feel his sword before she saw it, and barely managed to duck out of the way before the magical weapon split his desk, her chair, and draw a deep slit in the floor and up the wall, almost to the ceiling.
 
“You truly are a Pillar,” the man commented, slashing at her again. With reflexes honed by years of duels with Milor, she rolled out of the way, coming to her feet straight out of the roll and sprinting to the door.
 
It was magically sealed. Another charge was being readied, and she literally shoved with arms and legs, pushing herself away from the barred exit, narrowly dodging the strike. The sword's magic met the barred door, and Liane grinned when the General's own attack crashed through the protective enchantment, splintering the thick wooden door.
 
She didn't wait for him to recompose himself, charged out the door as fast as her legs could cover the distance, and grabbed her staff. Behind her, she could feel the unbridled power of the ancient enchanted weapon. Within her chest, her magic trembled, exuding pressure on the back of her mind. Her heart pounded, her lungs opened, the icy prickling sensation of adrenaline flowed through her veins.
 
Another strike was coming. She flipped around, and rammed the tip of her staff to the ground with both hands. “ENOUGH!”
 
The magic from Nadia's staff met the power of the ancient weapon, both momentarily fighting for dominance before the strike diverted itself. For the first time in fifteen seconds, she stared Lord Marcel in the eye. The man was staring at her with disbelief, his weapon held in a high-guard.
 
The weapon suddenly lowered into a low-guard position, and a word left the general's mouth.
 
Nadia felt as if reality shattered about her, time suddenly flowing in reverse when his wards attempted to drain her magic in a super-charged version of the 'magical tax' system employed by the capital.
 
Lucifer snapped into her hand. Her staff started to shift. Her staff detected her magic being affected. The Lord's word brought the manor's wards to bear against her magic... her fingers curled harder around Lucifer's firm presence, shielding her from harm. Causality restored itself, time reverted to its regular flow. For a fraction of a moment she had experienced the unsettling sensation of holding both her disguised staff and fully released weapon simultaneously, Lucifer having deployed fully before her staff started to shift, before it even detected the wards coming to bear on Liane's magic.
 
Lord Marcel stared at her with his mouth agape. “Lucifer,” he whispered, aghast, staring at the weapon that now existed in Liane's hand. Made from golden metal, it was a good head taller than her, capped by a metal cage that glowed with eldritch energies. The staff's body itself was composed of eight different strands intricately woven together.
 
Nadia threw her hood back. The revealing of her Legendary Work had removed all doubt on her identity. “Indeed. The Light of Knowledge battling the Darkness of Ignorance, the legendary weapon known as Lucifer,” Liane snapped. “And no ward shall ever bring down my magic.”
 
“The MagicWarper,” the man whispered, still shocked. “They sent the MagicWarper after me.”
 
Liane's chuckle was dark, devoid of humor. “The MagicWarper was sent to investigate the sabotage of one of the anchors of the Great Barrier, My Lord. She was then asked to see if you had any additional information. Had you behaved appropriately, none of this would have happened. In essence, it was your own strange behavior, coupled to your illicit meeting last night, which has caused this.”
 
He lifted his jaw, closing his mouth, and scowled at her. “Please surrender, My Lord. You will be forced to submit to Truth Serum-” She didn't get to finish her statement as his sword flashed in an upward swing that made her dodge out of the way with reactions guided half by Lucifer's split-second precognition and her own magic's desire to safeguard her from harm.
 
He was in her personal space moments later, going to full accelerated speeds with no spell-indications. His weapon came down from the high-guard position. Lucifer came up to block with a fluid movement that was supernaturally smooth; either her arm's trained reactions guided Lucifer, Lucifer's split-moment precognition guided her arm, or they both guided each other.
 
The ancient permanently enchanted sword, charged with the magic of wielders spanning back hundreds of years, met the body of a legendary work completed mere years earlier. The sharpened blade struck the woven metal staff, the angle of the latter deflecting the strike of the former in a shower of magical and mundane sparks.
 
Liane whispered her own acceleration spell, riding the shock of synesthesia with practiced ease, her panting breaths tasting of dark chocolate, bitter and strong. Sweat started to form on her skin, her heart's pounding rhythm increasing astride her lungs' breathing. For a moment, Lord Marcel stared at his weapon, as if unable to believe it had failed once more.
 
Such was the danger of relying upon magical weapons, and Liane took the time afforded by his distraction to charge with fire and ice. Her retaliation made him duck the fireball and deflect the ice bolt with his weapon, before charging her once more. With no time to cast out loud, she jumped, using what little silent magic she could to give her a wind-fueled boost.
 
Landing halfway down his entrance hall, she brought her second hand back to her staff. For a moment, it seemed Lucifer's body glowed brighter than before, and the cage of arcane energies at the top flickered ominously. Marcel stormed after her, charging like an angry bull, forgetting Decorum and losing himself in his rage, weapon outstretched, ready to strike her where she stood.
 
The tip struck the ground once. Softly.
 
Two words accompanied the deft touch to the ground, words that spoke of control and release, of magic and power and knowledge. Her voice glowed red and tasted of elderberries before her acceleration spell broke and the synesthesia vanished. Marcel tripped in his mad charge, something subtle upsetting his balance.
 
A perfect circle of runes had formed itself around Liane and her staff, etching themselves into the floor in one singular motion of spell craft. At the same time, a larger circle had etched itself around the floor of the entrance hall, barely missing touching the walls. This larger circle encompassed Lord Marcel, trapping him between the inner and outer circles.
 
“Runescape, level one, defensive,” Liane intoned, leaning on her staff, panting deeply. She may be used to going multiple rounds with Milor, but the effort of fighting underneath a person's house wards was getting to her. Lucifer may shield her magic from harm, but it was taking her physical effort to do so. Her lungs burned, she could feel her heart pounding. Casting magic on this scale, while maintaining a high level of physical activity was exhausting to her body.
 
Her opponent stared with open eyes and mouth, looking shocked to his core, before grabbing a hold of himself. “That's impossible,” he whispered, staring at the runes that were now defacing his floor.
 
Liane smiled faintly, she had forgotten not everyone was like Milor and knew what she could, and could not, do. Truth be told, it was Lucifer's extension to her magic that allowed her to cast such a wide-area pair of circles, and she felt annoyed that she had no real way to use his momentary lapse of attention. The runescape protected her, but it also prevented her from attacking him.
 
Marcel shook his head, looked angry about losing his composure then charged. The strike of his sword reflected off a spherical shield described by the inner circle of runic sigils. Surreptitiously, Liane glanced at a couple of runes of her own design. They glowed silver to her sight. Not a good sign, that strike contained so much energy that it was overloading her circle and it would take time to shed that energy.
 
He must be tapping into his weapon's reserves to get that amount of magic into each strike, and she hoped that she would be able to hold him until his weapon's reserves ran out. It was a blood-bound sword, hundreds of years old. Its reserves could be vast.
 
The General drew a breath. And another. His rage seemingly abated. “I see that the reputation of the MagicWarper is well deserved,” he stated, coolly. A horrific smile appeared on his lips then, followed by a few more words spoken to his wards. She frowned, he should know that his wards would be unable to affect her magic. Lucifer warned her a moment before the results of the incantation hit, and she barely managed the time to lock her legs.
 
The sudden impact reverberated through her outer shield with such ferocious force that it resounded through her chest and nearly drove her to her knees. Had Lucifer not warned her, she would have been driven to the ground. The runes glowed gold now, a clear indication that they were being overloaded. Marcel blinked in astonishment. Lucifer warned her right before the impact came again, this time succeeding in drawing a gasp from her throat.
 
A ward-hammer! He'd brought the ward-hammer to her! She cursed her oversight in casting her runescape protection under his roof, where his wards could tear it down, and desperately thought for a way out. The impact came again. A cracking sound was audible, and she knew her outer shield would start to fail momentarily.
 
It would take a dozen Nobles to do the same under normal conditions, but house-wards had multiple anchors to draw from. Powerful and skilled though she was, she couldn't stand up to fully powered wards bent on bringing down her protections.
 
A split-second warning from Lucifer was all she needed, and her lips started forming words. The ward-hammer came again, hitting her outer shield at the same time as his sword struck at her inner. Both shields failed, and for a moment, time slowed down even further than her acceleration spell would ever be able to account for. She could almost feel his sword slice through her delicate body, a downside to Lucifer's precognitive warnings. Lucifer, magic, her own mind, she cared not for its source, and casted with all her might, as fast she could.
 
She was Liane, former Assistant to Cassandra of the Storms, and she had worked tirelessly at her Proctor's side on the magic of air that gave the woman her name. The air between both combatants hardened, shattering upon impact of his blade, yet lasting long enough to drain enough energy from it to physically catapult her through the door. The protections in her Pillar's robes saved her from broken bones, but could not spare her from the bruising of her entire back.
 
She struggled to her feet, leaning heavily on Lucifer, ignoring the pain. Already, she felt tired and exhausted, panting for breath, hoping to slow her racing heart. This battle had been the longest she had ever fought, and her body was starting to give out on her.
 
The Pillar of Kiria cursed her physical weakness, her inexperience fighting with Lucifer, and her desire to take the man in alive. All of those factors had contributed to the massive amounts of physical pain she was now in, her bruised back, and the fact that she was lucky to have survived the fight so far.
 
Her fingers clenched around the woven metal of Lucifer's staff. She was going to kill the bastard, and she was going to do it her way. Anger bubbled up from deep within her. Marcel, still inside his house, slashed his sword at her. Another wave of power raced toward her.
 
Lucifer's tip struck the ground, the magical wave deviated once more. It was enough time for the General to race outside, once more under the influence of an acceleration spell.
 
“You're a fool,” he declared, wrenching one hand up. No spells followed, but Lucifer jerked Liane to one side – far to one side – right before the ground exploded and three massive green plants shot from the ground. Had she remained where she had been, she would have been impaled. She retaliated faster than thought, fully surrendering to the experience she had gained fighting Milor, and forced the ground underneath his feet into ceramic blades before throwing the spell into 'puree'.
 
Lord Marcel jumped aside just in time, managing to extract himself with no more than a few minor lacerations that only hurt but did not slow him down. She used his distraction to whisper her own acceleration spell, right before the trees surrounding the grassy field burst to life, pulling themselves out of the ground, advancing like lumbering hulks on her position by walking on their roots.
 
Liane stared, not believing that someone could have so much control over the surrounding greenery, and nearly lost her head when Lucifer pulled her out of the way of another slash of Marcel's sword threw more magic at her. Her bruised back flamed in agony, and she stumbled to the ground, the pain of her back flaring down into her legs.
 
Pain gave way to anger, her magic flaring from her chest. She jammed Lucifer into the ground, and barked a word. Short, to the point, and vulgar enough to cause Marcel to blink. The animated trees wavered on their roots, indecisive between animate and inanimate; they were almost close enough to start reaching for her, and Liane needed them on hold for just a moment. She barked another word, thickening air and sharpening into blades, before sending a razor-sharp whirlwind after the lumbering mass of auxiliary fighters.
 
'Kindling' would be a good description of what was left a few seconds later, but neither Marcel nor Liane had any attention to spare to look at it. More impaling plants shot from the ground, more air-blades and fireballs retaliated, and for half a minute, the skies lit up with nearly continuous spell fire.
 
Time and again, she dodged and weaved through his spells, giving as much as she got. Despite the fact that they were adversaries locked in deadly combat, Liane respected the man she faced; his name may show his connection to the element of wood, but he had trained extremely hard on his other elements. Time and again she was faced with fire, ice, lightning or earth, and retaliated on pure instinct.
 
It became harder and harder for Lucifer to pull her to safety, her hurting body slowing down with every minute the fight lasted. Never before had she contemplated a battle such as this, she had always assumed combat to be like dueling.
 
Her right ankle gave when she misjudged a step, and immediately a green bark of death lashed from the ground. She screamed when pain blossomed from her magic as it diverted the lethality of the strike, causing the branch to shoot through her left shoulder rather than straight through her chest.
 
His sword descended at her throat, her eyes locked with his. She saw not the anger or fear she had expected, but the resignation of a man doing his duty.
 
Lucifer came up, once more diverting the strike, sending shockwaves of pain through her body. Her vision wavered, blurring in and out of focus. Her magic rebelled, pushed and strained and howled and raged. Suddenly, she saw the world in shades of red, the plant holding her to the ground disintegrated, and the wound in her shoulder started repairing itself.
 
The pain in her bruised back and twisted ankle and shattered magic felt like the pleasure of the world, an unnatural high that lifted her spirits and removed all fear. She jumped to her feet, ignoring the startled, fearful look Lord Marcel was suddenly giving her.
 
A tremor went through the air, and Marcel grasped for his throat, heaving deeply, casting silent magic. The oxygen she had removed from the air flowed back, and Liane's respect for her opponent lifted another notch. There were very few that would be able to counter such magic while choking.
 
More impaling greenery shot from the ground, and Liane had enough of the dodging game. Now that she was out of the house, out from under his wards, it was time to finish this. Lucifer's tip struck the ground, the two concentric circles of her runescape forming immediately upon contact. It was only now that she realized that Lucifer's head was filled with liquid red magic, and her entire golden staff was glowing in otherworldly energies. Once more, both her and his acceleration spells shattered when the runescape negated them.
 
“This time, there are no wards to aid you,” Liane stated, coldly. “Runescape, level two, defensive.”
 
Both inner and outer circles doubled up, becoming two sets of two that barred her from him, and him from escaping. For a moment, he stood unmoving with indecision, merely staring at her through the transparency of the protective shield she had around herself. Then, he made his move, striking once more at the inner circle, attempting to get to her.
 
The wave of magical energy hit the circle, reflecting back upon its source. Marcel gave a panicked dodge and managed to avoid being hit by his own weapon. “That is even more impossible than before,” he commented, breathing deeply. Somehow, he had realized that she could not retaliate if he did not attack, and decided on using the time to recompose himself.
 
“I am... the MagicWarper,” Liane said, panting deeper than he was. She may not feel pain, injury, or exhaustion, but her body was still tired and starved of oxygen. Her heart pounded. She needed as much time as he would give her. At the back of her mind, she knew she could not uphold the runescape, even with the self-powering enchantments she had built into it. It mostly powered itself, but control over it still came from her magic, and she would falter sometime.
 
The rebellious General closed his eyes, and started whispering softly. She could not hear what he said, and braced herself. He frowned, and Liane allowed a faint smile to grace her lips. He'd found out that the runescape was protecting the ground beneath her. There would be no further barbs coming from below, nor would he be able to contact any sort of greenery outside the protective circle.
 
He re-opened his eyes, frowning at her, and cast a few more half-hearted spells straight at the barrier, watching impassively as they returned exactly where he had cast them from. “This is impressive, but hardly useful. I can stay here and wait for you to exhaust yourself, My Lady,” he stated, calmly. He stood still, facing her, sword in a low-guard position. “You do not seem able to cast at me, and I am unable to cast at you. Yet, you burn energy upholding this construct, and I recover energy while standing here. I am in a superior tactical position. You will fail.”
 
Her lungs and heart started to slow down, her magic continued to burn hotly in her veins. “Runescape, level three – offensive.” She closed her eyes; the outer world fell away from her perception. Her world had shrunk to the area encompassed by her outer protective circle, her sight registered only magic now. Green and reds dominated her enhanced perception, fed to her by Lucifer.
 
The two sets of concentric circles glowed bright gold, merging into two circles once more, their contents changing rapidly. Marcel stared in dismay, obviously forcing his attention to be on her rather than the impossible display of runes changing after they had been engraved.
 
When the construct settled, five animated tentacles of dirt and mud rose from the ground and charged him. He dodged the first one, attempted his acceleration spell, failed, slashed the second one, wove around the third one before cutting it off at its base, rolled underneath the strike of the fourth one while stabbing at the fifth one that seemed to be waiting for him. The second, third, and fifth tentacles disintegrated when he rolled back to his feet, the sword making a slashing motion that released a wave of magic that broke the first and fourth tentacles.
 
He drew half a dozen deep breaths, and turned to face her, as if asking if this were it – when another five tentacles came at him.
 
Liane looked on impassively while her opponent dodged and weaved and ducked and slashed. He was better than her five simultaneous animation spells, and if this went on, it would be a battle of endurance. It was a battle she wasn't sure she could win. The burning in her chest had intensified, and despite the fact that pain still felt as pleasure, she realized that things were about to go very, very wrong for her if this kept up.
 
“Runescape, level four, offensive,” she whispered, the re-etched runic circles once more changing their contents. The five animation spells fell away, and he heaved for breath while the runescape reconfigured itself. Wearily he eyed her, readying himself for whatever trick she had up her sleeve this time.
 
The ground underneath his feet started to fall away, toppling him. The ground shifted, the entire area between her inner protective barrier and the outer containment barrier turning into a giant, ceramic, meat-grinder. Giant ceramic teeth rotated at immense speeds in opposite directions, clockwise and anti-clockwise, grinding to a paste anything that stood in between the two barriers.
 
She did not know how he did it, but Lord Marcel managed to heave himself up to a block of solidified air, managing to lose just his right foot. In pain and bleeding horrifically from his injury, he lay panting on his block of air, safe from the grinding floor beneath him.
 
“How did...” Liane snapped, angrily. “You are tenacious, My Lord,” she then said.
 
“Thank you,” he moaned.
 
“But you will still die,” the Pillar stated with conviction.
 
“In another fifty years, in my bed, surrounded by my loved ones,” he replied, whispering magic at his ankle. The flow of blood had stopped, and Liane could see the beginning of field medicine magic closing the wound.
 
She scowled, her eyes steadfastly remaining closed. Despite her outer confidence, she wasn't at all convinced that she could kill her opponent. Level 4 took a considerable amount of magic to keep going, even with the self-powering runes built into the circles. Her magic was dwindling now, she had another two or three minutes at maximum. After that, she would run out of magic and be totally at the General's mercy.
 
There was not a hair on her head that counted on him showing her mercy. She had only one option left, one she had hoped to avoid. She drew a breath, and pushed. Lucifer pushed back, as if asking for confirmation.
 
“In fifteen seconds, far quicker and with less pain than I would have liked,” Liane corrected his statement regarding his time of death, maintaining her charade of confidence despite not feeling it. “Runescape, level five. Annihilation.” She could feel the magic being sucked from her core as her runescape reconfigured. A lot of magic. A lot of magic, very fast.
 
She opened her eyes.
 
A scream tore from her throat when even more magic was sucked out of her, more magic than her unstable, damaged core could provide. Her scream intensified when the power of her runescape drained the very essence from her body, her very life pouring into her ultimate sure-kill spell.
 
The barrier that had been transparent up until now turned opaque, and Marcel sucked in a breath. No longer could he see outside, it was as if the barrier now encompassed a dying world of dust and debris. The inner circle containing Liane had vanished, the skies were purples and blacks that interwove around and through each other.
 
Then reality shattered, the spell reaching completion. Everything Liane saw, everything within the field of her gaze, became the target of the fifth level of her runescape. Through a perversion of Deep Secrets and Ancient Lore, the spell acted upon the spark of life. Life itself was power and energy, the energy to grow, to reproduce, and in the end, the lack of power meant death. Liane had been taught to give life to inanimate constructs, to give life to blends of various creatures called chimerae. Through a perversion of her teachings, she now took life away.
 
Annihilation released the energy of life within Liane's field of gaze.
 
Her grip slipped from her staff, the runescape vanishing immediately. Lord Marcel lay, flat on his back, staring at the skies. His chest did not move. His eyes were glassy. He was dead. Around him, within a perfect cone describing Liane's field of sight, was dead and blackened grass. Beyond Marcel, a single tree withered and died, just within Liane's range of sight, the last living thing that had been clear to her vision the moment her spell completed.
 
Servants rushed over toward them, and Liane forced herself to her feet. Her entire body hurt; especially her chest where her magical core had taken another blistering hit from her use of the fifth level runescape. Magic did not casually act upon life, it required rituals and ceremonies and materials with which to do so. Forcing magic through the runescape allowed her to circumvent the requirements – but at a horrible cost.
 
It would exact a horrific toll on her body and magic.
 
Liane wavered on unsteady legs. She knew she should not stay here. It had been her duty, but she could not be sure the servants – or the Lord Marcel's family – wouldn't try to exact revenge. At this moment, she would be hard-pressed to fight off a ten-year-old with a butter knife. Lucifer folded back into her regular staff of office. Leaning heavily on it, she half-limped, half-dragged herself to the stables. She needed her horse and to get out of here.
 
Throwing up the concealing hood of her Pillar's robes, she found her rented horse, completely dressed down and standing calmly in the stable. Her entire body hurt, and she could barely keep herself on her feet without the help of her staff. Getting the horse saddled and bridled seemed beyond her. No stable staff came to her aid, which told her quite a lot in itself.
 
Or, it should have told her quite a lot; her brain was not operating at its usual level, the pain and exhaustion of her battle making it difficult for her to react.
 
She grabbed hold, dumping herself over the horse's back in the most inelegant fashion conceivable, her head hanging down one side while her legs stuck out the other. With no saddle or stirrups, she could not climb up the usual way.
 
The horse neighed in confusion, but held its ground, eyeing the strange human wearily as it tossed and tumbled about on its back. Finally, Nadia managed to find comfort on the horse's bare back, she ignored the fact that she sat like a man across the horses’ back. Now that she was on, she had no idea how to ride it. There were no reigns for her to hold, no stirrup for her to use.
 
She grabbed hold of the horse's neck, and indicated which way she wanted to go. The horse neighed again, not used to the strange method with which it was being ridden, and not sure if it wanted to comply. The rented horse was the most good-natured one up for rent, and it finally decided to comply with what the strange human on its back seemed to want, and turned to the exit.
 
A few nudges had it trotting forward.
 
Nadia gasped in pain and discomfort with each movement, and held on for dear life. She breathed a sigh of relief when she left the Lord Marcel's compound. She needed to get away. The horse went from a trot into a canter. Her vision lost and gained color several times with pain. She coughed. Blood filled her mouth. She wiped. Why was her nose bleeding? She frowned. The horse cantered easily down the road. Why was she on a horse with no saddle or reigns? She looked about. Why was her entire body hurting? Why didn't she hear anything?
 
Nadia's fingers came back red when she touched her ears. She was bleeding from her ears, too? What... what had happening to her? She gasped, pain lanced through her chest. She was hurting. Why was she... hurting? She closed her eyes, pulled them back open moments later. She teetered on the back of the horse, it slowed from a canter into a trot, and finally, came to a stop when it felt the human on its back sway unsteadily.
 
Nadia slipped from the horse's back, collapsing immediately. Her staff clattered to the ground, rolling outside her range. The sun set. And rose. Night? Day? Pain... pain...
 




Chapter Four 

Liane's back arched with the pain blooming from her chest, tearing a tortured scream from her battered throat. Pain. Yellow. Red. Black.
 
Her eyes opened, staring up at an uncaring moon throwing its clinical light on the grassy ground upon which she found herself. The MagicWarper blinked, slowly, arduously. She turned, tried to crawl up. Pain pricked from her injured shoulder, triggering another explosion of multi-colored agony from her chest.
 
When did the sun come up? Did she black out again? She dared not move, even in the heat of the burning sun. Her body was hurting, even when stationary. She found herself in a fetal position, her legs pulled up to where they almost touched her chest, arms thrown around her knees in some effort to ride out the waves of sensation.
 
The injured woman closed her eyes, tried to focus on her magic and affect some measure of healing upon herself. She gasped deeply at what she found, a gasp that was a little too sharp and a little too deep for her battered body. Another wave of agony was triggered. Her arms tightened around her legs, and she tried in vain to stifle her screams.
 
She was on her back now. When had she released her previous position? How long ago did the sun set and the moon come up? She felt extremely weak now, devoid of food and drink for Gods only knew how long. Her body was weakening; her magic was injured. She was in rough shape. Was this how she would meet her end? Alone and deserted in some forgotten field, dying of injuries, thirst, and hunger?
 
She grimaced, didn't even think about rolling over and having another go at climbing to her feet. A quick glance around proved that her horse had vanished, probably a long time ago. She couldn't be sure how many days had passed since her battle with Lord Marcel, but she had seen both sun and moon on multiple occasions, in bouts of lucidity, before her injuries claimed her once more.
 
There was little she could do. Liane closed her eyes, focused on her magic. She knew what to expect now. Hopefully that knowledge would keep her from startling and triggering another painful attack that would render her unconscious once more.
 
It took her long, far longer than she was used to, to appear before her magic. When she finally dropped deep enough into her meditative trance, she gazed sadly at the remnants of her magical core. The two central anchor lines, the red vertical one and the blue horizontal one, were still intact. That was the only good news.
 
The grid pattern she had woven so carefully over the last years was torn to shreds, almost all of her magic surging wildly and uncontrollably through the large gaps that had appeared in her defenses. Her magic was unbound, out of control, and it was doing more harm than good to her weakening body.
 
The amount of magic still under her control was minuscule, far less than she had ever felt, safe for those couple of times where she had fused her core doing unimaginably complex magic at the drop of a hat. She stared sadly at the remnants of her core, regretting the loss of those abilities with the ever-increasing instability of her magic.
 
How much easier the fight with Lord Marcel would have gone, had she still possessed the ability to turn his blood to acid. The best she had managed was some transformation on the air, something he had been able to counter far too quickly for it to be effective as anything more than a diversion.
 
Her metaphysical self drew a breath. She was going to repair her core, forget about abilities of the past that she had lost, contact the Overseer, and make her way back to the capital. Anything else was unacceptable.
 
She reached for the first broken thread, the first of many, and tried to remove it.
 
To her consternation, Liane found out that she couldn't do so with the ease she had gotten used to. What used to take a few moments with a thought-based spell now took her nearly ten minutes of near-perfect chanting to gather enough energy with which to work. She looked up, at her damaged core. There were hundreds and hundreds of broken strands. This was going to take a while.
 
Slowly, securely, she removed the first broken thread. By the time she was finished, she was exhausted.
 
And promptly lost her meditative trance. The moon was lowering in the sky, it’s cool and uncaring light seemingly taunting her. She grimaced, tried to fight off a wave of vertigo, before succumbing to it. Her empty stomach rebelled, her injured body protested, and she found herself dry-retching.
 
Agony burned from her chest. She screamed once more, throwing her pain to the empty skies, shouting, screaming her powerlessness to the moon that hung overhead. Why had no-one come for her? Why did no-one care for her? Why had nobody thought to follow her horse's tracks? Why was she left to die here, miserable and alone in this Gods-forsaken field?
 
The pain went from yellow, to red, to black.
 
When she came around once more, she barely had the energy to open her eyes. The sun was at mid-noon, the heat was stifling, her body aching for water. She closed her eyes, sunk into her meditative trance once more. It seemed to take a long time.
 
Finally, she stared at her rampaging core. Again, it took her ten minutes to raise enough magical energy to formulate her spell. Replacing the thread she had removed earlier proved far harder than it had been to remove it, but she managed it. Just. Immediately upon the completion of the first strand, a miniscule jolt of energy went through her.
 
It wasn't much, but it kept her in her wavering meditative trance and perked her up slightly. She looked at the second strand. Should she work on it? Should she try and get some rest and try later? What if she started work on it, and blacked out?
 
The Pillar found herself alone and with no options. She lifted more energy, and started work on removing the second damaged thread. Her meditation threatened to break the moment she completed her task, and she fought desperately to keep her trance together, to allow her to work on her core some more.
 
To no avail. Liane blinked her tired eyes open, and stared at the setting sun. She wouldn't last long enough to repair her core. She knew it, could feel it in the weariness of her body. She wouldn't, couldn't, give up, but deep down she knew her efforts would be futile. She was going to die here, and there was nothing she could do.
 
The Pillar closed her eyes, trying to drop back into her meditative state. She sunk away into a sea of darkness, the pain from her body fading.
 
Her breaths spaced out longer, becoming shallower every time.
 
********
 
The Overseer closed her office door, locked it, and shifted the documents from her left hand to her right. With decisive strides, she walked out of the wing that housed the Pillar Service, and turned to enter the deeper areas of the Imperial Palace. Five minutes later, she announced her presence to two guards flanking a single and nondescript wooden door.
 
The guard on the left nodded, accepted the documents she carried, and entered the office beyond. The Overseer herself waited patiently outside, not at all bothered by the continuous gaze of the remaining guard.
 
She was used to waiting before entering this office, and the Overseer set in for a nice fifteen to twenty minute break. Her thoughts dissected her news clinically, refraining from excess emotion by force of long habit.
 
Despite her efforts to banish emotions, she was startled when the second guard returned within five minutes and held the door open to her in silent invitation. She dipped her head, and walked inside. The antechamber she arrived in was spacious for the single secretary manning the single desk. The woman at said desk was nearing the end of her working life, austere gray hair made up in immaculate fashion.
 
“You may enter immediately, My Lady,” the secretary said. The Overseer ignored her surprise at the unusual expediency, nodded her gratitude, and opened the door to the inner office.
 
She walked up to the huge desk facing the door, and its sole occupant. The Lord Milor of the Thunderstorms, Crown Prince to the Imperial Throne of the Island Nation of Kiria, sat up straight in his chair at her arrival, and focused all his attention upon her.
 
“My Lady Annjii of the Ball Lightning, good afternoon. Please, have a seat,” he spoke with cultured tones, before picking up the dossier the guard had delivered to him. “From the fact that you hand-delivered the documentation, I am assuming this meeting is urgent?”
 
She sat in the visitor's chair. “My Lord, good afternoon,” she returned his greeting. “Unfortunately, you speak the truth. It appears that it is very likely we have lost one of our Pillars.”
 
Milor's shoulders hitched for just a moment, his spine straightening almost imperceptibly. He received dozens of 'urgent' reports every week; he did not receive news that one of the government's agents had passed away in the line of duty. Such things hardly ever happened in Kiria!
 
“Please continue while I read the documentation, My Lady,” the Crown Prince said, urgently perusing the folder she had provided.
 
“In succinct words, My Lord, we received information that one of the Great Barrier anchors was sabotaged. Said anchor was located on the lands of the Lord Marcel of the Rising Trees,” the Overseer started her summary. Milor's gaze went from the folder to the woman.
 
“The Lord General of the Imperial Armies?”
 
“The very same, My Lord,” the Overseer confirmed. “The Pillar assigned with the investigation of the anchor was dispatched to notify the Lord General and request his cooperation in the investigation. She received a less than adequate welcome, with the Lord General bringing his weapon to their meeting. The Pillar involved notified me of these events. I promised her protection should the Lord General carry out any form of legal reprisal should she be forced to defend herself verbally. That was the last communication I received from the operative.”
 
The woman drew a breath while Milor's eyes continued to flow over the pages of the folder. “In the afternoon of the following day, a large scale battle took place at the Lord General's estate.”
 
Milor stopped reading. “How large a battle, My Lady?”
 
“Large enough to register with the Great Barrier, My Lord. Granted, the Lord Marcel's estate is directly adjacent to the Great Barrier, but the magic involved in registering on it would still have been substantial,” the Overseer answered. “Further investigation revealed that the Lord Marcel engaged in open battle with the Pillar. The Pillar was victorious, and managed to remove herself from the area. She was heavily injured, managed to reach her horse, and rode off without being able to saddle it. The horse was discovered later, grazing peacefully in a nearby pasture. We found no trace of the Pillar in question, but we did find tracks that indicated the Pillar may have fallen from the horse. Unfortunately, it took four days for another operative to reach the Lord General's estate, so trails and tracks were cold and virtually untraceable.”
 
Milor had kept his focus on her during her summary. “Nadia of the Black Marsh,” the Crown Prince finally read from the file. “Can you disclose the Pillar's true name? Both myself and my father will wish to honor the person who bravely risked her life for the Empire.”
 
The Overseer swallowed; the action did not go unnoticed by Milor. Whoever this Pillar had been, the news would be bad. He just knew it.
 
“My Lord,” she said, as calmly as she could, “it pains me to say that the Pillar in question is your friend, the Lady Liane, The MagicWarper.”
 
Milor blinked, twice, thrice, four times, before paling rapidly. He closed his eyes, drew a deep breath, and visually composed himself. “Missing four days after a major battle,” he whispered.
 
“That is correct, My Lord.”
 
He remembered how her magic would act up after a major battle, knew from experience how long it would take her to act normal once more. She used to cover by pretending her Assistant was being tested. Most people accepted the explanation. He didn't; he was her friend, had grown up with her, knew when she was lying or circumventing the truth. He didn't know the details, and hadn't inquired. If she didn't want to tell him, he wouldn't pressure her.
 
Four days was excessive. She should have been able to get a communication spell out by now. The fact that she had fallen from her horse didn't sit well with him either. Liane was hardly an accomplished rider, but not even she would go about, falling from her horse.
 
No, his friend had been gravely injured, had fallen from her horse, and was now missing, presumed deceased. “Find her, My Lady,” he told the Overseer, his voice coarser than he had wanted it to be. “Regardless of the fact that she is my friend, she is one of our own. She is a Pillar of Kiria. Find her so that we can either heal her, or give her the decency of an honorable funeral.”
 
The Overseer nodded. “I have already sent out who I can, My Lord.” Her voice made it clear that she thought it was a recovery operation. “We can take comfort in the fact that she took out an enemy of the state.”
 
Milor nodded. Somehow, he managed to drag his thoughts back to the here and now. “Do we have a Necromancer?”
 
The Overseer nodded. “The Pillar Service's Necromancer is preparing to pull the General's spirit as we speak, My Lord. I will have a report for you as soon as postmortem interrogation is complete.”
 
He just nodded, glad that at least some good would come from this, before his thoughts went out to his missing friend once more, causing him to almost miss the Overseer's departure. He needed to talk to his father. He started to stand, then sat down. A heavy weight had settled on his heart, an unfamiliar emotion making it difficult for him to breathe.
 
No, he told himself. No, Liane wasn't dead. She was missing. Until he could see her body himself, he wouldn't believe it. He'd seen that woman crawl through the eye of a dozen needles, had seen her do unimaginable, unbelievable things. He had to believe her to be alive. She just had to be.
 
Angrily, Milor stood up, and walked out of the room. The secretary nodded in greeting, but he paid her no attention. The guards outside fell into step behind him. No-one spoke, the intensity on his face was frightening.
 
His father's office was at the end of the hall, and Milor's two guards joined the two guards of his father's office. The Emperor's office was laid out in similar fashion to Milor's own, with an antechamber that held a secretary's office, leading into the actual office itself. Milor walked straight past the Assistant-level Warlock manning his father's secretary desk, and pushed straight in to the office itself.
 
The Emperor looked up sharply from the document he had been reading, his intense gaze boring into Milor's approaching form. It was highly irregular for Milor to enter his office without announcing himself. The Crown Prince sat without being invited.
 
“I bring grave news, Father,” he said. “One of our agents of the Pillar Service is missing in action, presumed deceased.”
 
The Emperor leaned back in his chair, his intense gaze appearing not to shift in the least. Milor knew better, knew the very fact that his father shifted positions was enough to indicate his change in attention. “What has happened, my son?” the older man requested.
 
Milor handed over the same file the Overseer had presented to him earlier. “In summary, sabotage on a Great Barrier anchor was discovered. This resulted in the discovery of a traitor within the upper echelons of the government. Lord Marcel of the Rising Trees attacked the Pillar that came to inform him of the event, and to request his assistance. The Pillar killed the General in direct conflict, then removed herself from the scene, probably in an effort to prevent retaliation. She vanished four days ago. Her horse has since been discovered, the Pillar herself has not been found.”
 
The Emperor glanced through the document, and Milor knew he would be studying it for details later. “Who is the Pillar that we will need to honor, either in life or death?”
 
“Her assigned name was Nadia of the Black Marsh. We both know her as Liane, the MagicWarper,” Milor said, feeling his voice crack and hating himself for showing weakness. The Emperor remained silent, merely looked at his son.
 
“I am very sorry to hear that, my son. We will find her,” the older man said, as gently as Milor had ever heard his hard father speak.
 
“I have already given such orders to the Overseer, Father,” the Prince said, somehow gaining control over himself.
 
Both men remained silent, lost in thought. Finally, Milor looked up at his father. “Father, is it wrong of me to feel the need to lead the search myself?”
 
The regal man leaned back in his chair, and wiped tiredly at his eyes. “You know it is, my son. Remember the Arbitrator of Ascension. You must set aside all personal feelings and do what is best for Kiria. Ask yourself this, is it in Kiria's best interest that you go out and lead the search for your missing friend, or is it best served by you heading the investigation into this sabotage?”
 
Milor nodded unhappily. “I know, Father,” he said. “And yet, it fills me with no comfort.”
 
“Service to the Empire rarely does,” the Emperor said, getting up from his chair and walking around his desk. He placed one hand on his son's shoulder. “It is a lonely life that we lead.” Milor didn't say anything, just nodded. He felt closer to his father than he had ever felt in that moment, and he wished that it hadn't taken the disappearance of Liane to accomplish it.
 
His father's hand tightened on his shoulder, and Milor looked up. “I am aware you have feelings for this woman, my son. I can only advise you, should you have the chance, to express those feelings to her.”
 
The Crown Prince hesitated. “I believe I have done so on more than one occasion,” he replied, his voice tightening. “Unfortunately, it seems she feels only friendship for me.”
 
The Emperor released his son's shoulder, and sat down once more. “On the surface, it does indeed seem that way. However, when we last attended the opera, she questioned me regarding 'strange and unusual' behavior on your part. It seems that your friend is unaware of your emotions, and is most confused. From what little I know about her, it seems that she has never been allowed to grow normally. She was orphaned, then was thrown into the Academy and Decorum. It is very likely she does not know anything regarding normal relationships.”
 
Milor's shoulders hunched. Talking about Liane hurt, but still, it filled him with hope that his father would talk about her in the present tense, as if it were a mere matter of time before she were found, alive and well. “What do you suggest, Father?”
 
“I would suggest that, should you have the opportunity to do so, you take her aside and express your feelings. Perhaps it will be required to let Decorum slip and express yourself plainly. It seems that your lady, despite her intelligence and wisdom, can be remarkably blind when it comes to personal relationship.”
 
The younger man nodded. “That seems like good advice. Thank you, Father.”
 
********
 
Liane felt strange, detached from reality. She was aware her eyes were open, yet she did not see. She did not breathe, had no pulse as far as she was aware; could not move. Was she dead?
 
A jolt of energy coursed through her body. Suddenly, she could see, could feel, could breathe. There was no pain, her body still felt detached from reality, but the all-encompassing, paralyzing, nothingness had vanished. She was in some form of shelter, she realized. The walls were solid beams of wood, the roof made from densely woven leaves and branches.
 
“You are awake. Good.” Liane strained to find the speaker, her hesitant eyes finally focusing on an old man, seated upon a chair that seemed carved from a single trunk of a tree. He stood up, groaning with the weight of his years, and shuffled to where she lay. Her deck was made from the same plant material that made up the roof, and she found it surprisingly warm and comfortable.
 
“You were gravely injured, and at death's door when I found you,” the old man said, coming to a stop next to her improvised bedding, staring down at her. The Pillar licked her lips, and tried to speak. Her voice failed her completely.
 
Realizing her predicament, he leaned over her, groaning with age as he did so. His hand picked up a glass next to her resting place, filled with a mysterious liquid that looked as clear as water yet seemed far thicker. “Drink this.”
 
Liane didn't feel as if she had much of a choice as one hand helped lift her up with surprising strength, while the other brought the drink to her lips. The fluid was rich and sweet, and she almost choked at the first taste of it. She forced it down, her tired and injured body immediately calming down. Despite the richness of the taste, the mysterious liquid went down as easily as water, and sat soothingly in her stomach. She drank greedily.
 
The old man returned her to her lying position, replacing the glass where he had taken it from. “May I know... who you are?” she managed to whisper.
 
Her strange host sank down in his chair with obvious relief. His aging eyes remained fixed upon her, as if studying her. “I am the Arch Druid. You may address me as Master Druid or My Lord, should you wish.”
 
The injured Pillar wanted to feel a lot of conflicting emotions at the thought of meeting with the Arch Druid, but the truth was that she didn't. Perhaps it was the drink, perhaps it was her exhaustion and injuries, but whatever the reason may be, she simply felt gratitude. “Thank you for helping me, My Lord.”
 
He dipped his head. “It would not do for me to leave an injured agent of the government in mortal peril,” he spoke in calm, reassured tones. “You should sleep now.”
 
“May I ask... what was that drink, My Lord?” she asked, feeling tired, but wanting to know what he had given her to make her feel so relaxed.
 
He remained silent, staring at her, and she suddenly realized that he was actually debating her question. “You may,” he finally spoke. She felt a smile tug at her lips, and this time with permission, she directly asked what the drink was.
 
The man's right hand motioned to the walls and the canopy of the shelter. “We all have our magic, Pillar. You have yours, we have ours. To explain it to you would require half a decade of study on your part.” He returned his hand to his chair. “Rest now, we shall talk again in the morning. You are injured and weakened, and something about your injuries is resisting conventional healing.”
 
“My magic is damaged and unstable, My Lord,” Liane whispered in explanation. Rather than close her eyes and rest, she kept her gaze locked on her host.
 
He sighed. “You are tenacious and inquisitive,” he reproved. “You must rest.”
 
“I just want to know as many different areas of magic as possible, My Lord. My unstable magic may be incapable of using Necromancy and the Warlock Death Magic, but that does not mean I do not attempt to learn their theories,” the Pillar explained.
 
Lord Xard, the Arch Druid, stared at Liane with ancient eyes that seemed to gaze deep into her very soul. The Lord Master of the Academy seemed to have a similar penetrating gaze, yet the Arch Druid's did not arouse her magic. “It is rare to find a Noble with dedication and curiosity these days,” he stated. He looked away from her, letting his eyes trail over the shelter's walls.
 
“How much do you know of Druidism, Pillar?” he suddenly asked.
 
“Not much, My Lord. No books exist on the subject, and the sole information we received at the Academy was that Druids used the magic of nature itself to promote agriculture, and prevent natural disasters,” she answered truthfully, fighting the urge to yawn and feeling her excitement rising.
 
“And that is for a very good reason, of course,” the old man said. “Druidism can indeed be crudely described as being the magic of nature.” He focused on her once more. “Have you ever thought, Pillar, about nature itself? All the growing things?”
 
“I have not, My Lord,” Liane answered.
 
The Arch Druid closed his eyes in sadness. “So few do,” he whispered sadly. Once more, he waved his hand. “Think then, Pillar, about nature. About the energy that links all living things upon this earth.”
 
She frowned, tried to think about what the old man meant. He could see her confusion. “The plants take energy from soil and sun. They grow twig and leaf and fruit. Plant-eating animals gain energy from the leaves and fruit, grow, and produce offspring. Meat-eating animals gain energy from the plant-eating animal, and grow and produce offspring. And when they all die, their energy is returned to the soil for the plants.”
 
Liane nodded, that all made sense. “Energy can be directed, manipulated. This energy, the energy from nature in the soil, in the plants, the animals, the air, the planet around us – this energy can be directed toward efforts of human making, but at all times, care must be taken to ensure that great circle of energy within nature will be preserved and maintained,” the old man went on.
 
The Pillar listened like an obedient schoolgirl, an intensity she had hardly used since leaving the Academy. “A Druid can, in small doses, withdraw energy from this circle. The trees gladly assisted in drawing energy from the soil and providing it for you.”
 
She looked at the empty glass. “That was tree sap?”
 
For a moment, he looked disappointed. “In a way, you could call it as such. Yes, it is the sap that came from trees. And no, it is not tree sap in the sense that you know it as. It was liquid natural energy, condensed by the trees that pulled it from the soil.”
 
Liane thought that it would have gone a lot quicker had the Arch Druid simply told her it was a drink of pure natural energy, but then realized that she would have lost the opportunity to learn something about the most secretive of Nobles. “Thank you for the explanation, My Lord,” she said, closing her eyes. Before she fell asleep, she frowned. “I hope it didn't damage the trees,” she added, finding it strange that she suddenly cared.
 
His voice held a note of amusement. “The trees are fine, My Lady. I am pleased you care.”
 
“Normally, I don't think I would have,” she admitted, feeling a little ashamed of admitting it.
 
“Nature's energy has different effects on each of us, My Lady,” he answered calmly. “Rest now.” There was an ethereal quality to his voice. She hardly heard it before her mind switched off and she fell into a deep and restful sleep.
 
Time passed outside her reckoning. When Liane found herself adrift in a glowing sea of outside energy, she was unable to determine how long she had been asleep. Mere hours? Full days? It was impossible to tell. The energy that bubbled up within her was not her own and of a type she had never encountered before.
 
It was almost ridiculously easy to visualize her magical core, its disheveled and broken state unchanged since the last time she tried to repair it. Her spell still took almost ten minutes to incant, but the outside energy source was almost over-eager to help once it understood what it was she wanted.
 
One by one, she removed and replaced the damaged strands of her magical cage, first the horizontal ones anchored to the vertical redline, before determining that she felt neither tired nor out of energy and continuing to work on the vertical strands that were anchored to the horizontal blue line.
 
It was work on a scale she had never done, had never needed to do, and it surprised her that she was able to complete the repair so easily and in one setting. The outside energy source withdrew the moment she completed her task. Before she realized it, darkness took her.
 
She blinked her eyes open an undetermined amount of time later. The Arch Druid was still seated upon the chair, but his eyes were closed and the man looked at rest. Feeling completely fine, the Pillar slowly pushed herself to a seated position, only now realizing that there appeared to be a weird glow surrounding her body.
 
The moment she sat up far enough, the glow vanished and her benefactor's eyes opened.
 
“It seems you are well now, Pillar,” he spoke. “It took longer and more energy than I first thought to heal you. I feared the worst.”
 
“As I have explained, My Lord, my magic is damaged and unstable,” Liane explained. “It requires containment measures before it will behave appropriately, and it is very likely that my unstable magic interfered with your attempts to heal me. During my... rest... I was able to access my core and repair the damage done to the containment of my core. Strangely enough, what should have taken me many days of exhausting work was done in a single session, with energy being supplied from an outside source.”
 
The ancient man nodded thoughtfully. “I gave you a drink. It contained the energy of nature. Do you remember this?”
 
“I do, My Lord,” she answered calmly, wondering where he was going with his explanation.
 
He waved one hand at the improvised bed. “When it became apparent that your injuries were more extensive then healing spells and liquid energy could repair, I performed an ancient Druid rite. This rite is highly dangerous and known only to the very few that are in the upper echelons of the Druidic circle. I cannot give you particulars, but know that you were tied directly into the circle of natural energy.”
 
The Pillar blinked, no wonder she had all the energy she needed to repair her magic, she was pulling it straight from nature! “Thank you, My Lord,” she said, gratefully. Her insatiable curiosity urging her on, she added, “May I ask why this ritual is considered dangerous?”
 
Again, the Arch Druid remained silent, debating her question. “I will not divulge particulars, Pillar. If this is sufficient, then you may ask.”
 
A small smile tugged at her lips at the literal fashion the old man took her words. “Why is this ritual considered dangerous, My Lord?”
 
Lord Xard steepled his fingers. “It staves off death, Pillar. One connected in such a fashion would, in effect, live forever. Nature would sustain them indefinitely and in there lies the danger – as the energy in nature is finite. Energy used to heal injury or sustain life must come from another. So one may live, another must die. Such is the nature of living. The chance for abuse is large, the results of said abuse great.”
 
Liane swallowed deeply. “So the energy I used to repair my containment, and the energy used to heal my injuries, have resulted in death?”
 
The ancient Arch Druid was silent once more. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. It is always difficult to tell when working on small scales. There may have been less sunshine. There may have been more rain. Perhaps a sick squirrel passed away while it may have lived otherwise.” He nodded. “Yes, it can be hard to tell.”
 
Oddly reassured, the Pillar asked, “So the danger you warned of is the danger of abuse, and the results it may have on nature when used on a large scale?”
 
The old man's lips twisted into a grin. “Do not underestimate the lure of eternal life, Pillar. Never being sick, never sustaining injury, never growing old. The prospect of such a life would appeal to a great many people. The fact that you immediately think of the damage done to nature rather than to the lure of such a life does you credit. I see I chose rightly when I decided to save you.”
 
She had never felt so complimented in her life, and fought to keep the blush off her cheeks. “You are better, Pillar,” Lord Xard said, standing up with a groan. “It is time for us to go our separate ways. I have my tour of Kiria to complete, and you no doubt have your superiors to contact.”
 
The young Pillar stood up from the bed, only to watch it devolve back into the ground, the wood pulling back as if aging in reverse, disappearing back into the soil from which it came. At the same time, the overhead canopy retracted into the walls, before the walls themselves separated, suddenly revealing they were separate trees, and retracting back into the ground. Almost immediately, the two Nobles found themselves in an open field.
 
She stared in amazement at the sight. “I am always amused at the reactions of other Nobles when they see for themselves the power of nature. You Nobles may command the element of wood, but it remains dead material, or merely animate living trees. It is to the Druids to govern life.”
 
Liane smiled. “Thank you for your excellent care and for your answers to my curiosity, My Lord,” she said, a small part of her mind wondering about the Deep Secrets, where she had learned to breathe life into inanimate creations, or blended creatures.
 
“I believe I have nowhere near satisfied your curiosity, Pillar, but I will accept your thanks in the spirit in which they were given.” He touched his chest, right where his heart lay, then touched his forehead. “May you find long life. Fare thee well, Pillar.”
 
She hurriedly did her best to copy the gestures and return his greeting. She hadn't expected it, and probably made some mistakes, but the Arch Druid seemed appreciative at least. She watched him leave, surprisingly springy for a man his apparent age, when she suddenly felt the overwhelming urge to relieve herself.
 
Her magic, freshly contained in a brand new grid, reacted beautifully to her commands, and she had an earthen private chamber within moments. She had been unconscious or healing for gods only knew how long, it was to be expected that her body would need care after her return to the land of the living, but Liane wished it would have waited for a more opportune moment.
 
Twenty minutes later, the earth walls fell away, taking her physical waste to the depths. The Pillar drew a breath, raised her hand, and intoned a spell. It was time to let the world know she was alright, and to take whatever punishments the Overseer would have in store for her. She had fought and killed a member of the upper echelons of the military, and proceeded to vanish for quite a long time. The Overseer would not be pleased.
 
The flaming circle connected, and the Overseer's face filled the communication's spell. “Good day, Overseer,” Liane said, bracing herself for the lambasting that was to come.
 
To the younger woman's immense surprise, her superior merely drew a breath, and said, “Good day, Pillar. It is good to see you once more. We feared the worst after your disappearance a week ago.”
 
Liane blinked. “A week?” she asked. Had it really been that long?
 
The Overseer nodded once. “It took us four days to get another operative out to the General's mansion, at which time it was determined you were in a battle to the death. Your horse was subsequently discovered, but you had vanished without a trace.” The woman brought her face closer to her end of the communication's spell – making her face larger on Liane's end. “Please report.”
 
The young Pillar hastened to comply, and dragged up every little detail she could remember, before ending with the battle, her injuries; the damage done to her magic, and her brush with death before being rescued by the Arch Druid.
 
“I see,” the Overseer said. “You have performed admirably. Any battle on such a scale that you can walk away from is a good one. Just one more detail before I ask you to contact someone else. What spell did you use against the Lord General? Lord Aphraim the Necromancer has been frustrated at his lack of ability to summon the deceased General's spirit.”
 
Liane licked her lips, ignoring the strange comment about contacting someone else. “I used an experimental spell, My Lady. It was a last resort type of magic, and literally removed the life from his body.”
 
The Overseer was silent for a few moments. “Lord Milor has told me that you are the single most frightening woman he has ever seen in battle, Pillar. I believed him to be exaggerating. Now I find you casting magic’s that destroy a person's soul, and I feel that he did not do you justice.” The older woman sighed. “It is regrettable, but you did what you had to do to survive, Pillar. I will not fault you for it. Your verbal report was comprehensive; our conversation has been recorded. I will have a junior Pillar write it out. Take your time returning to the Capital. You have earned some time to get back on your feet.”
 
The Pillar fought to hide her surprise. She had expected criticism and punishment. Instead, she received praise and time off. “One last thing, Pillar, if I may.”
 
“O-of course, My Lady,” Liane answered, hating how her voice betrayed her shock.
 
“I would recommend that you contact Lord Milor. He has been most upset with your disappearance, and I am convinced that he would prefer to hear the good news from yourself rather than from me.”
 
The Pillar nodded. “Of course, My Lady.”
 
The Overseer nodded. “Thank you. Pillar Service, out.” The spell ended, and Liane was left, staring at her open and upturned hand. Frowning, she intoned the spell once more. Her friend was the most composed individual she had ever known. 'Upset' was not something she usually associated with him. Except for his strange jealousy, of course.
 
Then again, Milor had been acting odd during the opera as well. She wondered what was wrong with him lately.
 
The spell connected, and Liane found that the Overseer had been understating things. Her friend looked as if he had not slept in multiple days, his eyes sunken and bloodshot, his face not shaved to its usual perfected standards. “Good day, My Lord,” she greeted him, tactfully ignoring his disheveled state.
 
For a moment, a broad smile split his lips, and his eyes shone. For that same moment, she was sure he would leap up and yell her name, before he managed to reign himself in. “My Lady, it is so very good to see you again. How are you?” he asked.
 
“I was mortally injured and would have perished, had not the Arch Druid come across me and decided to heal me, My Lord,” Liane replied honestly. She saw him flinch at the mention of her almost-death. “Luckily, I am now back to normal. Unfortunately, according to the Overseer, I have been missing an entire week.”
 
He nodded, strangely not speaking. Was there a suspicious shine to his eyes, or was the spell malfunctioning? She wished that she could see him in person, rather than across a tenuous magical connection.
 
“I simply called to reassure you that I am in excellent health, and will be making my way back to the Capital, My Lord,” she said into the uncomfortable silence.
 
“Shall I send a carriage, My Lady?” he offered. “It would be no bother, I assure you.”
 
Liane frowned. The offer was unusual – he normally would be professional around her when she was on duty. She was pretty sure other Pillars didn't get a carriage after they were injured. “I will be fine, My Lord. The Overseer has told me to travel easily and calmly.”
 
He seemed displeased about something. “Of course, My Lady. Have a safe journey back.”
 
She dipped her head. “Thank you, My Lord. I will notify you on my return to the Capital.”
 
Her friend relaxed slightly. “Thank you, My Lady. Imperial Palace, out.” The spell broke, and once more, Liane was left to stare at her hand.
 
What had been going on with Milor? He was acting strangely out of character, and his unkempt appearance was a disgrace for someone in his position. Surely some servant would have alerted him to it? She promised to take a closer look at her friend's strange behavior when she returned to the Capital.
 
She turned, and started walking. She had to return to the village and see if and what she owed on the rental for the horse. The Overseer had reported that her horse had been found, but she hadn't said what had happened to it or to its rental agreement. In theory, Liane could just walk away. She was a Noble after all, and on a mission for Kiria. In truth, the Pillar knew how hard most Commoners had it and she didn't want any open debts left behind.
 
Her rebuilt body protested mildly when she started walking in the direction of the village, her freshly contained magic continued to behave, and the weather stayed fair. After half a day's walk, her legs felt like they had always felt and the last niggles, pains, and discomforts had vanished from her muscles.
 
Liane walked into town wearing her actual face, rather than throw up her hood and use the persona of Nadia. Her assignment had been completed and her identity had been revealed, there was no further reason for her to hide who she was. The people of the farming community paid her respect, but otherwise didn't bother her as she walked to the traveler's inn.
 
She paid her dues, not at all surprised to find that her bill had not been settled. She had to pay extra because the horse was still at the former General's estate, and she had the impression that she was lucky she was a Noble or her word would not have been believed.
 
Since she had been walking for quite some time, and her body was still recovering from the shock of her near-death and accelerated healing, she decided to have a drink first, and see about getting a room if it became too late to set out for the capital. The Overseer had told her to take her time getting back, and for once Liane had no intention of protesting the order.
 
Settling in at a table in a corner where she could watch everyone, Liane hadn't taken more than a deep drink from her mug when a man hurried into the inn. He ignored the greetings shouted at him, his frantic eyes searching the establishment before settling on the drinking Pillar.
 
He hurried over to her table, taking his hat off as he did so. When he stood in front of her, he frantically played with it, as if suddenly tongue-tied. Liane took another drink from her mug, and looked up at him. “May I be of assistance?” she asked coolly, feeling annoyed at the fact that her drink was about to be interrupted.
 
He tried to give her a smile that came out as a grimace. No doubt he had tried to go for the harmless look, but it failed miserably. “I'm glad you're here, Ma'am,” he said with a country baritone. “I was thinkin' 'bout sendin' a note to the capital, I was, but now that ye'r here, ye're jus' in time, ye're.”
 
She ignored the lower-class slang from the man, and focused on the message instead. “And how may I be of help?” she requested, not at all enjoying the fact that she had to ask her question again.
 
“We've caught this here strange feller, Ma'am. He's all dressed in strange clothes 'n stuff, nuttin' from these parts, Ma'am. He dunna talk like us regular folk do, either. Right strange feller, he is. Pale like a ghost.” He leaned closer, and glanced round, as if explaining some great secret. “Lotsa folks 'round these parts think he maybe a demon or summat.”
 
Liane blinked. There was no such thing as a 'demon', but the description of a pale male dressed in strange clothes got her interest. She drained her drink in one go, returned the mug to the bar, and motioned to the door. “By all means, let us see this demon of yours.” Since she hadn't bothered to check her voice, the people present in the bar fell silent, before starting to talk excitedly among themselves. The man who had come to warn her just nodded dumbly, and walked out in front of her.
 
“We've got 'im locked in the jail, Ma'am,” he explained as they walked out into the street. “Strange feller, he is. Very strange. Had some gizmo that made cracking noises, like thunder. He dinna hurt anyone, though. Little Jim clonked him good from behind 'fore he could, we reckon.”
 
Liane knew enough to realize that 'Little Jim' would probably be the tallest, broadest man in the town, and she winced at the thought of what damage such a man could do if he 'clonked someone good'.
 
The Noble just nodded, and followed her guide to a building in the center of the town, a building that was actually made of stone rather than the wood more commonly in use. They walked inside, and her guide spoke to a man glaring at the metal bars of a small room. “Little Jim, we've got this 'ere Noble to look 't our feller,” her guide said.
 
Liane looked at 'Little Jim', and realized the man wasn't as big as she had imagined. He stood maybe as tall as Milor did, but was easily twice as broad. When the man effortlessly lifting himself off his chair, she also realized not an ounce of that weight was fat.
 
When she thought about how much damage a hundred kilos of muscle could do when hitting someone over the head, she managed to hide her wince. “Nice ta meetcha, Ma'am. I sure hope ya can figure this guy out. He's a strange 'un, alright.”
 
“I do hope he isn't the demon you think he is,” Liane said, unable to resist a joke. “If he is, he's probably cursed all of you for hitting him and locking him up.” Both men twitched and flinched. Liane managed to smother a smile. It was fun to tease superstitious Commoners every now and again.
 
She approached the bars, and found a man curled up on his side on the cot, staring angrily back at her from the shadows that semi-hid his features. She glanced at him through her magic-sight. “You're in luck,” she said to the two Commoners. “He doesn't have any magic in him, so you're very likely to go on being not cursed.” 
 
Tactfully ignoring the relieved breaths from the two Commoners, she turned back to the prisoner, who hadn't even bothered to get off his cot. “Who are you?” she requested politely. The man stared at her, before finally seeming to realize that she was in charge, and got to his feet with a groan.
 
The damage to his head wasn't as bad as she had feared, and the man seemed fairly lucid. He spoke to her, and she had to frown to catch the last couple of words he said. Great, he really was a foreigner. One of the pale ones she had seen during her trip to New York, speaking that language they used there... what was it called again?
 
It took a few moments for her thoughts to retrieve the name of the language. English, that was it. The man spoke English. It sounded dreadfully common. Holding her staff in front of her, she spoke a few words, feeling her magic react instantly. The man stared at her, her staff, back at her.
 
“You should be able to understand me now. Who are you?” she requested.
 
“I am Captain Steve McDonald of the United States Air Force,” the man snapped. “I request you release me at once, and contact my government immediately!”
 
Liane looked at the two Commoners that were still in the room. “He's from beyond the Great Barrier. You've caught a foreign invader.” She reached into her purse, withdrew a couple of gold coins, and gave them to the locals. “Good work.”
 
“I am NOT an invader!” the prisoner stated angrily, grabbing hold of the bars, and giving them a frustrated yank. “I demand you release me immediately!”
 
The Pillar looked back at the man behind the bars, while the two Commoners behind her edged to the door, nervous about being in the same room as a Noble that got yelled at by a foreign invader. Liane's face lost the last traces of emotion. “You are wearing the uniform of a foreign military service, breached our borders without permission, and tried to use lightning magic against our citizens. How does that not make you a foreign invader?”
 
The man sputtered, then drew a breath. “I think we got off on the wrong foot,” he finally said. “I am a member of the United States Air Force. My airplane had a catastrophic malfunction, and I was forced to eject. I landed here by accident, I am not invading your country, nor did I intend to hurt anybody, which is why I fired into the air. That's called a 'gun' by the way. It's not magical by any means.”
 
Liane glanced at Little Jim, who seemed to understand her look, and tenderly brought over a contraption of sorts. Liane studied it, it looked a bit like a miniature cannon, with a barrel attached to a handle. It was designed for humans, by humans, so the design seemed pretty straightforward. There was a hook her index finger could curl around while holding on to the handle, which probably triggered it.
 
“Of course it isn't magic,” Liane said, looking up from the weapon to the prisoner. “From the look of it, it is a miniature cannon, triggered by pulling back this lever. Crude, loud, but nonetheless effective. It is still a weapon, and you still discharged it. You claim your arrival was by accident. How shall we go about proving this?”
 
“Listen lady,” he grunted, frustration coloring his voice again, “My plane crashed. I haven't had a decent meal or a chance to shower in the last four days, and you're the first one I've come across who speaks English. I haven't had a chance to prove anything.”
 
“Regretfully, I do not speak English,” Liane said. “I merely allowed you to speak Kirian, which is why the two men behind me have been understanding you for the last five minutes. Unfortunately, I cannot release you without knowing that you pose no threat to Kiria, and are not part of a large invasion force. The Great Barrier is supposed to keep those without the key from crossing our borders. That it has failed to do so in your case in very troubling.”
 
She didn't appreciate the look he was giving her, and took a step back. Her last willingness to help him vanished. Lifting her hand, she spoke her spell.
 
She ignored the startled gasp from the man when a circle of fire appeared above her hand. “Pillar?” the Overseer asked. “I believed you to be underway to the Capital at a gentle pace.”
 
Liane nodded once. “I was, Overseer. When I entered the village to settle the bill for the rented horse, I was called on urgent business by local...” she glanced at Little Jim and the man who had brought her here, “... dignitaries. Apparently, a member of a foreign military service breached the Great Barrier, when his transportation device, which he calls an 'airplane' and I assume to be some form of floater, malfunctioned. He was caught by locals, and attempted to use a foreign weapon, some form of miniature cannon, to drive them away. The local constable, I quote 'clonked him good from behind', end quote. He has been in the local jail since he was imprisoned. The locals have been trying to figure out what to do with him since they caught him, and were about to write to the Capital when I arrived.”
 
“A foreign invader? That is exceedingly rare,” the Overseer whispered. “And it sets a disturbing precedent. Perhaps the Barrier was more affected than we thought. Find out all you can from this invader, Pillar. I will trust your judgment and back your decision. If he poses no threat, bring him to the Capital and we can determine whether to keep him or deport him. If he poses a danger, liquidate him.”
 
The man gasped again, and Liane nodded. “It will be done, Overseer.” She glanced at the man, who suddenly looked a lot more apprehensive than before. Good, perhaps he would be in a more congenial mood now. “I will call back with an update within an hour, and inform you of my decision.”
 
“I will instigate an investigation regarding the Barrier in the meantime, Pillar. Pillar Service, out.” The circle vanished, and Liane turned to face the prisoner once more.
 
“Hey now! I'm here by accident! I mean no harm!” the man protested, throwing his hands up. Liane flinched, the first note of a combat spell already on her lips, before she realized that the man had obviously meant it as some form of disarmament.
 
Liane straightened up. “Do not throw your hands up to an experienced Mage, it usually indicates the beginning of magic being cast in combat,” she told him with a cold voice. “And I will be the determining factor whether you are harmful or not.” She reached into one of the pockets of her Pillar's robes, hoping that the conservation and protection shields had kept the contents intact.
 
Apparently, they had, the permanently enchanted robes must have been able to draw enough magic from her damaged core, even while it was unbound, to keep everything fresh and protected. “This vial contains Truth Serum,” the Pillar explained. “You will drink it; I will interrogate you. After this interview, I will determine if you are harmful or not.”
 
“Just you?” the man asked, his eyes wide when the vial floated over to him. “Don't you have any sort of trial over here? Where am I, anyway?”
 
Liane's lips tugged. “This is your trial, and you should know the country you attempt to invade before actually doing so. You are within the boundaries of the sovereign island nation of Kiria.”
 
The man kept staring at the floating vial, now hanging right in front of his face. “This is a trial? You handing me a drink and asking me questions? Where's my lawyer?”
 
“A lawyer?” Liane asked, puzzling over the unfamiliar term. “What is a lawyer?”
 
“Great, I'm in the Dark Ages,” The prisoner muttered sarcastically. “A lawyer is someone who defends people at trial! Someone to speak up for them, who knows the law, makes sure that everything is done above board!”
 
Liane nodded in comprehension. “And why would you need such a person?” she asked, feeling rather curious about the differences in the legal system between Kiria and those beyond the Great Barrier.
 
The prisoner looked as if she had suddenly grown an extra head, and she didn't care for it one bit. “Lady, how else am I going to get a fair trial?”
 
The Pillar pointed to the vial. “You drink that, and you will either protect yourself or condemn yourself,” she said. “Magic is extremely useful.”
 
“So I can just lie to you until I turn green in the face, and you'll let me go? My word is all you need to let me go?” He asked, incredulously, and suddenly realizing he had pretty much implied he would be lying to her.
 
The Noble was intensely amused, a grin tugging at her lips. “By all means, drink it, and lie if you can.”
 
The man shrugged, took the vial, uncorked it, and drank it down. He opened his mouth to show he'd done so without being asked. Liane found the gesture odd, why would someone show they'd drank the potion? It was impossible to fake, after all. Her smile widened when a sense of wonder spread over the prisoner's face, and his eyes glazed over.
 
“To make sure you are under the influence of Truth Serum, I will ask you two questions. Question one, what is your name?” Liane asked, her voice calm and level.
 
“Steven David McDonald,” the man replied.
 
“As a control question, what is your biggest secret?” Liane then asked. His lips quivered, and it was obvious he was trying to fight. She knew he was under at that moment. Nobody could fight Truth Serum and win.
 
“I once wore my sister's underwear as a dare in high school,” the man muttered. Liane didn't know what a high school was, but guessed it must be some equivalent form of the Academy. She couldn't imagine why a man would wear his sister's underwear. No doubt the prisoner was some form of deviant.
 
“As you can see, Truth Serum cannot be fought,” the Pillar said, ignoring the man's deviance. As far as perversions went, wearing another gender's underwear was pretty mild and hurt no-one except his self-esteem when found out. “What is your business within Kiria, and what is your ultimate goal?”
 
“My airplane broke down, I was forced to eject. I just want to get home, to my family.” His voice took on a plaintive edge. Liane would have felt sorry for the man, had he not threatened Commoners or yelled at her when she tried to help him.
 
“Are you a danger to anyone in Kiria, or to the Kirian state itself?” the Pillar asked.
 
“Only in self-defense,” he answered.
 
“Good,” Liane said, stepping back from the bars. “You will be back to normal in fifteen minutes or so. We will discuss your ability to lie under Truth Serum then. Unless you'd like to continue our discussion while you can't lie?”
 
“I can't lie, and it scares me witless. I'm desperately hoping you won't find out any other secrets about me, and that you won't tell anyone about my embarrassing secret,” he replied, truthfully, looking as if he were desperately trying to stop his mouth from talking.
 
“And in that lies the power and danger of Truth Serum. There is a reason why only the Adjudicators are allowed to force anyone to drink it, and why Pillars can only administer it on a voluntary basis,” Liane explained. “We will remain silent for the next fifteen minutes, to allow for the potion to clear your system.”
 
“Thank you,” he said, gratefully. He meant it, of course. Truth Serum would have seen to it.
 
She dutifully waited the appropriate amount of time to allow for his altered state to wear off before contacting the Overseer again. “Overseer, I have questioned the inv... our guest under Truth Serum. He does not appear to be dangerous at this time, and he believes his arrival to be an accident. At this point, I am willing to escort him back to the Capital myself.”
 
The Overseer nodded. “Very well, Pillar. I will log you as being on duty, escorting a foreigner to the Capital. Please do not hesitate to use force should the situation change.”
 
“I will, Overseer. Thank you. Do you require my return to be expedited? I am the finest magical theoretician in Kiria, my knowledge may be required to investigate the breakdown in the Great Barrier,” the Pillar offered.
 
“That won't be necessary, Pillar. Should the situation change, I will notify you,” the austere woman replied, calmly.
 
“Of course, Overseer,” Liane said, feeling the gentle rebuke in her superior's words.
 
“Have a good trip, Pillar. Pillar Service, out.” The connection terminated, and Liane looked at the man behind bars, who was now looking quite antsy to be released.
 
“I will hold you to good behavior,” Liane warned him. “First, we must locate your method of transport, and make sure that it is not in a location where it may cause harm to anyone. Afterward, we will make our way to the Capital.”
 
“Sure, not a problem,” the man answered easily, about ready to agree to anything. Liane waved at the lock, allowing her magic to open the unprotected door. He stepped out eagerly. “Thanks. Is there a place I could get a shower? Maybe a change of clothes?”
 
“I will conjure you some clothing,” Liane answered. “Only Noble mansions have showers, so you will have to make do with a stream or river if you wish to bathe.” She wove her left hand, still holding his weapon, and pointed at the door with it. “I think you might need a good meal as well, so maybe the inn would be a good first stop?”
 
“Ehm... sure. But do you think you could put that down?” the pilot asked, pointing to the device she was holding. “That really is dangerous.”
 
Liane glanced at it, and whispered. Her magic tore into it, reducing it to a molten mass that hung in the air until it cooled enough for her to hold it. “Curious, most of the metal wasn't metal, but some artificial substance,” she stated, half to herself and half to her audience.
 
“You guys really do use magic,” the foreigner whispered.
 
“Of course,” Liane answered. The mass that was the leftover weapon vanished. “Food and drink? Or would you prefer a river and fresh clothes first?”
 
His stomach made a noise that clearly indicated its preference, and Liane resisted the urge to smile whilst she merely indicated the door. The two Commoners remained silent and watched her go. Little Jim cracked his knuckles and gave the visitor a stern glare – as if making a promise about what would happen should the man not behave himself. Liane knew she could take care of herself. The Commoners knew it as well, on some level, but they still wanted to make sure the message was reinforced. She felt oddly reassured by the protectiveness displayed by the two men.
 
Ten minutes later, they were seated at the same table Liane had tried to have a drink at. She was holding a new mug of Iron Belly tea, while the pilot had a pewter plate filled with stew in front of him. For a few minutes, she sipped while he ate, neither speaking. Finally, his initial hunger was stilled, and he looked up at her.
 
“So, tell me again... where exactly am I?”
 
Liane sipped her tea, expecting the question. The foreigner had been too busy and too shocked to absorb much of what she had said, and now that he had calmed down, would want to know more about his situation. “You are on the sovereign island nation of Kiria,” she said, calmly.
 
“I've never heard of it,” he admitted candidly. “Can you tell me exactly where it is?”
 
“That is not surprising,” the Pillar told him, hiding her faint smile behind her mug of tea. “We are protected by the Great Barrier, we do not want outside interference or invasion. So, it would be very unlikely that you would have heard of us. We have consulates in some larger foreign nations, but those are aimed toward assisting our Nobility on vacation beyond the Barrier, not exactly toward diplomacy with those foreign nations.”
 
Steve, the pilot, just looked at her blankly. It was obvious to her that he didn't understand what she was saying. “The last I know, I was over the Atlantic, the next I know, all hell breaks loose and my plane falls from the sky. What you're saying makes no sense.”
 
She nodded sagely. “You ignored the warnings of the Great Barrier, and it destroyed your craft. You were lucky to have survived.”
 
“Warning!? Lady, I can tell you, I received no warnings!” he shouted, drawing the attention of the patrons in the bar. So far, they had been pretending not to care about the Noble talking to the foreigner in the corner, maintaining the illusion of general conversation while trying not to miss anything. Steve's shouts drew silence over the bar, the patrons holding their breath to watch the Noble swat the foreigner like a fly.
 
Liane stiffened, her eyes drilling deep into his. “I am a Pillar of Kiria, one of its foremost practitioners of magic. I can disintegrate you at will. Please maintain a civil tongue in my presence, or I will be forced to do so.”
 
The air suddenly seemed chilly, and a small vibration went through the floor and into his seat. Steve swallowed deeply. His back stiffened. “Yes, Ma'am. Sorry, Ma'am.”
 
The Pillar's eyes narrowed, attempting to figure out whether he was mocking her or not. The bead of sweat that rolled down his temple convinced her he was thoroughly cowed. She nodded. “Very well, make sure it does not happen again.”
 
“Yes, Ma'am,” he replied, relaxing slightly and stiffly returning to his meal.
 
“As to the question you posed so rudely, the Great Barrier did indeed give you warning. At the outermost layers, it generates magnetic and atmospheric interference. Your craft's barometer should have indicated tornado warnings, and your compass should have lost all sense of direction.”
 
Steve sighed. “We don't really use barometers anymore, and our compasses are electronic rather than magnetic.”
 
“The next level should have given you plenty of storm clouds to go with the tornado warnings. Just looking out the window should have given you pause. If you came even closer, then the Barrier would have swatted you like a fly when you crossed the protective line,” Liane replied, sounding totally unconcerned.
 
“I was flying over them,” Steve replied.
 
Liane blinked. “Over the clouds?” she asked, shocked. “Just what kind of floater were you using?”
 
The pilot looked thoughtfully at her, and then said, “I think we are talking about two different things. I am talking about an airplane, a flying machine that flies very high in the sky, very fast.”
 
The Kirian noble looked skeptical. “That sounds very dangerous,” she finally commented. Lifting her hand, she whispered a spell. In smoke and air, a floating cart appeared, floating above simulated smoky ground like a real one above the street. “This is a floater. If it fails, it will drop to the ground without damaging the person inside. Unless you're carrying eggs, your cargo would be unscathed as well.”
 
Steve stopped eating, and curiously wove his hand through the smoke-image. It wafted apart like the smoke it was, before recombining. “That is cool,” he breathed, staring at the image.
 
“Really?” Liane asked. “The smoke should be room temperature. Are you ill, that you feel it as chilled?”
 
He burst out laughing, and Liane's ire rose. He immediately noticed her growing glare, and composed himself in quick order. “Sorry, sorry, that was just funny! 'Cool' in English means that something is impressive, or interesting. That you took it as a temperature was just funny.”
 
“I see,” the Pillar said, her ire momentarily abated. “We will see how 'funny' it is when you are the one being laughed at.”
 
“Anyway, I still don't understand something,” Steve said, trying to change the subject. “I still don't know where this island is – I was supposed to be flying over open ocean; there weren't supposed to be any islands on the route.”
 
Liane shrugged. “We are where we are,” she answered philosophically, inwardly very amused at watching his face twitch with annoyance. That would teach him to laugh at her. “We aren't on your maps because your cartographers don't know about us. How can they include us on your maps if they don't know we even exist?” she finally said, answering his question as best she could.
 
He grabbed for something in one of the many pockets of the outfit he was wearing. He came back with a small book. Flipping it open, he pointed to an incredibly detailed map, more detailed than any cartographer would ever be able to draw. “I think we're still talking about different things,” he said, diplomatically. “You see, we use satellites.” When he saw she didn't understand, he explained, “think of a satellite as a machine that takes pictures, very, very high up in the sky. So, the satellite should have photographed the island and put it on the map.”
 
Liane didn't know what 'photographed' meant, but the 'take pictures' part was pretty self-explanatory. Despite herself, she looked straight up. The ceiling of the tavern shielded her from the skies, but for a moment she imagined staring up at the clear blue skies of Kiria.
 
The Pillar looked down after just a second or two. “And yet, we are protected,” she said. She grabbed her empty mug, and placed it prominently in front of her. “You are the cartographer, high up in the sky,” she told the foreign visitor. He looked as if he wanted to correct her words, but nodded stiffly instead.
 
“This is the island of Kiria,” she said, pointing to the mug. He nodded again. Placing her hands flat on the table, she whispered a few words. Runes spread in a circle around the mug. A spark of magic leaped at them, making them vanish. Slowly, the mug wavered, then vanished. “And now the island is behind the Barrier,” she said. “If you, as the sky-cartographer, were to make a map, would you include the island?”
 
He stared dumbly at where the mug had vanished. He shook his head, mutely. “You are yourself again, and attempt to breach the protection,” she said. “Try touching the mug. Approach slowly with your hand.”
 
He glanced at her, at the location where he knew the mug to be, and took on a resolute air. Slowly, he brought his outstretched hand closer. His face twitched when he felt the air change, as if electricity were running over his skin. When he touched the barrier, he yelped and drew back in a flash. “That stung!”
 
She looked smug. “You were not authorized,” she told him. “while I...” she reached in with just one hand, lifted the empty mug through the barrier, then placed it back, “as Pillar of Kiria, am authorized to cross the Barrier.” She removed her hands, let her pseudo-barrier fall before removing the runes.
 
He kept staring at the mug. “Can you tell me... exactly... where the island is?” he asked, hopefully, looking back at her. She looked at his map; it was totally different to the maps the Kirian cartographers drew. The scales were different, the method of drawing was different.
 
She took his book of maps, and starting turning and twisting it to get the perspective she was used to. Finally, she pointed. “This. This is where Kiria is located,” she said, pointing to a stretch of ocean.
 
He blinked. “You're the cause of the Bermuda Triangle,” he whispered, in shock, before his gaze turned accusing. “You are the cause of hundreds of disappearing boats and planes, and caused the death of thousands!”
 
“We wish to be left alone. The Great Barrier will attempt to deviate those that try to cross our borders or invade our territory. In most cases, storms will turn around vehicles, as will the atmospheric and magnetic anomalies. Those that persist are reprimanded. Those that have a death wish and persist after a reprimand, are accommodated.”
 
He spluttered. “But... but... you've killed thousands!”
 
“They killed themselves,” Liane answered calmly. “Nobody blames a cliff when people jump off it.”
 
“But... but...” he whispered, shocked.
 
She stood up. “If you have finished your meal, we should go and take a look at your vehicle. We shouldn't let it be as it is, people might find it and hurt themselves.”
 
He just nodded mutely, stood up, and followed her. As they walked down the main street, Liane turned to the foreigner.
 
“Perhaps you can tell me exactly where you left your vehicle?” she asked.
 
He shrugged. “It was going down when I ejected. I can give you a general direction, but I don't know where exactly it came down.”
 
She stopped, once more focusing a glare on him. “You did not bother to direct your vehicle to a safe landing spot?”
 
“Hey now, it was crashing! I didn't exactly have time, you know!” he defended himself.
 
Her hands found their way to her hips of their own accord. Despite the fact that he was taller and broader than her, he shrunk back at the malicious, angry aura he could suddenly feel coming off her. “Allow me to summarize. You operate a vehicle at speeds beyond your control, have it fail on you, and you do not bother to select a safe landing space? I hope for your sake, Sir, that you did not injure or kill anyone in your recklessness. Kiria does not take kindly to reckless use of vehicles.”
 
Shocked at her sudden anger, he tried to defend himself. “But it was an accident!”
 
“If you cannot control your vehicle during an accident, it means you were operating it beyond safe limits. A floater that fails falls to the ground. A cart that breaks merely rolls to a stop. Neither go faster than human walking speed, and can be safely controlled even during an accident.” She felt just the slightest bit guilty about her own floater, which was considerably faster. Still, there was a reason why she only used those speeds outside of populated areas.
 
“But... it's an airplane,” he said. “Flying is the safest way to travel at high speeds, dozens of engineers ensure that it is always in excellent condition, its designs are tested vigorously, and besides – it was your Great Barrier that caused the malfunction, so if anyone is responsible, it's you!”
 
“The cause of your vehicle's malfunction is of no consequence. Today, it was the Great Barrier. Tomorrow, it may be an act of the Gods, swatting you like a fly. It does not matter. If you cannot control its landing position at all times, it means you are operating it beyond safe limits,” Liane stated, then shrugged. “Besides, the Great Barrier has been there for over six hundred years. You may as well complain about a cliff or a mountain.”
 
He tried to step forward and loom over her. He found he couldn't, her eyes holding him in position by sheer force of will and personality. He was a Captain in the United States Air Force, however, and took a deep breath to steady himself. His helpless anger strengthened him. “So, your Barrier nearly kills me, and it is my fault!? Really? You couldn't conceive of a way to put me down gently? It's magic, for Christ's sake!”
 
“The Barrier was supposed to turn you around, and kill you as a last resort. The reason it didn't put you down gently is because it was not designed to put you down gently. It was designed to stop you from entering Kiria. You decided to ignore the magnetic and atmospheric warnings you were given, and were extremely lucky that you did not die. If your vehicle injured or killed anyone, returning home will be the least of your worries, a conviction for assault and battery or murder will be.”
 
“M-murder?” he stammered, staring at her, suddenly realizing in just how much trouble he was. “For an accident!?”
 
“For killing a person through operating a vehicle beyond safe speeds,” Liane replied, not at all intimidated. She pointed to a farmer driving a horse and cart, returning from the local market. “For example, that farmer is operating his cart at safe speeds. If something happens, he needs but use the brake to stop his vehicle. At walking pace, it will harm no-one should something happen. A floater operates at the same speeds. If it fails, it will drop to the ground from a height of a grown man's fist. Again, it will neither harm nor kill anyone. Your floater should have been operating at the same speeds and heights, and it would not have harmed anyone if it managed to get through the Great Barrier.”
 
He just stared at her, aghast, suddenly realizing that she had no concept of air travel or airplanes, and therefore couldn't understand that it needed a certain speed to take off. Which did, if he was totally honest, make it inherently dangerous. There was, after all, a good reason for the plethora of engineers and scientists working on making air travel safer all of the time.
 
“Now, let us go see the damage done by your 'airplane', and see if you walk away free, get a dozen lashes from the whip, or will spend the next four decades rowing punishment galleys,” the Noble said, as if she wasn't bothered at all by their previous conversation.
 
He swallowed, suddenly thinking about making a run for it. “I would recommend against trying to run from me. I still have the authority to terminate you the moment I believe you to be a threat to Kiria. Running from justice would certainly count.” His eyes met hers, for a moment wondering how she knew what he was thinking. “No, I cannot read your mind. However, it seems you are very easy to read and I can deduce your thoughts from your body language.”
 
He stiffened up, before feeling fear grip his heart. He hoped his plane hadn't hurt anyone. Forget punishment and convictions – he wouldn't be able to live with himself if his plane's crash had hurt or killed anyone.
 
Steve nodded. “I hope nobody got hurt,” he just said. He didn't understand nor agree with the law, but he was in Kiria, and it was their laws he had to follow. Agreement or not.
 
Her stance softened. “We will see. We have extremely competent healers, and this area of Kiria has large open fields between the farm buildings. There is an extremely likely chance that you merely destroyed some crops.”
 
The pilot nodded, hoping her words were true. He tried for a smile, but was sure it came out as a grimace. “Can I still get that change in clothing, and a chance to wash up?”
 
She glanced at him, and nodded. “We will find a stream for you to bathe and I will conjure you some clothing, and a pack to hold your current equipment.”
 
“Thanks, Ma'am.”
 
The Pillar dipped her head, accepting his thanks silently.
 




Chapter Five     

It had started to rain over half an hour ago, and Liane just kept ignoring it. She had a pretty good idea where the invad... where the foreigner's 'airplane' had touched the ground, and was determined to be there sooner, rather than later. From the corner of her eye, she watched Steve tug at the clothes he was wearing.
 
Her mind touched back to the strangeness of the clothes he had worn beforehand. None of her usual transformation spells had been successful. In the end, she had been forced to resort to a broad-spectrum transmutation spell, transmuting whatever fabric had made up his clothes into natural fibers that her standard spells knew how to handle.
 
She was quite sure that she would eventually have been able to figure out spells that could transform the alien fabric, but she didn't have the time to do so, and Steve's widening grin at her repeated failures got on her nerves. She saw him tug at the clothes again. Apparently, the unknown material had been a lot softer than the coarse clothing that Kirian Commoners wore, and now he was uncomfortable.
 
A large puddle had formed in the field in front of them, and her charge made to avoid it. Her lips formed muttered syllables of their own accord, and she watched with satisfaction as the water pulled back from her feet, as if afraid of her, before the entire puddle split neatly into two halves. Her steps met nothing but dry ground.
 
“How... how did you do that?” Steve asked, sounding as if he really should know better.
 
Liane's lips quirked into a small smile, remembering a fond childhood memory. “I once told myself that I would master the environment, that even puddles in the street would avoid me,” she explained. He stared at her, looking shocked and unable to formulate a response. “Of course,” she added when he made no comment, “I simply use magic.” It was logic incarnate, of course she used magic.
 
She loved teaching people, and so she was willing enough to answer his questions, but the differences between their backgrounds made it very difficult for him to understand the references she was making. She saw him frown, and look closer at her. “Is that why your robes are still dry, despite the rain?”
 
She dipped her head in response. Rain didn't bother her. Maybe it was time to offer some more explanations? Liane lifted her left hand, her right hand holding on to her ever-present staff. Her lips moved in silent speech patterns, the droplets of rain flowing together to form a ball that floated above her open palm. “The manipulation of water is easy, especially if it is rain. It's almost devoid of impurities, so it forms and deforms with hardly a thought,” she explained, the same way she used to explain magic like this to her Assistant.
 
He sighed, having understood only that she thought rain was clear of impurities. “What does that mean?” he asked, hoping he was able to hide his annoyance. She heard it anyway, and resisted the urge to sigh as well.
 
Why had she expected this foreign Commoner to understand? She took a few moments of silence to straighten out her thoughts. “Your lack of understanding of magic makes it difficult to explain,” Liane finally said. She motioned with her left hand, the ball of water following eagerly. “The rain is clear and pure. It isn't full of salt, like sea water, it doesn't have dirt in it, like mud. It has minor other elements in it, but it is easy to work with.”
 
“So if you mix water with other things, it becomes more difficult to control?” the pilot asked, trying to take his mind off the incessant rain and warming up to the subject of magic.
 
“Yes,” Liane answered. “And no.” She wasn't trying to go for the mystery angle, but his questions didn't leave her enough time to formulate her thoughts in a clear enough way for someone outside of Kiria to understand them.
 
“That's extremely helpful,” he grunted.
 
Liane was silent for some time. “Yes, it makes water more difficult to control if there are lots of other elements in it,” she finally elaborated. “The additional elements need to be taken into account when doing the manipulation. And no, it does not make it more difficult to control as most Nobles will simply perform a two-step spell; the first step will draw out the pure element before the second stage manipulates it. As the rain is reasonably pure, I can simply manipulate it immediately, and prevent it from soaking my clothes – or divert puddles of it away when I am trying to walk.”
 
He gaped at her again, making her feel rather good about herself. She felt proud of her abilities, and enjoyed it when people recognized that.
 
“Just what is magic? Can anyone learn it?” His next question may not have been the most polite, but it was one she had been expecting. Truth be told, it would be hard to explain, and she had been thinking about her answer for some time. The easiest solution would be to tell him he wouldn't understand, or simply refuse to answer.
 
That solution didn't fit right with her, she enjoyed explaining things and it felt too much like taking the coward's way out. “Magic is... complex,” she finally said, just as he started to get annoyed at her silence. “The official explanation is that Nobles, through a special talent that is still not fully understood, are able to gather the energy of the world within themselves, and use this energy to manipulate the world in turn.”
 
He nodded thoughtfully at her explanation. “So magic is a special talent? Not everyone has it?”
 
Secretly glad that he wasn't asking more about the nature of magic, she replied, “Only the Nobility has this talent, correct. It takes years of training and study to become more than merely competent with the talent, however.”
 
He fell silent, and she was glad for it. No matter how much she enjoyed teaching or explaining, it was extremely difficult to do so when the person she was explaining things to didn't have the same cultural references.
 
“How exactly does it work, though?” Steve's voice interrupted her thoughts.
 
“May I ask what exactly you are referring to?” Liane asked, subconsciously dropping to an ultra-polite level of Decorum.
 
“Magic,” the foreign pilot said. “How exactly does it work?”
 
“I believe I just explained that,” the Pillar said, her voice tightening just slightly in annoyance.
 
He held up his hands, picking up on the undercurrent easily, and once more reminding himself that she held the power of life and death over him. “You've explained the what, not the how,” he said.
 
She rubbed her eyes. “It is nearly impossible to explain how something works if you do not have the skills or tools required to understand it,” Liane answered. Without looking at him, she went on, “you are blind and ask me to explain the concept of painting. Without eyes, you do not know different colors, which means I can only give you a broad explanation.”
 
He looked slightly disappointed, but seemed to accept it nonetheless. “I think I see,” he finally said, after they had walked in silence for a few minutes. “Without this talent, explaining how magic works is limited to 'the energy changes the world', just as you've explained earlier.”
 
She nodded. “Exactly.”
 
The conversation between them came to a halt once more, and they kept walking, through the rain. In the distance, through the thin veil of drizzling rain, jagged pieces of metal were becoming visible. A gust of wind hit Liane in the face, carrying smells that made her stomach churn and forced her to clench her free hand across her face.
 
“What is that horrible smell!?” she demanded, averting her face and drawing clean, fresh air.
 
“Jet fuel,” Steve explained calmly, as if unaffected by the smell. The explanation made no sense to the Kirian Noble, and Liane realized how hard it must be for the foreigner to understand her explanations. Obviously, his reply made perfect sense to him, and she was missing the references that were obvious to his culture. She promised herself she'd try even harder to answer his questions.
 
“In Kiria, fuel is something one burns, like wood,” she said. “What is a jet, and why does one burn it?”
 
He looked shocked for a moment, before almost bursting out into laughter. He'd learned the hard way not to laugh, and composed himself quickly. “A jet is an airplane,” he explained. “It burns fuel, in this case, kerosene. 'Jet Fuel' is basically fuel for jets, not a jet used as fuel.”
 
“I see,” the Pillar said. She whispered a few spells to clear the smell from the air, and resumed walking, deep in thought. Fuel for a floater? The only fuel floaters used was magic, enchanted power tokens. They didn't smell like this, the worst spell backlash she had ever experienced merely smelt of ozone for a few moments. No magic she knew of would produce such a horrific smell for days after an accident. Just what would she find?
 
The pilot remained silent, and she was aware that he was watching her more than he was watching where they were going. Her thoughts touched back to the mysterious odor, used to banishing external distractions with years of delicate spell research.
 
They were practically on top of the wreckage when Liane's thoughts wrenched themselves back to the present. The mangled metal looked even worse when up close, and the Pillar blinked at the sight of the intricate remains. This was no floater design she had ever seen, and a few whispered incantations told her its original shape. Unfortunately, the accident had been at such a severe speed and angle that it would be impossible for her magic to restore it to its original condition.
 
“This,” she whispered, “is not a floater.”
 
The pilot started to say something, thought better of it, closed his mouth, thought for a few seconds, then nodded. “It isn't. It's an airplane. A jet airplane.”
 
She shook her head. “I will keep my personal curiosity for later.” Lifting her staff, she incanted a long string of words he didn't understand, words that weren't translated by whatever magic she had cast upon him back when he was in prison. Whatever it was she was looking for, it seemed that she was getting an answer.
 
The Pillar's staff lowered, and she turned to face him. “You were lucky,” she admonished him. “Your... jet airplane... did not cause any casualties or injuries.”
 
He let out a deep breath, a tight constricting band around his chest suddenly loosening up. Regardless of the Kirian justice system, the last thing any pilot wanted was to hurt anyone should their plane come down in an accident. He hardly heard her unusual pronunciation of 'jet airplane', and merely relaxed in the knowledge he hadn't hurt anyone.
 
“I'm glad to hear that,” he whispered. “The last thing I wanted was that anyone got hurt.”
 
The local Noble frowned at him. “Then why did you operate your vehicle at unsafe speeds?”
 
The pilot sighed. “It wasn't an unsafe speed,” he defended himself. “It's the speed such planes always travel at.”
 
Liane frowned, not understanding his response. “Simply because everyone does it, does not make it safe,” she returned. Now that her investigation had declared him innocent, the whole debate was theoretical. She much more enjoyed theoretical debates rather than legal ones. Contrary to what most people thought, Liane did not enjoy the legal aspects of her job. Especially when the outcome may be the termination of a person.
 
He shook his head. “No, you don't understand. An airplane needs those speeds to stay in the air.”
 
Her frown deepened, that sounded even more irresponsible than before. “Please explain,” she half-stated, half-demanded.
 
For a moment, he stiffened at her tone, and she thought that he might refuse. Then, he seemed to recall where he was, and grudgingly, he explained, “An airplane generates lift by its wings. In order to get this lift, air needs to pass over them, the faster the air flows, the more lift is generated. So, in order to stay in the air, the airplane has a minimum speed, at which the minimum amount of lift is generated to carry the airplane.”
 
Liane's mouth opened, then closed. Her head cocked, her mind going into overdrive. It sounded fantastic to her, a novel way of looking at things she hadn't considered before. A spell formed a model of the crashed airplane out of water from the rain. She pointed. “These are the wings, yes? And their shape is related to this 'lift' of which you speak?”
 
He stared at the model airplane for close to ten seconds, before shaking himself and nodded. “Exactly, yes.”
 
“This makes no sense,” she whispered, turning and pivoting the model jet. “This 'jet fuel' of which you speak, what does it do? Why do you propel this jet airplane forward, but not straight upward? Why the need for this... 'lift'?”
 
He pointed to the rear of the model. “This is the jet engine, which propels the airplane. It takes in air from the front, mixes it with the fuel, ignites it, and uses it for thrust. The airplane is propelled forward, using the wings for lift.”
 
Again, she was silent for a little while, and he could almost see the conclusions forming in her mind. “Like those horrid engines in your horseless carriages!” she exclaimed, remembering those from her trip to New York to speak with Mariam. “They propelled themselves forward, only on wheels rather than on wings, yet they made a lot of noise and belched out foul-smelling gasses!”
 
He seemed to think her response through, before nodding hesitatingly. “Yes and no,” he finally said, as if glad he was able to use the same response she had given him earlier. Used to ambiguous answers in her magical education, Liane waited patiently for him to elaborate. Finally, he sighed, and said, “Internal combustion engines, like cars, and jet engines, like airplanes, work in a completely different fashion. But yes, they both burn fuel to generate thrust.”
 
She nodded, accepting his answer. She didn't need for him to explain all the different nuances of jets and engines and cars and airplanes; if she wanted to know more, she'd ask Mariam to send her some books. “So, in order for your jet airplane to fly, it requires sufficient speed to generate lift to make it fly?”
 
“Exactly,” he replied, pleased that she got the idea, and obviously hoping that she would leave him alone about it now.
 
“That doesn't seem very safe,” she commented. “If your speed drops, or your jet airplane develops a fault, you will fall from the sky and injure people. It seems you are traveling quite fast and quite high.”
 
“Air travel is the safest way to travel,” he protested. “A lot of engineers make sure the airplanes are always in top working order, and should there ever be an accident, even more engineers make sure it can't happen again!”
 
She pointed to the wreckage. “I only know of one vehicle such as this, and it developed a catastrophic fault,” she said. “Statistically, that makes this the worst mode of transport on Kiria. There is only one, and it crashed.”
 
He planted his fists in his sides, and glared at her. “Now you're just trying to mess with me!” he snapped, angrily.
 
“It is the truth,” Liane replied, deadpan. She pointed her staff at the wreckage, spread across a fair amount of a farmer's field. Steve maintained his pose for just a few more seconds, before he noticed his airplane sinking into the ground, vanishing from sight. “As safety ranks high in Kirian law, it wouldn't do to keep this around where people might get hurt,” the Pillar explained. “I'll sink it quite deep under the ground.”
 
The pilot frowned slightly. “You might not... want to do that,” he finally allowed, hoping he wouldn't offend her. The remains stopped sinking, and he became aware of her scrutiny.
 
“May I ask why not?” she asked, her tone level. At the same time, he became aware of the fact that he'd better have a valid reason for interrupting her. His shoulders tensed, it was curious how much infliction she was able to convey through nothing but subtext.
 
“Those remains contain quite a few materials that could be hazardous to the environment. Even if you sunk it, it might poison the field,” he explained. She kept her gaze on him for a few seconds more, as if trying to determine the truthfulness of his statement. Whatever it was she was looking for, she seemed to accept his explanation, as the remains lifted themselves back to the surface.
 
She eyed the debris wearily, thinking about a solution. An idea presented itself to her, an idea that would present her with the opportunity to impress the newcomer with her magical abilities. “Please do not interrupt me,” she told him as she approached the remains of the aircraft. Closing her eyes, she worked the runes in her mind.
 
There was a time she would have tried this on her own, casting it straight. Those days were behind her now, her magic no longer capable of supporting magic on such a grand scale. She lamented the loss, a stray thought going to a future where all her magic was bound and unavailable for even the simplest of tasks.
 
She banished the thought as soon as it arrived, she had other things to worry about.
 
Her mind finished the construction of the runic circle she needed. Releasing her staff and permitting it to balance upright on its tip, she slapped her hands together and opened her eyes. The circle she had built formed immediately in the ground surrounding the wreckage through spells of her own design; spells that combined runic writing, engraving, and stamping spells.
 
She was aware of Steve eyeing her and the suddenly appearing runic circle with a weary focus. She could feel how tense he was, even from where she stood. Her right hand disappeared into her robes, and pulled out her crystal wand. This would require added focus, bringing this up to a full ritual rather than straightly cast spells.
 
For just a moment, she once more regretted the fact she no longer could cast spells on this scale, and was now forced to resort to rituals.
 
The thought vanished with ease of long practice, and the wand started dancing on the rhythm of her chanted words, the ritual runic circle lighting up to her magical sight, focusing and harnessing the environment's energy into the workings she desired.
 
The transmutation spells worked brilliantly, the remains slowly dissolving from their edges. The process accelerated, and within two minutes the entire wreck wavered, as if its individual atoms were dissolving into thin air, before vanishing completely. The very last part of the spell reversed the circle in the ground, and Liane stowed her wand.
 
A jab of pain in her chest made her wince, and she found it lucky that she had her back turned to the visitor. Grabbing her staff, she composed herself and turned around to face him.
 
His eyes were wide open, before he blinked and gazed at her with a healthy dose of respect and fear.
 
He seemed to find his voice. “What... what was that?” he asked.
 
“It was a transmutation ritual. In essence, it transmuted the elements in your wreckage into air molecules,” she explained. “It increases entropy, so it was quite possible and did not require a lot of energy.”
 
Steve stared at her again, knowing that he heard the term entropy somewhere, but unable to recall where. “What do you mean?” he asked.
 
“It is always easier to disorganize than it is to organize,” Liane explained. “In this instance, I turned the materials of your jet airplane into air. It increases chaos, and as such, it was easy to do. The other way around, turning air into something else, increases order. Conjuring items out of thin air is possible and doable, but requires a lot more energy than what I just did.”
 
He had actually understood that, and took that either as a sign that he was starting to get this magic stuff, or had totally lost it. Deciding on trying to catch her off-guard, he asked, “So that's why you couldn't fix it?”
 
“Not exactly,” she answered, “I checked when I scanned your vehicle's original form. The impact was at high speed and from an unusual angle. Some items were completely shattered and could not be repaired. Had the impact been slower, it's likely the disintegration wouldn't have taken place, and I might have been able to restore it. As it is, I knew too little about it to attempt to magic up replacement parts. Indeed, it would increase order to repair it, and the amount of energy required would have been substantial, but with a more intact wreckage, it would have been more than possible. As it was, the damage was too severe.”
 
He'd thought to catch her unaware, it was obvious that he was surprised she had even looked into the possibility. Steve looked forlornly at the patch of ground where the wreckage of his plane used to be. “You have your own flying vehicles,” he suddenly said.
 
“Floaters, yes,” Liane agreed. “They operate quite differently from your jet airplane.”
 
He turned to her. “How do they work?” he asked.
 
Liane conjured up the image of a floater using the rain's water. “I believe I have shown you this model before. A floater is a cart that has been non-permanently enchanted to float about two fist's worth of height above the ground.”
 
“But... how?” he suddenly asked, coming to some sort of realization that he wanted confirmed.
 
Liane thought for a few moments. She didn't need to explain the entire enchanting process, which was quite involved and steeped in theory. Perhaps the most superficial explanation would suffice. “Basically,” she explained, “the floater is enchanted to behave as an opposing pole to the Earth's magnetic field.”
 
He blinked. “What?”
 
“You are aware of the Earth's magnetic field, yes?” she asked. He nodded. “That magnetic field has a polarity. It flows from positive to negative. Negative poles and positive poles oppose each other. You are aware of this as well?” He nodded once more. “A floater is enchanted with the sort of pole that opposes the earth's magnetic field, basically propelling itself away from it. As such, it floats because it is repelled by the Earth's magnetic field. The enchanting must take a lot of variables into consideration to avoid this repelling force from propelling the floater into the skies, to allow a floater to work during thunderstorms, above water, during magnetic disturbances, and lots of other things. But that is the basic explanation.”
 
He gaped at her. “You people have antigravity?”
 
She cocked her head, thought it over. “Not exactly. Antigravity is a mistake and would result in the floater floating away helplessly.” She frowned slightly. “So yes, you could say that we have mastered antigravity, in that we do not want it and are able to avoid it.”
 
“Un-believable,” he whispered.
 
Liane, the MagicWarper, Pillar of Kiria, had never really considered how routine feats of magic would be perceived in the outside world. Hearing this foreign visitor's reactions surprised her. A feeling of pride and accomplishment lifted her spirits, bringing a small smile to her face.
 
They stood there, in silence, watching the empty patch of ground, for close to ten minutes, both lost in thought. Finally, Steve turned to her. “So... what happens now?” he asked, tentatively.
 
“You have been cleared,” Liane answered calmly. “Nobody was injured in the crash of your jet airplane. I will be escorting you to the Capital, where people above my grade will decide what will happen to you further.”
 
He nodded stiffly, not really liking the sound of that. “What do you think will happen to me?”
 
Liane shrugged, turned, made an inviting motion, and started walking. He took a few quick steps to catch up and walk next to her. “I don't know,” she said as they left the site behind. “You may be required to remain here, the outside world does not generally know about Kiria and we prefer to keep it that way. Or you may find your memories altered, before being deposited in your home country. I believe there will also be a possibility of you being placed under a magical compulsion that prevents you from speaking about Kiria, before being allowed to return to your home country.”
 
He fell silent, and she wondered what he was thinking. He'd asked, and she had given her honest thoughts on the possibilities. She didn't think that the man would be executed, he committed no crimes that would warrant such a treatment. Perhaps her superiors would think of a solution she hadn't considered.
 
“So,” he finally said, interrupting her thoughts. “I will either be a prisoner, have my mind wiped, or be under the magical equivalent of a non-disclosure agreement?”
 
She thought for a few seconds, and considered his summary. “If you would take the negative point of view, then yes, you are correct.”
 
“How else would you call this!?” he demanded, raising his voice.
 
“I would ask you not to take that tone with me,” Liane said, voice hardening. “I am a Noble of Kiria, I will not be talked to in such a manner.” he looked mutinous as her turned on her, actually raising himself up to look more impressive. She merely lifted an eyebrow, not at all intimidated, and felt for her magic.
 
“I'm very sorry, your Highness, but I've just about had enough of this! Since I've crashed here, I've been knocked out, locked up, been under death threats, and now you're telling me there's a good chance I'll never get home? Or if I do, then it'll be with my mind wiped? Just why the hell shouldn't I yell at you!?”
 
Liane drew in a sharp breath, feeling her magic blossom in her chest. For a moment, it urged her on, her unstable magic fueling her emotions, and the first syllable of an incineration spell came to her lips. The breath left her lungs, taking much of her annoyance with it. She'd need to do some work on her magic, it was starting to influence her again.
 
Feeling ashamed at her inner reaction, she tried to answer his concerns levelly, ignoring the disrespectful tone and the attempt at physical intimidation. It was likely the man would never even realize how close he had come to death right then. “You were a foreign invader who managed to breach the Great Barrier,” she stated. “Since then, you have been treated, released from prison, received new clothes, food, drink, allowed to bathe, and been cleared of wrongdoing. In regards to your future, you asked for my opinion, I gave you what I believed to be the most logical options. It is possible my superiors will choose another, or they may not. I cannot help it that you do not like my thoughts. If you did not want to hear them, you should not have asked.”
 
He scowled at her, and she simply stepped past him, continuing on her path. “I would urge you to pose your questions wisely; if you do not wish to hear the answer, do not ask them. I am making allowances for your foreign morals and the pressure you have been under these last few days.”
 
The Pillar didn't bother to look behind her, she knew it was more than likely the man was stewing in anger and frustration. She could empathize, she hadn't enjoyed her foray beyond the Great Barrier as well. Different cultures unnerved her; there was a very good reason why she usually remained inside the borders of her island home.
 
His footsteps finally caught up to her, and he remained silent as they walked.
 
It was close to half an hour before the silence was broken. “Can I ask a question?” he asked. It seemed half an hour of walking had calmed him down, as his voice was level once more.
 
For a moment, she entertained the idea to either deny him, or give him a nonsense answer. In the end, she settled for the standard reply she received from Milor whenever she asked permission to pose a question. “As long as I may reserve the right not to answer, feel free to do so,” she told him.
 
“You explained how some people have a talent in magic and others don't,” he said. “Where does it come from? Does anyone outside of Kiria have it?”
 
“That is two questions,” she stated, unable to help herself. “Magical talent has always existed, as far as I know. It is no different than a talent in the arts, or in engineering, or anything else, really. So yes, people outside of Kiria have this talent as well.”
 
Steve looked sardonically at her initial response, then listened attentively to her answer. “So why is it that I've never heard of people with real magical skills before?”
 
Liane thought for a short time, pondering a question she had never posed herself. In hindsight, the answer seemed fairly straightforward. “As far as I am aware, the Kirian Academy of Magic is the only institution in the world that teaches magic to those with the talent. Without education, without being able to build on the progress of your predecessors, those in your home country with the talent either don't develop it, or never get very far.”
 
“So it's not just a question of having the talent?” he wondered.
 
She shook her head. “Magic has its own rules and limitations, its own theories and ways. Without a sound education, all a gifted practitioner would be able to achieve is that which he can discover for himself. Even a lifetime of experimentation will not match up to a single year of solid education based on hundreds of years of accumulated knowledge.”
 
“I think I understand,” he whispered, although his time clearly showed that he still struggled.
 
The teacher inside of Liane couldn't let it rest. “I am sure you have schools as well,” she said, phrasing it as a statement rather than a question. He nodded at her with a small and curious frown, wondering where she was going. “I have not studied in the fields of study taught at your schools. Would I ever be able to construct one of your jet airplanes, using your methods, without such an education?”
 
He was giving it some honest thought, and Liane gave him both the time to do so and the credit for thinking about what she was saying. Finally, he answered, “You've scanned one, so I think that, with plenty of experimentation, you'd be able to get something that can fly.”
 
“Ah, yes, that is using my methods,” she told him. “I specifically stated that I would need to use your methods, so as to answer your original question. I would need to use magic to replicate your science, as I have not studied science. If I were especially gifted at it, I might be able to experiment my way into something that could fly – and yet, I sincerely doubt that it would be able to perform as your jet airplane did.”
 
He nodded. “I think I understand what you're saying. Even the biggest geniuses in my society took hundreds of years to reach powered flight. First the development of the engine, then the propeller, and so on. Without those inventions, all previous attempts at flight failed. So magic is similar? One invention is a stepping stone for the next? And without that foundation, even a gifted magic-user wouldn't be able to do what you do?”
 
“Exactly,” she replied, pleased that he had understood her explanation. They had reached a secondary road, a single cart's width of stone reaching between outlying farms and their nearest settlement. Without looking, Liane chose a direction.
 
Steve looked less sure of himself as he followed her. “I don't think I've seen you look at a map since we started,” he said. “Do you know every road in Kiria?”
 
“No, I don't know every road in Kiria,” the Pillar answered him. “I do know, however, how these roads are laid out. This is a secondary road, the width of a single cart. It slopes slightly toward one side, with a single gutter to remove water. Secondary roads connect outlying farms and buildings with their nearest settlement, with the gutter always on the right side of the road when one walks away from the settlement. Keeping the gutter on your left means that you will always arrive at the settlement.” She pointed to a rune that was inscribed in the gutter's siding. “Those runes indicate the distance from the settlement.”
 
She saw him look down at the gutter in question, study the rune she pointed at, and nod his head. “That's a good idea, and easy to remember,” he said, staring at the stone surface, obviously studying the way the stones interlocked and every seam was faultless. Finally, he asked, “Can I ask how you build your roads? Your stones interlock so tightly, but I can't see a single tool mark.”
 
Liane's lips quirked into a faint smile, glad to hear that her country was impressive to their foreign visitor. “All public infrastructure of a large scale is done by Nobles wielding magic. A single Earth-Master could build in a day what would take a thousand Commoners an eternity,” she explained. “Plus, roads created by magic are better in quality than can be done using manual labor.”
 
“You keep saying 'Nobles',” Steve remarked. “Is that the name you give to people with magic, or is there something else?”
 
“A Noble is a person who wields magic, and can therefore be responsible for the government of this nation, should they wish to do so,” Liane explained.
 
Steve stared at her, and she had trouble interpreting his look. “So the only requirement to be in the government is the ability to do magic!?” he finally demanded.
 
For a few moments, the Pillar debated the best way to answer his question. “The ability to do magic and the willingness to take up responsibility for our nation,” Liane replied.
 
“That's outrageous!” he shouted, raising Liane's hackles. “You mean your people can't even vote for their own leaders!?”
 
The Pillar of Kiria stopped walking, forcing the pilot to stop and spin around to face her. Her right hand clenched her staff so tightly her knuckles were white, and a smoldering anger once again burned in her eyes. “It would do you well,” she said with a soft voice half an octave lower than normal, “to remember that you are but a guest in this nation.”
 
“Where I'm from,” he said, sounding far, far braver than he felt, “Your government is called a dictatorship.”
 
For a moment, he feared he'd pushed her too far. Her white knuckles popped, her lips pulling back to display a set of perfectly white and straight teeth. She drew a breath, a very deep breath, and slowly let it out. Her fingers got their healthy color back, and the burning fire in her eyes petered out. “Yes, it is a dictatorship,” she said. “Backed by oath and vow and magic's judgment. Which is better than the popularity contest you run in your nation, a contest that merely selects the person who can lie the best to people who have no notion or knowledge about running a country.”
 
She stared walking again, her strides longer and more powerful than they had been before.
 
He scoffed and paced after her. “Oaths and vows can be broken,” he snapped. “It happens all the time where I'm from. It's why nobody really trusts a politician to speak the truth.”
 
“So, you agree that your people are ruled by the person who can lie the most convincingly,” Liane retorted. “In Kiria, oaths and vows are quite rarely broken. For Commoners such as yourselves, they are but empty words. For a Noble, invoking an oath or vow has repercussions. If you break your oath or vow, magic will invoke the penalties upon which you have sworn or vowed. Words have power to a Noble, words must be chosen with great care.”
 
For a few moments, he stared at her with his mouth open. “You mean, your oaths actually hold power? If you take an oath, and you break it, it will actually hurt you?”
 
She nodded once. “Depending on the oath, if you break it, you will die,” Liane stated. “There are, of course, always ways to break an oath without invoking the penalties involved. Unfortunately for oath-breakers, such treachery is easy to discover.” She switched her staff to her left hand, and held up her right. A few words spilled from her lips, forcing the magic of her oaths and vows to take shape upon the back of it. “This is the representation of the oaths and vows I have sworn. Should I break them, or negate them, this will display such betrayal. Every time I complete an assignment, my supervisor checks this when I enter my report. I would not like to be the person found to have tampered with their oath of office.” For a moment, she thought of Lord Marcel of the Rising Trees. He must have tampered or broken his oath of allegiance to Kiria and the Sovereign to do what he did. She wondered if he would have allowed her to scan his oaths and vows, had she asked. He probably would have refused, just as strongly as he had refused Truth Serum.
 
Meanwhile, the foreign pilot swallowed deeply. “So people in your government, when they swear themselves in, are actually held to their word,” he whispered. “That's incredible.”
 
They reached the settlement, and rather than continue, Liane guided them into the tavern. “I could use a drink,” she explained, then went on, “I am the first to admit that Nobles are experts on circumventing oaths and vows without breaking them, and most of it is based on intent and action rather than absolute obedience. However, in the large part, you can say that a Noble in a position of authority will always obey the Emperor and work for the protection of Kiria.” She sat down at an empty table in a corner, reflecting that she wasn't about to explain the country's recent troubles to this foreigner.
 
Steve sat down on the other side, and was silent for a few moments. “And the Emperor?” he asked. “Does he swear an oath?”
 
A tavern wench came over, and was dispatched with an order of drinks and a few plates of food. “The Lord Emperor is under even more scrutiny than ordinary Nobles,” she finally explained. “When a young Prince is announced as the successor, he must first pass a test of magic. A device called the Arbitrator of Ascension will judge the young Prince, examine their magic and their mind to judge their worthiness of ruling Kiria. Should they fail, they will not be able to leave the Arbitrator while alive. Should they pass, they will leave as Crown Prince of Kiria.” The wench returned with their orders of food and drink, and Liane busied herself with taking a long pull from the mug of ale. She could use some alcohol right now; the discussions with Steve were getting to her.
 
“When a Crown Prince succeeds the previous Emperor,” she finally went on, “they swear to maintain, protect, guide, and defend the nation of Kiria.”
 
He just nodded, digesting the information she had just given him. They ate and drank in silence for a while, only the vague hubbub of other patrons and the clinking of flatware reaching them. “It still doesn't feel right, though,” he finally said. “The people should have a choice of who leads them. Despite how good the Nobles are, and how enforced their oaths and vows are, it's still not right to take the choice away from the people.”
 
“Even if it means that only the best liars get to rule?” Liane asked, quirking up one eyebrow. For a moment, she shot a gratified thought toward Milor for having shown her that.
 
“I'll be the first to admit that the system's far from perfect,” Steve answered. “But there are politicians who honestly want to make things better and who do it for the right reasons. It's the people's choice who leads, and that makes it a lot more fair than a system where only a select few are in charge.”
 
Liane sighed. “The people's choice,” she said. “People who have no concept or knowledge on how to rule? Why should people, who don't know how to run a country, get to decide who gets to lead?”
 
“Because it is fair?” he asked. “It gives the people a choice, presents them with options. They chose for the person with the agenda they support, and if enough people agree, then that person gets to attempt to make policy.”
 
“So, in essence, the best liar gets to lead, as long as they have the majority behind them? In essence, the dictatorship of the majority over the minority?” the Pillar asked.
 
Now it was Steve's turn to sigh. “No, not really,” he said. “There are a lot of balances in the system, so the person elected won't be able to unilaterally shove their agenda down the throats of the other people. It's really rather complicated, and I'm not an expert on the political system so I don't know if I can explain it well enough to you.”
 
Liane resisted the urge to chuckle. “And yet you have a vote on who leads, despite not knowing the system,” she replied. “Let me show you why your system is flawed.” before Steve could reply, she stood up. “Excuse my interruption,” she said out loud to the entire tavern, immediately bringing the entire establishment to silence.
 
“I am conducting a small experiment regarding government,” the Pillar went on. She pointed to the tavern wench. “If you were able to choose your government, as a form of contest of popularity, if you will, who would you vote for? What would this person need to promise to do to get your vote?”
 
The wench flushed bright red at being singled out, and stammered for a few moments. “Ehm... lower taxes?” she mumbled, afraid of upsetting the powerful Noble who was gazing at her. The rest of the tavern goers seemed inclined to support the girl's statement.
 
Liane nodded. “Very well. Thank you.” she looked around, and spotted a farmer having a quiet drink. “What would have to be the promise for you?” she asked him.
 
“Ah... ehm... higher prices f'r me goods?” he asked, drawing pale and starting to sweat under the scrutiny.
 
Liane dipped her head. “Thank you.” she looked around, and found a man sharing a drink with a woman half his age. “How about you two?”
 
Both paled at being put on the spot. “Ehm... mebbe sum way to help us who di'n fin' a master to apprentice ourselves to?”
 
The younger woman nodded. “An' make it cheaper fer people to get magic items! An' cheaper power tokens so we ken use 'em!”
 
Now that they saw that the Noble wasn't about to become angry, more suggestions were being shouted without them even being asked for. Liane listened patiently. “Thank you for your input, and thank you for proving my point about Commoners being unable to see the bigger picture. Congratulations, you have just wrecked Kiria.”
 
The people were subdued, muttering quietly among themselves. “But... but why, My Lady?” the tavern wench asked, the only one brave enough to actually ask. Liane spun to face her, and the girl flinched.
 
“All of you asked for things that would help yourselves. Lower the taxes. Force people to pay higher prices for your goods. Give money to people who didn't learn a trade and have no income. Lower prices of magical items. Tell me – if we lowered taxes, what essential service of Kiria would you get rid of in order to pay for the tax break? Perhaps you are tired of the roads? Or the sewers? Or fire protection? Or law enforcement?”
 
The girl looked at her feet, miserable. “Do not concern yourself with it,” Liane said, placing one hand on the girl's shoulder. “I asked a question and you gave an honest answer. It was all I required.” The Pillar looked around, and found the farmer. “If we intervened with the economy and forced the prices of your goods up, all these good people would be paying more for your produce. That would mean that most of them wouldn't have as much money available for other things. They would be quite upset if we did that.”
 
The other people realized the implications of that, and started muttering. “It is of no consequence, again, this is merely an experiment.” She looked at the man and the younger woman. “If we assisted financially when you do not learn a trade, why would people go through the effort of learning one? After all, they could live off the financial aid, why go through the trouble of learning a trade and working? If we lowered prices on magical items, then the Nobles who build them wouldn't be able to live off their creation. I know most of you do not realize that it takes weeks to enchant a regular vehicle, nor that it takes a regular enchanter four hours to charge a regular power token.”
 
The people looked subdued, and Liane gave them a small smile. “It's of no consequence, it's why I did this experiment. Thank you all for your assistance.” She turned to the tavern girl, and handed her two gold pieces. “Please, give everyone a round of drinks for their help.”
 
By the time she sat down at her table, the tavern's patrons were discussing loudly what Liane had asked of them, turning the experiment into a game of who could compose the most outlandish rule and see who could wreck the country the best.
 
She looked smugly at Steve. “And that,” she said, “is why ordinary people shouldn't be involved in government. They'll vote for what's good for them, not what's good for the country.”
 
Steve looked affronted, but somehow managed to keep his tone down. “Stop being insulting,” he said, watching her straighten her back. “I'm not saying democracy is perfect, far from it, but it's the only fair system out there, and there are plenty of people who do it for the right reasons! It's not because you've got magic that you're a good ruler!”
 
“It's a system that begs to be manipulated and abused,” Liane returned. “And I admit there would be Commoners who would be good rulers and see the big picture and wish to make sure their country does well. However, without magic, they can't be relied upon to fulfill their oaths of office.”
 
“So, now we're not just stupid, we're unreliable as well!?” Steve snapped, raising his tone enough to cause the entire tavern to turn silent.
 
Liane simply glared at him, a glare he eagerly returned. “I would thank you for not twisting my words,” she said. “And it would do you well to mind yours.” It felt as if the walls were closing in and light was petering out. A thrum of something vibrated his midriff, forcing a shot of fearful adrenaline through his system. His legs pricked with its icy cold, the hair on his arms stood upright. He was prey and she was the predator; he froze like he'd never frozen before.
 
“S-sorry,” he muttered, unaccustomed to the panicked sensation that froze him.
 
The sensation ceased abruptly. “Had I been any other Noble, you would have died for taking such a tone,” Liane informed him. “Be grateful that I am more tolerant than most.”
 
Anger started to replace the memories of frozen terror. “And yet, you called us stupid and untrustworthy.”
 
“And once more, you chose to twist my words. I called you neither stupid nor untrustworthy. Commoners are not educated to govern the country, and as such, they cannot be depended upon to make the correct decision for the country as a whole. There is a reason why the Kirian Academy of Magic is structured as it is – it teaches its students to govern themselves, as a miniature country, and gain the necessary knowledge and skills to rule and govern wisely. Without such education, it is most unwise to allow a Commoner any say in the government.”
 
Steve opened his mouth, ready to retort, but Liane cut him off. “As to untrustworthiness – Commoners are just as trustworthy as any Noble. There is, after all, a reason why we enforce the taking of oaths and vows of office. A Noble can be depended upon because magic will enforce it. We cannot be so sure of a Commoner. Any human being in a position of power will abuse that position. Using vows and oaths, we can rely on the fact that a Noble will be restrained. Without the backing of magic, we cannot be assured of a Commoner's restraint.”
 
He scowled at her, and she could see him ready another reply. She waved. “Enough, let us table this discussion. Both of us are from opposing views and cultures. You do not have magic, and cannot build a similar system to what we have in Kiria. I suppose that, in the face of magic's absence, having a popularity contest would be the best way to ensure that no person remained in power too long.”
 
Steve grumbled slightly at her for cutting off the argument, and grudgingly stood up to follow her when she paid and left the tavern.
 
They left the small town behind in no time, taking a large primary road toward the local city. The primary road was double the width of the secondary roads Steve had seen up until now, and sloped gently down to either side, with a gutter on both sides. He still didn't know what the runes meant, but he did see them on both sides, and guessed that they indicated distance between the cities.
 
For close to an hour, they walked in silence, both lost in their own thoughts. Liane thought it was quite nice, walking back in peace. She didn't mind explaining things, she'd always enjoyed teaching. What she didn't like was the presumption of the foreigner to judge Kiria, her Kiria, negatively.
 
It was Steve who broke the silence first. “So, where are we going next?” he asked. She saw the question for what it was, an effort to break the ice and resume some form of casual and respectful conversation.
 
“We are going toward Eunan, the local city. After that, we'll take the road toward the coast, circumnavigate Sina, and make our way toward the capital city,” Liane explained.
 
“I'm sorry? Sina?” the pilot asked.
 
Liane pointed toward the extinct volcano in the far distance. “Mount Sina dominates the center of the island. Do you see the line where the green seems to intensify?”
 
He nodded. “Yup, sure do.”
 
“That is the home of the druids of Kiria. They turn storms, prevent floods, and break natural disasters; the top of that mountain is sacred and it is not for those such as us to violate it. Thus, we go around it,” she told him. For a moment, she wondered if Arch Druid Xard had returned yet. She didn't know why he was there when she needed him, and she doubted she ever would. Druids were mysterious and secretive, and from what she had seen from the Arch Druid's abilities, they were right to do so.
 
Once more, he was rendered speechless. “So, you're telling me that you're in the center of the Bermuda Triangle, but you haven't had a single flood or hurricane because the druids break them?”
 
She nodded. “Exactly. Such phenomena are known only to us Nobles. If you talked about floods or hurricanes to any Commoner in Kiria, they wouldn't understand the term. The only reason the Nobles know of them is because of our studies in elemental magic.”
 
He opened his mouth, but closed it before saying anything. Curious, she glanced at him. “You were about to say something,” she stated.
 
“Forget about it, I don't want another argument,” he replied, shaking his head.
 
She hated to admit it, but he had raised her curiosity. Milor knew how to keep a secret, and she knew better than to try with him. But Steve seemed like he enjoyed talking. Maybe she'd be able to get him to satisfy at least her immediate curiosity. “I shall promise not to be offended,” she offered.
 
He frowned. “I was going to say that you made this place sound like a paradise, if only it weren't for the dictatorship,” he admitted, taking a subconscious step away from her.
 
“It is what it is,” she replied. “We are a dictatorship,” she added with a shrug. “It works for us, and has been for over six hundred years.”
 
The foreign pilot didn't seem to know how to respond to that, and so remained silent as they walked. Again, they walked quietly for a while, Liane enjoying the peace and Steve digesting what he had heard. The city of Eunan was starting to loom in the distance when he turned back to his guide. Liane braced herself for his next question.
 
“You mentioned the Academy of Magic,” he said. “Can you tell me some more about it?”
 
Liane dipped her head, not really sure what he would find interesting and what not. The explanation that Mariam had given her when she was a mere eight years old spooked through her mind, and for a moment Liane felt regret over having to interview her old mentor and friend.
 
“The Kirian Academy of Magic consists of four levels,” she explained. “A child is known as an Adept before he or she comes to the Academy. At age ten, an Adept enters the Academy, and under the Rules of Equality, is expected to be separated completely from their family for the duration of their training. All ties are severed to prevent the ties of family to intervene with the education – all students at the Academy are equal. They are given a new name, and expected to work for themselves without the assistance of their family.”
 
Steve looked aghast, and looked as if he really wanted to comment on it. Liane kept going, preventing him from doing so. “This is a kindness, it prevents Nobles from resting upon the achievements or the influence of their parents, and teaches them to be reliant upon themselves first and foremost. When an Adept enters the Academy, they become Initiates. First, they are taught the absolute basics of magic, all Initiates together. After a month of study, the Initiates take a test of aptitude. This test is, in actuality, a very intricate piece of magic that will probe the student's interests, aptitudes, abilities, and talents.”
 
Her hands making animated motions, she continued, “It will determine by itself which questions it will ask, trying to gauge the depth of the students' abilities. It's this test that will make the first cut in the enrolling students. It will judge whether a Noble continues on with regular magic, or whether the student becomes a Necromancer, a Druid, or a Priest. Those found with such aptitudes are apprenticed directly to a Master of the craft.”
 
The pilot just nodded, his mind awhirl with questions, but remaining silent to allow her to continue her story. “Most Nobles remain with the regular magical curriculum. They are then judged by the Arbitrator of Elements, which will determine the student's most compatible element. This element then becomes their new name. My best friend is called Lord Milor of the Thunderstorms. He was granted a special title because of his excellent control over the element of lightning. When we went to the Academy together, he was Lord Milor Lightningworker.”
 
“So, you get a new name when you enter the Academy? Not the name of your parents?” Steve asked, sounding as if he didn't know whether that was a good or a bad thing.
 
“As I explained, to prevent influence of the parents to interfere with education, all family names are removed upon entry into the Academy,” Liane explained. “After the Arbitrator assigns a person a name, they are then faced with a choice. They can become either a Warlock or a Mage. Usually, this is split across gender boundaries – females become Mages, Males become Warlocks. However, exceptions are possible and happen rarely, but they do happen. Before you ask, a Warlock is geared toward military applications and combat, while a Mage is geared toward elemental manipulation, research, and general applications.”
 
The foreign pilot nodded in appreciation for the added explanation. “After a Noble choses their curriculum, they need to go through either three or four stadia in education. The first three years are the Initiate stage. A student learns the basics of magic. A student who fails to graduate can become an assistant to a Master, able to perform small tasks of magic with sufficient supervision. The next two years are the assistant years. The student is taught to think for themselves, not merely copy the Doctorii or the books. Those who fail to graduate can become apprentices to a Master, and can be tasked with more complex tasks without the necessary supervision. The two years after that are the apprentice level, where a student learns to become an accredited mage or warlock. Students are taught to investigate and think deeper than ever before. Failure to graduate at this stage is an affront, and those that fail to do so become mere apprentices to a Master, just like those who failed two years before. The last year is optional, and is the Master level. A student is given unprecedented freedom, and is expected to create a masterpiece, a new and before unseen piece of magic that shows their ability to understand and build new magic.”
 
Steve nodded along as she spoke. “How about what you said before? About teaching politics and government to the students? Is it a course being taught?”
 
Liane shook her head. “The Doctorii and the Lord Master of the Academy only provide lessons. Matters of discipline, order, and regulation, are in the hands of the students. The Student Council is basically the ruling body of the Academy of Magic when it comes to all student matters. Those that wish to do so may apply for membership to the council, and become part of the student government.”
 
He was gaping at her again, and she found she didn't like it. “So basically, the patients are in charge of the asylum? How does that work? Surely the students will side with the students, and not enforce things!?”
 
The Pillar remained quiet during his outburst. “I don't know how students are in your home country, but those entering the council here are dedicated and hard-working. No student council member would ever allow for lax discipline, it would be a breach of honor and trust, a failure that would chase them for the rest of their lives.”
 
“Honor and duty again,” Steve replied. “It seems Kiria still takes those seriously. I have to admit to my shame that not a lot of people still do in my country. It's something I dearly miss.” He sighed, then focused on her again. “How about those without magic? How are they educated?”
 
“Commoners can go to the regular schools for two years to learn the basics that Nobles are usually taught by their parents. Those schools teach reading, writing, mathematics, basic history, and so on. It's enough to teach Common children how to function in society and to have sufficient basis for a future employer to teach them a trade. Those that go into public service or work as clerks and other secretarial workers are taught by their employers. Those that go for a specific trade such as butchers, bakers, leatherworkers, blacksmiths, and so on, can be apprenticed to a Master who will teach them the trade until the Master is satisfied with their work.”
 
He nodded, and seemed to think that over. Liane was about to ask a question of her own, when Steve surprised her. “You told me that Warlocks, usually the men, all train in warfare and fighting? So half of your Nobility is basically your military?”
 
The Pillar shelved her own question, and said, “Warlocks are trained for combat and battle, yes. They are also learned in the ways of war. However, they can chose to take other subjects in addition to their fighting arts lessons. The Lord Master of the Academy is a Warlock, for example. He is the most brilliant magic user I know. Along the same lines, quite a few of my Doctorii at the Academy are Warlocks as well. Being a Warlock does not mean that one goes into the military, but it does mean that one is ready to fulfill such a role should it be necessary.”
 
Steve seemed thoughtful, when he said, “So, in essence, half the Nobility is dangerous, and ready to fight?”
 
He seemed surprised when Liane actually laughed. It wasn't a long laugh, and seemed to surprise her as much as it did him. “All of Nobility is dangerous. A Warlock can break armies. A Mage can summon armies of their own. While Warlocks may lead war and conduct operations, Mages will build their weapons, craft their spells, enchant their equipment, and reload their tools. Every Noble is capable of taking life. Magic makes it easy. Too easy. That is the reason why all of Nobility is held to the code of Decorum, where one learns to fight with words, rather than magic. Those that fail to adhere are reprimanded – should they not be challenged to mortal combat, first.”
 
He swallowed deeply. “So a duel to the death still exists here?”
 
“Frequently and painfully,” Liane said, dipping her head. “It is unfortunate, but some Nobles do not learn.”
 
“But... you just told me that Warlocks train for battle. If a Warlock upsets a Mage, isn't that... well, unfair?” he asked, tentatively, as if not wanting to upset her.
 
“A Mage can be as dangerous as any Warlock,” Liane replied, calmly. “As I have proven multiple times. It is true that Mages are at a disadvantage; that is why there is always a legal option, where one asks the government to protect a person's honor when that person either is incapable of doing it themselves, or feels that they are incapable of doing so. To do so is a sign of weakness, yet at the same time it sometimes is the only solution to save one's honor after a grievous insult.”
 
“Like going to the teacher in school,” Steve remarked. Liane frowned, and looked at him, not understanding.
 
“I wanted to ask about education in your country,” she said. “This provides me with an excellent opportunity. Can you tell me about schools in your country? And perhaps explain your remark about going to a teacher?”
 
For
a moment, the pilot seemed perplexed at her question, then shrugged. “Sure. I'll explain the school system second, the remark is the easiest to explain. In school, our schools, it's the teachers who enforce discipline and ensure the students are kept in line. When one student sees something against the rules, or has something against the rules done to them, most will keep quiet or try to solve it themselves. Going to the teacher will get a student the reputation of a 'tattletale', basically a teacher's pet. The other students will not have anything to do with students that are known to go to the teacher with their problems rather than fix it themselves or keep their mouths shut.”
 
“I can see why,” Liane said. “Depending on the situation, of course. I can definitely see the resemblance in this occasion.”
 
The pilot nodded. “Looks like people will be people, regardless of where they live. Nobody likes people who rats out another.”
 
“That was an interesting metaphor,” the Pillar commented. “I do not believe I have heard it before. It is interesting that this behavior is linked to a small rodent. Do you know why that is?”
 
Steve shrugged. “Not really. I guess, in our society, rats are seen as sneaky and underhanded.”
 
Liane nodded thoughtfully. “About your schools?” she prompted.
 
The explanation she received was lengthy, complicated, and left her filled with questions. By the time Steve finished his explanation, most of her questions had been superseded by a single query. “So you are telling me that people in your country do not have any sort of personal responsibility toward their education?” she asked, aghast.
 
Steve looked uncomfortable. “Sure, they have personal responsibility. Even if lately, the parents try to interfere too much for my liking.”
 
“That is to be expected, due to your lack of Rules of Equality. They may be brutal, but they are effective,” Liane said. “I was referring to the part where you claimed a person could not fail out of school. In Kiria, if a person fails their end of cycle examinations, they are failed out of the Academy. It is a good motivator to encourage students to take only the courses they wish to take, and to achieve the desired results. The fact that people cannot fail... it is simply...” Her hands came up in a helpless gesture. “Surely, you're exaggerating?” she finally ended up asking.
 
“The worst that can happen is that a person is held back a year,” Steve told her. “It's considered the worst punishment imaginable, and it's used less and less these days.”
 
She was gaping at him, and he started to realize just how uncomfortable it would have made her feel to have him do the same thing at her. Finally, she said, “So if a person does not do anything, and fails their courses, they are rewarded by allowing them to take the course again? Indefinitely?” If anything, she looked even more helpless now. “What's to encourage anyone from ever completing their education?”
 
“Mostly because the children want to succeed, and it's expected of them. Those held back are a minority... and the reason that being held back is being employed less and less is because some students, and their parents, really did not care. It was considered to be ineffective, so people looked for reasons to have the students pass regardless.” He looked rather unnerved. “Like teaching to the tests, for example.”
 
She eyed him. “I take from your reaction that you don't agree with this practice of handing out the examination questions beforehand?”
 
He gave a single chuckle, a helpless one. “They stop shy of giving out the test questions,” he tried to protest. “Grade school and high school education in the United States has been going downhill, even if I have to say that we've got the world's best universities and colleges.”
 
She looked confused. “What is a university and a college?”
 
“Higher education,” he explained. “After compulsory education, grade school and high school, there is the optional higher education through a university and a college. General education is just that – general. It teaches a lot of subjects, but none of them really deeply. Colleges and universities teach courses arrayed around different subjects.”
 
Liane rubbed her chin in thought. “Like the Academy,” she finally said. “The Academy teaches magic and all courses are arrayed around magic. General education would be like the Commoner schools – an array of subjects, but none of them in depth.”
 
“I suppose you could say that,” Steve agreed.
 
They had arrived at the outskirts of Eunan, and Liane's pace noticeably quickened. “I find it most interesting that you would consider your higher education to be the best in the world, yet your normal education to be in decline. How can your advanced studies be the best, if you do not have the basis for students to advance to it?”
 
“In the past, it was because the best and brightest went there,” Steve explained. “These days, it's more a case of who has enough money, or has the ability to get a scholarship.”
 
The Pillar's quickened pace halted abruptly, neither noticing nor caring that she was now standing in the middle of a busy road leading into a city. “Does that mean one has to pay for education in your country?”
 
Steve blinked. “Well, for higher education, yeah. How else will they pay their teachers? Normal education is mostly limited to books and paper and other necessities, though.”
 
She shuddered. “That is horrible. And you call Kiria barbaric.”
 
The foreign pilot pulled himself up in indignation. “Excuse me?” he snapped at her.
 
“Education is one of the fundamental rights of a person. One cannot expect a healthy society if one does not provide education for the children. Common school may only last a few years, but they impart the necessary knowledge to have the basics required for learning a trade. The Academy lasts for eight years, but one emerges a fully learned Noble of Kiria, even if one fails in their first examinations. Pay is required for neither education. Any child of the right age that is in the principality can receive the education. Tools and materials are provided by Kiria.”
 
She shook her head, and went on, “to have children or their families pay for an education – it's barbaric.” Her gaze bore into his eyes, keeping him silent and immobile. “I was once an orphan; I had neither parents nor family. I grew up in abject poverty as the orphanage struggled for funding. When it emerged I held magic, I was accepted into the Academy. Kiria paid for my clothes, my rehabilitation, my food, and my shelter. It even provided me with a small stipend to allow me to purchase items for myself. That is how one does things here in Kiria.”
 
For a moment, her thoughts went to the other orphans, most of which turned out very bad. She wondered if any of them ever had the opportunity to go to school. The education would have been free, but their needs would not have been looked to – clothes, food or shelter. She'd have to talk to Milor and see if something could be done. She had connections, it was time she used them. It seemed that talking to Steve forced her to think about certain aspects of society she had ignored up until now.
 
Steve, released from her burning eyes, took a deep breath. “Education always has too little money,” he said. “It's unfortunate, but it is what it is. It teaches students to get a job and pay for themselves, I suppose.” As soon as he said it, he wished he hadn't, as Liane's eyes drilled deep into his once more.
 
“You actually believe this is a good thing?” she demanded, angrily. “You would consider it a life experience for a student to be unable to focus one hundred percent on the education that will shape their lives? Are you and your country that ignorant?”
 
“Hey!” he snapped, his anger burning through whatever it was she was doing to keep him silent. “That's my country you're insulting! Watch your mouth!”
 
Her lips tugged. “Just as you have been insulting mine since we started this journey to the capital?” she asked. For a moment, she could see shock on his face, before he looked ashamed, and nodded. Before he could say anything, she said, “Additionally, it is very difficult to watch my mouth without a mirror. Which, coincidentally, would make it difficult to have a conversation. That is a most interesting phrase.”
 
“It means to be mindful of what you say,” he explained, his voice soft. “And you're absolutely right. We're looking at each other's countries from a totally different point of view. I apologize. I didn't mean to insult you.”
 
She gracefully dipped her head. “Then I will consider it a lesson well-taught, and forget it ever happened,” the Pillar said, starting to walk once more. “I did not wish to insult you, but it seemed the most expedient way of getting you to understand what you had been doing.”
 
“It worked,” the pilot muttered.
 
As they entered the city proper, Steve forgot all about the conversation and simply took in the atmosphere of Eunan. The buildings were wooden and well-maintained, and of a decidedly higher stature than the equally well-maintained wooden buildings he had seen in the earlier villages. He could easily imagine a picture of this city to replace any picture of Renaissance European cities in the history books he had read while in school.
 
The sights, the sounds, even the smells of Eunan were different than any city he had ever been in. The main street was lined with market stalls selling produce and items of every imaginable quality and quantity. There were fruits and vegetables he knew and ones that he didn't. Herbs gave off exotic fragrances that made his mouth water or stung his nose.
 
The mass of people thrummed, watching, browsing, judging. Customers haggled for a bargain. The mass of people was impressive, and for a moment, Steve could imagine this scene to take place in some farming community in the United States. These people were happy and carefree, haggling for lower prices, or laughing and joking with friends or acquaintances.
 
Children laughed loudly as they raced through the mass of people, chasing one another. Those that noticed the Noble stepped back and looked from afar with awe, a look the pilot had seen whenever a major sport's star or celebrity was caught in public daylight. He glanced at Liane to see how she reacted.
 
People stepped aside for them – for her, he corrected – and she was gracious in passing. Whenever she caught a glimpse of a gawking child, she would grace them with a small smile and an almost imperceptible dip of her head. Almost immediately the children would proclaim loudly that they were the one the Noble had graced with a smile, and not the others.
 
Children would be children still, Steve thought. These people certainly didn't act oppressed or neglected, as he had first imagined. Deep into his thoughts, the duo walked. Liane suddenly excused herself and approached one of the stalls.
 
Curious, he followed her. The Pillar lifted two pears from the stall's display. “May I have the price for these?” Liane asked politely of the man selling his produce, preparing to use the bargaining technique she had learned as a child.
 
The man didn't bat an eye. “One copper for the two, My Lady,” he said politely.
 
Apparently, the farmers near the capital tried to overcharge the Nobility, or the capital's prices were just higher. Liane immediately lifted two more pears, and dropped two coppers into the man's hand. “Thank you.”
 
“You're welcome, My Lady,” he said politely, and looked for his next customer.
 
With three pears obediently floating in mid-air, Liane bit into one using her free hand and chewed thoughtfully. Judging from the fruit vendor's reaction, he was used to dealing with Nobility. On the other hand, his prices were what she had considered normal for Commoners. Every vendor in the capital at least doubled those when dealing with Nobility, and she had been expecting the same thing here.
 
It was most curious. Her thoughts were interrupted when Steve drew her attention. “You must really love pears,” he said.
 
The Pillar shrugged, not wanting to discuss her favorite vice. “It is healthy,” she answered, hoping that would shut down the conversation before it started. For a moment, she thought he would stay on the topic regardless. Deftly, she changed direction, forcing him to step up to catch up.
 
“Where are we going, anyway?” he asked after he was next to her once more.
 
“There is a Pillar house not far from here. We can get a hot meal and room for the night there, and resume our voyage to the Capital tomorrow,” she told him, picking up her pace once more. She wanted to get to the house, change her clothes, get a full meal, and rest in a comfortable bed. A good shower would help her feel clean after traveling for quite some time on magic and mere water.
 
He didn't reply, and she took his silence as either agreement or acceptance. “There are a few things you should know,” Liane pressed on. “First of all, should you meet other Nobles, you should not speak unless spoken to. If you are spoken to, address the Noble as My Lord or My Lady. Remain respectful of the Nobility and Kiria, do not become your usual abrasive self. If you break those rules, it is very likely that the Noble in question will have you flogged, most are not as forgiving or understanding as I am.”
 
Steve stared at her, his face displaying his shock. “That...” he started to say, gearing up for a derogatory comment, before catching himself. He drew a deep breath, calmed himself, and tried again. “You use corporal punishment in Kiria?”
 
Liane allowed a small smile to twitch on her lips. He was learning, and she was glad for it. Despite his somewhat outspoken nature, he was good company. Most of the time. “You do not punish infractions in your country?” she asked in turn.
 
“We incarcerate criminals,” the pilot answered. “We've decided that physical punishments are... inhumane.”
 
Liane cocked her head, thinking that over. “Kiria takes the position that locking up a criminal with other criminals is counter-productive. They tend to fester and learn from each other. Having a criminal receive fifty lashes leaves a long-lasting memory, does not remove the person from his life, and does not allow him the opportunity to learn new tricks to his craft from other criminals.”
 
Steve nodded thoughtfully. “Still, physical punishment... Most countries seem to think it is inhumane, it's what I've always been taught.” He was silent for a few moments, while Liane guided them to the Upper City of Eunan. It was far, far smaller than the Upper City of the Capital city, housing only a few government buildings and town houses for those Nobles that governed the area.
 
As they entered the expansive avenues of the Upper City, Steve turned to her once more. “Can I actually get physical punishment for breaking the rules you've just told me? And the only reason I haven't been so far is because you decided not to punish me?” He tried sounding calm, but Liane's Decorum-trained ears could pick up on the undercurrent of worry.
 
“We have strict rules of behavior,” Liane explained. “As magic is a tool that is very easily capable of taking life, rules and regulations were put in place to prevent needless deaths. As such, Commoners are expected to remain polite to a Noble at all times, and punishments were put in place to restrain the Nobility from exacting overly harsh punishments. The rule about not insulting Kiria is one of common sense. Kiria is our country, one should not insult it.”
 
Steve was thoughtful, and Liane felt curious. “You seem to be thinking deeply on something.”
 
The pilot nodded. “The flag of our nation is sometimes defaced or burnt in protest. There have been cries to prosecute those that do it, but our government has always said that it was covered by our freedom of speech. I can see both points, I suppose. It's your country, it's something to be proud of; not something that should be insulted. On the other hand, freedom of speech is probably our highest good, so where do you limit one or the other?”
 
“We do not have any laws regarding freedom of speech,” Liane said after a moment. “Such laws would not last long, as Decorum would supersede them, as would laws regarding the nation or interaction between Nobility and Commoners, and so on. Too much of our way of life is regulated to avoid offense in the face of magic. One must always take into account that the Nobility are armed at all times with a weapon that will react to a mere thought, word, or motion.”
 
The foreigner nodded thoughtfully, beginning to understand where the restrictions in the Kirian nation came from. He frowned slightly, and looked at her. “Everything you've said so far is about Commoners toward Nobles,” he said. “What about Nobles? What prevents them from abusing their power?”
 
Liane seemed to straighten. “Nobles are held to higher standards. Hundreds of years ago, the Emperor at the time decreed that the Nobility held an exemplary position, and must therefore be held to higher standards. A Noble found abusing their position will be punished severely, in the worst cases resulting in an execution. As Pillar, I am sometimes called upon to investigate such accusations.” She glanced at the pilot. “Should a Noble be found guilty, the punishments are usually severe enough to make them wish they were merely being flogged.”
 
Steve swallowed deeply, and nodded his understanding. He didn't know what to say. What could one say, really, when one heard a nation's ruling class was held to higher standards and worse punishments?
 
“We have arrived,” Liane announced, walking up to a large town house. “Please keep in mind the rules I have outlined. I would not wish for you to be hurt.”
 
Steve nodded. “Thank you. My Lady,” he tacked on at the last moment. Liane gave him a single dip of her head, and opened the door. She could feel the magical protections on the property bounce against her core, verifying her identity before allowing her access.
 
The pilot followed right behind, somewhat nervous and apprehensive, feeling as if he were about to walk into a den of hungry lions. All he could do was follow Liane's directions and hope for the best.
 
Liane sighed when the cool inside air washed over her. Next to her, Steve looked visibly surprised at the difference in temperature. She elected not to say anything when a servant was ready to accept their outside clothing. Handing her outer robes to the man, Liane placed her staff on the weapon's rack with a practiced motion.
 
While the first servant stowed their equipment, a second one preceded them to the main drawing room. The Pillar commended the foreign visitor for adhering to the rules she had outlined. He remained behind her, didn't talk to her, and remained silent. She knew he would have questions, and she was glad for him not voicing them.
 
The servant knocked on the large double doors of the drawing room, only opening upon the command from inside. With ease of practice, the man pushed both doors open simultaneously. “The Lady Liane, the MagicWarper, and guest,” he announced her presence. She walked inside as if owning the property. “Good afternoon, My Lords, My Lady,” she said. The occupants of the room, two men and one woman, returned her casual greetings.
 
The room Steve followed the Kirian native into was large, and furnished with expensive and high-quality furniture. The walls were solid stone, with one large window overlooking the back of the property.
 
“Welcome, My Lady,” the senior of the three spoke. “It is with pleasure I see you are unharmed.”
 
Liane took a seat, and indicated for Steve to sit as well. He had been about to do so, and startled at the idea that he hadn't been permitted without her permission. The Pillar looked at the people present. The man who had spoken to her was in his sixties, a man with great experience in administrative and political intrigue but with waning reserves of power. His grayish hair had developed a bald spot, but his bright blue eyes were sharp and vivid.
 
“Unfortunately, My Lord, the Lord General proved uncooperative to my requests,” she answered calmly. “Regrettably, as the case has not been closed, I am unable to disclose more than that.”
 
The three Nobles present nodded, they were all Pillars; they knew the rules. “Perhaps then, My Lady, you would care to introduce your... guest?” the woman asked, looking straight at Steve. Liane turned her attention to Enia of the Waterfalls, the female Pillar. The middle aged Noble was darker in skin and hair than the average Kirian, her eyes as dark brown as to be almost black.
 
“As I returned to the Capital to file my report, I was called for an emergency, My Lady,” Liane explained. “It seemed that the Great Barrier was breached.”
 
The three Pillars inhaled sharply, their curious gazes intensifying. Steve was by no means easily cowed or scared, but he still found the triple stare uncomfortable. “As it turns out,” Liane continued as if not noticing the glares directed at her traveling companion, “that breach was unintentional.”
 
Morden of the Weeping Willow, the senior Pillar in the room, turned his gaze toward Liane. “I did not believe that was possible, My Lady,” he said, half in statement and half in question.
 
“Under normal circumstances, it would not be, My Lord,” Liane answered calmly. “It is tied in to my earlier case regarding the Lord General.”
 
The other Pillars were silent, digesting her words, coming to the same conclusions. “Then it is a good thing the Lord General resisted,” Enia said.
 
The second man, who had remained silent up until now, focused back on Steve. The man was maybe a decade older than Liane, but his body was broad and muscular. Joran of the Mountains spoke with a voice that was as deep as his name indicated. “May I ask why you bring a foreigner into our house, My Lady? I should rather think that execution be a more likely course of action.”
 
Liane once more commended Steve for keeping silent while he was talked about as if not present in the room. She could see him pale, and thought quickly on how to both respond to Lord Joran's comment and reassure Steve at the same time. “I administered Truth Serum with his full compliance, My Lord. After I established his innocence in the matter, and established that he wished no harm against Kiria, I decided to take him to the Capital, with the Overseer's backing. His fate should be up to people above us.”
 
The three Pillars nodded reluctantly, and the conversation abruptly changed directions. Steve sat and listened, more often than not completely mystified about the topics of their talks.
 
By the time dinner was served, barely an hour and a half later, the pilot was exhausted. He dined with the Pillars, despite having been ignored since Liane's explanation of him. The food was plentiful, but far spicier than he was used to. He ate slowly, regardless of his hunger, and excused himself politely as soon as the dishes had been cleared.
 
It wasn't until he was following a servant up the stairs that he remembered that he had spoken out of turn when he had excused himself, and that Liane had sent him a rather angry look. As soon as the doors closed behind him, he fell on the bed, realizing how close he had come to something awful.
 




Chapter Six

They left early the next morning, after a breakfast that was both plenty and hardy, just between the two of them. The other Pillars present in the house appeared to still be asleep, and both Liane and Steve were happy for it.
 
The city was still waking up when they set out for their voyage to the Capital. Steve, after a couple of good meals and decent rest, felt ready to tackle anything life threw at him and was determined to both learn about the country he was now in, and be respectful of it. If fate had thrown him up to be an Ambassador, then he'd do his best to be one.
 
Liane merely walked in silence, recognizing that her company was going through some form of change. “That is a beautiful building,” Steve suddenly said, drawing her attention just as they were about to leave the Upper City.
 
Liane looked at the first building one saw if one entered the Upper City. For a few moments, she studied the building herself. It was a gothic monstrosity that offended her normal Kirian tastes; she much preferred the more utilitarian style of megalithic construction that most Kirian public buildings employed. “It is the Eunan City Hall,” she explained as she allowed her gaze to travel up its large central tower, up to the intricately carved steeple pointing toward the heavens.
 
“It's beautiful,” he re-iterated. Despite not liking the building or its style herself, Liane was glad to hear that the man was starting to appreciate some of the things Kiria had to offer. “Is there a reason why the tower isn't in the exact center of the building? It's rather odd that the left wing is shorter than the right.”
 
A small smile tugged at Liane's lips. Ever since Master Necromancer Veyrùn's supposedly haunted castle at the center of the Forest of Philip, she had made it a point to read up on ancient legends. “There is an interesting tale regarding the Eunan City Hall,” the Pillar explained as they navigated to the city's gates. “The construction itself was over 600 years ago. You must understand, back then, magic was not as developed as it is today. These days, we would not have had the difficulties the architects and artisans of those days had.”
 
Steve nodded, it made perfect sense to him. Liane went on, “back then, there was a large marsh here. For normal construction, and normal buildings, the marsh was a mere annoyance. Unfortunately, when the architect wished to erect his vision of City Hall, he found the marshy ground to be unable to bear the weight of his designs. These days, one would contact a Water-master to drain the marsh, and an Earth-master to raise sufficient foundations. Six hundred years ago, elemental magic could not aid the man, and so he went to see the priest.”
 
She glanced at him. “Priests were as mysterious then as they are now, and very little is known of their abilities to contact the gods and intercede on our behalves. All that is known is that priests can bring forth miracles. Depending on the deity involved, those miracles come with a cost. The architect of the City Hall went to the priest, and begged assistance.”
 
Steve was doing his best not to stare, but she still caught his surprise. “You have a question?” she asked.
 
The foreign pilot nodded. “Your priests... actually deliver miracles?” he asked, sounding as if he wondered why he was still surprised.
 
“Sometimes,” Liane replied. “If one goes to a priest, they will contact the deities on the applicant's behalf. One never knows beforehand which deity, if any at all, will come forth to bargain for the request. We have very few Priests these days, and many wonder if their abilities and magic will die out within a few generations. It would be a loss to lose their skills, even if very few go to a priest these days. There are deities one does not wish to reply to a request, such as the one who answered the call of the architect in the story of the City Hall.”
 
Steve nodded obediently, feeling happy that he wasn't particularly religious. “So it's very much a gamble to go to a priest with a request? You never know if your question will get answered, and if it does get answered, you never know if the God in question will be asking a fair price for the miracle?”
 
The Pillar nodded. “Exactly. That was the fate of the architect as well. He went to the Priest, begging assistance with the construction of the City Hall. One of the Gods honored his request, with two conditions. The first was that the tower would never sit in the center of the building, and the second was that the architect would deliver his soul to the God immediately upon finishing construction.”
 
“That's very... odd,” Steve said. “Why would an omnipotent deity not wish the tower to be in the center of the building?”
 
Liane's lips quirked again, and ignored the question. “The architect agreed to the conditions, and started his work. Construction went unnaturally fast, with an uncanny lack of accidents or incidents. Soon, the right wing and the tower rose to the skies. Against the deity's warning, and the Priest's deal, the architect broke ground for the left wing to place the tower exactly in the middle. A massive sinkhole was discovered, and work moved at a snail's pace. Workers were injured daily, and revolted angrily. The project was deemed cursed by the deal made and broken by the architect. One day, he was visited by the Priest. The deity was reminding him of his deal.”
 
They had left the city well behind by now, and Liane turned to look at Steve. “The next morning, he was found, hanging from a rope tied to the support beams of the entrance way. He'd delivered his soul to the deity. The left wing was finished where it was, legend says that no further workers were injured when they no longer pushed the wing beyond where it was.”
 
The pilot swallowed, and looked over his shoulder to the city in the distance. “That is... interesting,” he finally said.
 
“I have the feeling you don't believe me,” Liane answered, her lips quirking again. He started to protest, and she stopped him. “It is over six hundred years ago, legends distort over time. One never knows what the truth is and what fiction is when dealing with information from that far back. It may just be that a sinkhole was discovered only after they erected the right wing and the central tower. Or the architect really did make a deal with a malevolent deity. Either could be true, or they both may be.” She shrugged. “Priests do not keep documentation or written records, and they are reclusive and mysterious. They certainly will not tell us if they have any information regarding the tale or not.”
 
The man seemed to accept the explanation, and lost himself to his thoughts once more. Liane was more than happy to give him the time to think. The walk back to the Capital was a nice one, and she was going to enjoy it. She'd done some touch-up work to her magic last night, her body felt fine, and she was glad to be back to being completely healthy.
 
They had been walking in silence for close to twenty minutes, before Steve looked at her. “Can I ask you about magic?”
 
“Of course,” Liane replied, making sure she was hiding her relief at his question. She much preferred discussing her favorite subject instead of politics and policies.
 
“Just what can you do using magic?” he wondered, his question coming almost immediately after her agreement.
 
Liane fell silent for a few moments, trying to order her thoughts into her reply. “That is a very loaded question,” she finally answered. “If you ask what is possible, in general, using magic, then the answer would be 'everything'. If you wonder what I, personally, can do with magic, it would be 'almost everything'. I think it would be the equivalent of me asking what you can do using your science.”
 
Steve shrugged, and acknowledged his poorly asked question. “You're right, that was a stupid question.” He frowned, obviously deep in thought on how to rephrase his question, and Liane chose not to interrupt him. Finally, he looked up. “Are there any limitations on magic? Let's say, can you create gold out of thin air?”
 
The Pillar once more ordered her thoughts, she wanted to give a comprehensive and accurate reply. “There are limitations to magic,” she acknowledged. “And yes, it is possible to create gold or other base metals out of thin air. The cost is usually prohibitive, the amount of magic required to turn air into metal would drain even the most powerful Nobles within moments. Using Alchemy, however, it is possible to create the Philosopher's Stone, which is a magical substance that actually holds magical energy that can be used specifically for alchemical or transmutation purposes. The best way to explain it would be that the cost of the action remains the same, but the Philosopher's Stone allows you to invest quite a lot of energy over a longer period of time, energy that can then be used and released at once to create gold. Of course, the magical properties of the Philosopher’s Stone also aid in healing, and a host of other abilities.”
 
Steve obviously hadn't been expecting that. “I guess you guys don't have troubles finding gold, then,” he said.
 
Liane gave a faint shrug of her shoulders. “The Philosopher's Stone is restricted. Some of the elements needed in its creation are restricted to registered alchemists to prevent the unbridled creation of gold and other metals, which would undermine our economy. As Pillar, I am required to sometimes examine cases where this restriction has been circumvented.”
 
“I can understand that,” the pilot said empathically. “We hunt down counterfeiters as well.”
 
“Counterfeiters?” Liane asked, not recognizing the word.
 
“People that create false money,” the foreigner explained. “You don't have people creating false money in your country?”
 
“We do, but very rarely,” the Pillar explained. “As our tokens are base metals, copper, silver, and gold, it's usually sufficient to arrest those dabbling in unlicensed alchemy. After all, the weight of a coin will vary substantially if one were to try substituting other metals or elements. Those that try are usually caught quickly.”
 
“That makes sense,” Steve said. “So, about magic, what kind of limitations are there? So far, I've seen you break the laws of physics quite openly.”
 
A smile tugged Liane's lips upward. “Magic invariably has its own laws,” she explained. “For example, instantaneous transportation is impossible, as far as we know. Building a transportation device, yes, but instantaneous transportation, no. Also, magic will work within the laws of physics, to a degree.” She chose not to go into exceptions, like the teleportation mechanisms used by the Academy to deliver food to the rooms and do the laundry for the students. Those actions were extremely short range, required oodles of energy, and could not be used to transport living beings.
 
She rubbed her chin for a few moments, thinking of the best way to give an example regarding magic's abilities, banishing her momentary thoughts on the transportation arrays used by the Academy, and the darker thought of how the sender array scanned the item to destruction, while the destination array basically used transmutation to faithfully recreate the scanned item out of thin air – literally.
 
She reached out with her free left hand, and a small stone from next to the road floated up into it. “For example, magic can, during its execution, bend or break the laws of physics. The results after one stops feeding it magic depends on the type of spell.” She threw the rock. “Just like I can kick or throw the stone, it will only roll as far as the energy I have given it will allow it to roll. After that, it will remain in its new position until something else interacts with it.”
 
Steve nodded, and Liane motioned. The stone floated back. A small spell later, and the dull grey stone turned a bright and garish purple. “This is a color-change spell. I have altered the fabric of the stone, and it will remain purple until someone alters it. This is a permanent-type spell.” She held the stone out, and held it so it dangled from her fingers.
 
“I can hold it up in my fingers until I stop feeding it energy,” she went on to say. “If I were to stop-” the stone fell to the ground, “then it will fall. Using magic, I can hold it up as well,” the stone floated back into their field of vision, “until I stop feeding it magic.” the stone fell once more. “That was a non-permanent type of spell. Just as a physical reaction, magic can impose either a permanent or a non-permanent change on an item. A permanent change results in a new stable setting for an item or an element, and it will remain that way after the spell is released. A non-permanent spell is like the one I just demonstrated. An item's physical characteristics weren't changed, but its status was. Such spells are temporary, and fall apart after one stops feeding them energy.”
 
Steve looked over his shoulder to the receding purple rock. “But... you can change its color. Can't you change its weight? So it's weightless?”
 
“And there,” she said, “you reach the limit of elemental manipulation. I changed the color of the rock by altering its composition. I altered the very outmost layer of the rock so it would be purple. In effect, I have altered the composition of its outer layer to be of a composition that would give the color I wished. If I were to effect a mere color-change without permanently altering the composition, it, too, would have been a temporary spell. Making something weightless would mean that I would need to change the composition into one that had no weight. I know of no such material, so I cannot alter the stone into it.”
 
The foreigner looked startled, then nodded thoughtfully. “I see. That's very interesting.” He was silent for a few moments, then asked, "How about time travel?"
 
Liane blinked, having already sunk into her own thoughts. "Pardon me?"
 
"How about time travel,” Steve dutifully repeated. “Is it possible?"
 
The Pillar nodded, her fingers subconsciously tightening around Lucifer's reassuring strength. "Of course,” she replied. “Time travel is trivial. Unfortunately, teleportation is not, as I have already explained."
 
Steve gaped at her, obviously not having expected that response. "I'm sorry?"
 
The MagicWarper smiled slightly. "Traveling through time is easy. Unfortunately, magic does not easily allow you to travel through space. So, you will appear exactly where you are NOW, but in the selected time destination."
 
The foreign pilot shrugged, slowly overcoming his shock of her admission. "That seems logical, I don't see the problem."
 
Closing her eyes, Liane pinched her nose, trying to figure out a way to explain it to him. She sighed, and stopped walking. Stepping off the hardened road, she raised Lucifer with practiced ease. "Very well," she said, drawing in the dirt. "Think of this. This is the planet, and this is where you are." She drew a perfect circle, and marked it with an x. "Now, when you travel through time, you will appear in the exact same location, only at a different time."
 
The drawing modified itself with a few more magical words, the circle that had been there raising itself from the ground, floating in the air as a full spherical representation of the planet. The X became substantial, and attached itself to the planet-sphere, which was now rotating in a sped-up representation of the Earth's spin. Suddenly, the planet jerked, the rotation jumping to a different time, the entire sphere suddenly far away from the free-floating X.
 
"The Earth rotates. It circles the sun. The sun rotates the galactic center. The galaxy itself is moving, as well. The location you appear at after making a time travel jump is not relative, as in, you will appear at the exact same location on Earth. Time travel is absolute – you will emerge in the exact same location in the universe." As she spoke, the rotating circle moved around a new sphere marking the sun, before the sun and solar system started moving around a further sphere marking the galactic center, before that, too, started moving.
 
"In short," Liane finalized, "It is certainly possible to travel through time. However, doing so will result in you appearing in deep space. That is the reason why time travel, although trivial, is hardly ever used." Silently, she added, except by people like me, in works of legend, and even then only in fractions of a second.
 
The man stared at the animated spheres. "Okay. That was not what I was expecting." He looked away from the ever-rotating representations of the solar system, and studied her for a few moments. “What about really small hops? Say, a few milliseconds? That would make you appear to be traveling through space, while you're actually traveling through time, wouldn't it?”
 
For a moment, the Pillar was both surprised and pleased at his insightfulness. It seemed that he was learning. “Yes, and no,” she answered him. “The ritual for travel through time is trivial, and takes about fifteen minutes to set up. If you set it to transport you half a second into the future – or the past – you will end up somewhere above the surface of the Earth. As you well know, the Earth's surface is curved, not flat – so you will end up either in the sky, or buried in the ground. Neither is advisable to your health.” Her fingers tightened around Lucifer again. She wasn't about to explain the fraction-of-a-second precognition her legendary weapon gave her, or its ability to come back that same fraction of a second.
 
The man nodded. “I understand. That's unfortunate. I'd really like to know next week's lottery numbers.”
 
Liane frowned. “What are lottery numbers?”
 
Steve resisted the urge to stare at her in surprise, Line could tell. She was glad he was starting to resist that urge. “A lottery is like a game of chance,” he explained. “Basically, the organizer of the lottery puts up a big prize, and tells potential players that they will be drawing a single combination of numbers out of, let's say, a hundred million combinations. People would then buy a combination of their choice, or multiple combinations of their choice. It's a gamble on both parts: the players gamble that the small amount of money they put in for a combination will be the one that will win them the big prize, and the organizer is betting that enough people will buy a combination that doesn't win to make a profit after paying out the big prize. Usually, it gets a bit more complicated than that, but that's the gist of it.”
 
The Pillar nodded thoughtfully. “That is an interesting way to make money.” She tapped her chin. “It bears study to see if there is a way to predict these numbers.”
 
“I'd be surprised if you found one. People have been trying for years to predict the major lotteries. They're very closely monitored to make sure that the game is purely a game of chance, and that no cheating is involved,” Steve told her. “Although with magic, I wouldn't know what's possible and what's not.”
 
Liane remained silent, already thinking about the possibilities of extending Lucifer's precognition. The space/time barrier prevented her from traveling to the future or to the past, but maybe it would be possible to do future viewing? So far, attempts at precognition beyond a moment in the future had failed, but that didn't mean it was impossible. Maybe with a Construct?
 
The pilot grinned at the sight of the Pillar, lost in deep thought. They walked on for close to an hour, Liane lost in thought while her companion studied the landscape. When they reached the sprawling forests that spread out from the slopes of Mount Sina, the sun was high in the sky and the duo stopped for something to eat.
 
“Bread and cold cuts?” Steve asked, his tone light and joking. “And here I was, thinking that magic could conjure up a hot meal at the drop of a hat.”
 
The Noble stiffened, pulled between the urge to defend magic, and admitting to the fact that, while magic could indeed conjure up hot meals, she personally was very bad at it. Finally, she sighed, her sense of fair play preventing her from twisting the truth. “Magic is indeed capable of cooking. Unfortunately, it seems that I, myself, am very bad at it,” she finally admitted, bracing herself for his inevitable response. Despite the fact that most Nobles never needed the skill, or that the majority of the cooking was done by Commoners, it was still considered poor skill for a Mage not to be able to conjure up a basic hot meal when required.
 
Yet another thing she failed at because of her broken magic.
 
The foreigner was silent for a few moments, thoughtfully chewing his bread and cheese. “It happens,” he answered honestly. “Nobody can be good at everything, I suppose.”
 
Sometimes, she thought, the man was alright. She resisted the urge to thank him, and settled for eating in silence. Recognizing that something had shifted, but not really knowing what, Steve followed her example.
 
After the meal and the necessary ablutions, the Pillar and the foreigner resumed their walk, now in the cool shade of the thickening forest. The sun was hidden by the deepening cover of the canopies, dropping the temperature to something more manageable.
 
“Please halt, My Lady,” a male voice interrupted her thoughts, as the voice's Warlock owner stepped out from amid the trees.
 
Liane stopped, Steve obediently stopping next to her. Ostensibly, she leaned on her staff of office, prominently displaying her occupation and authority. “Who requires the assistance of a Pillar of Kiria?” she asked. It was not unusual for a Pillar to be contacted directly, and she wondered what this Warlock needed in this thick Sina Forest.
 
“My name is not important, My Lady,” the Warlock said. “I require your surrender. Please submit peacefully.” Liane frowned, studying the man intently. He was in his mid-forties, dressed in neutral Warlock's robes devoid of rank or insignia. His black hair had a receding hairline and was speckled with gray. Whoever this man was, he had led a hard life, which was very unusual for a Noble.
 
“Those are very unusual words, My Lord. May I ask why I should surrender, and to whom?” she asked politely, her fingers tightening on Lucifer's shaft. She could feel Steve tense up next to her, and she hoped the man would follow her lead and not to anything foolish.
 
“You are in the way of my employer, My Lady. I do not wish to harm you. One of your skills and reputation comes around once a generation. It would not do to do anything to remove one such as you from Kiria. The country would be poorer for it. Please come peacefully, you will be my guest for the next couple of weeks, after which you will be allowed to return to your regular duties should you wish to do so,” the unknown Warlock said, sounding as if he really meant every word.
 
The Pillar sighed. “As you know, My Lord, my oaths prohibit me from neglecting my duties. I therefore must refuse.”
 
The Warlock nodded. “I understand completely, My Lady, and was expecting your response. The niceties must be observed, however, and I thank you for your honest response and consideration.”
 
Liane dipped her head, feeling her magic swell. Her magic-sight enabled itself without her consciously reaching for it. “I must also inform you that I am obligated to report this conversation, My Lord.”
 
Again, the Warlock seemed to expect it, and nodded again. “I know that as well, My Lady,” he answered, making a sharp move with his right hand.
 
Causality broke and time flowed in reverse when Lucifer deployed into her hand, before it morphed into its fully released form, before her staff actually started to change. When time righted itself and causality was restored to its rightful direction, she immediately dodged to one side.
 
A large form of hardened stone sprung through the empty air that had contained her a mere fraction of a second earlier. Already, her lips incanted the acceleration spell when she righted herself to look at a huge stone creature, a Construct of some kind, shaped like one of those awful creatures that decorated that gothic building in Eunan.
 
Lucifer prompted another dodge, a second creature, similar to the first, bursting out of the forest. Pushed by her staff's precognition, she continued to rotate, her feet making intricate angles that spun her round and round, allowing her both to be unpredictable in her motion for safety, and allowing her to take in the entire surrounding environment.
 
She stopped, halfway dizzy, and dropped to the ground when the first stone Construct made another jump for her chest, long stone claws extended and ready to shred her. Her voice tasted of ash and charcoal when she started to incant her first spell. She halted abruptly, rolling away from where creature number two tried to impale her prostate form. Cursing inwardly for losing focus, her lips started up the incantation once more.
 
Something shoved her upright and out of the way of creature number three, and she honestly didn't care whether it was her magic, Lucifer, her instincts, or a combination of either. Her voice took on a note of black and coal when she finally got off her first spell.
 
Creature number one jumped out of the way of a full strike, but yowled when the powerful acid struck its right hind leg, and dissolved it quickly. Liane screamed when creature number two jumped on her back, its powerful claws like bludgeons against the heavily enchanted robes she was wearing. Pain and fear burnt in her magic, and a single barked word caused a powerful airburst that pushed the creature off her.
 
She wanted to stay flat on the ground and pant, but Lucifer shoved her viciously; rolling on the ground in an undignified fashion, she was aware of a sharp yelp when the third creature pounced to the ground. In the same move, she rolled to her feet, grabbed Lucifer with both hands, and slammed its tip down on the ground. “ENOUGH!”
 
The code-word triggered Lucifer's spell-break runes, and a wave rolled away from the hurting mage. The three stone creatures wavered, and looked confused for a moment. Liane was starting to hope the Constructs would be broken, when they shook their heads, and started to circle her. Two were circling her steadily. One limped on three legs. Neither felt pain, Liane knew the possibilities and advantages of Constructs in battle.
 
Too bad Epter was too small to carry any sort of combat payload. She had really hoped for him to be able to poison someone.
 
She was so focused on the three Constructs that she only heard the last syllable of the Warlock's incantation. Lucifer pushed, her magic shoved, and her lips moved. The bolt of Death Magic grazed her left arm, causing her incantation to abort with a startled scream of pain. The three artificial creatures pounced as one.
 
She managed to dodge two. The third struck at her injured arm, the robes' protection broken by the bolt of powerful Death Magic. She refused to scream when the creature shook her injured body like a rag doll, finally throwing her. She landed heavily, falling to the ground with a single thump.
 
Her right eye was swelling shut. Her left one tracked where Lucifer had fallen, her hand reaching for it. The staff flew to its owner, snapping into her hand.
 
Heavily injured, she watched as one of the good constructs sprung for her head. Somehow, she got Lucifer in position, and the heavy Construct's jump ended with its chest against the head of the legendary weapon. It yowled painfully, its force not nearly as irresistible as Lucifer was immovable.
 
The creature fell sideways, and Liane kept Lucifer in contact with it. Her mind spun the runes she wanted, the runes she needed, and her own spells projected them onto the Construct. Immediately, her new runic paragraph shorted out the animated statue's power token, causing it to fail catastrophically, releasing all of its energy in one fell swoop. The explosion of magical energy reduced the creature to rubble, and forced Liane to curl into a ball.
 
As soon as the roar died down, the Pillar slowly pushed herself to her legs, her panting breath tasting of freshly baked bread. “You truly are The MagicWarper,” the Warlock said, her voice tinged with both shock and awe. “Nobody else would be able to stand this long against my three Constructs and be able to defeat one.”
 
She felt her old anger, her old rage, bubbling in her chest, egging on her magic. Her lips curled back, showing her bloodied teeth. She started speaking again, words of power, words of magic. The Warlock shook his head, and motioned. The first creature, the one with the bad leg, jumped at her.
 
Liane took a side step; the magic howling in her blood and in her veins, pushing her on. The creature missed, and skidded on the road's stone surface.
 
The last word finished, and the air stilled, as if Liane's voice sunk into the very elements of nature. The stones from the road, sealed so tightly together, removed themselves from their bondage, exploding upward in a fountain of rock and stone. The damaged creature yowled and yelped, before being brought down by the returning stone, and crushed to dust when they retook their usual position.
 
The Warlock looked pale and afraid when she started speaking once more. A hand-motion sent the last creature after her. Her over-powered entropy curse hit it while it was readying for its leaping attack, and it immediately started to shake, before falling apart into gravel. The Pillar spun around, a blood curse on her lips, aiming for the Warlock.
 
The man had disappeared among the trees, and Liane spat the blood from her mouth angrily on the ground. Her legs were shaking, she was running on adrenaline alone. The magic in her chest calmed at the realization that she was no longer under attack, and she sunk to the ground.
 
Steve was a pilot in the US Air Force; he was no stranger to danger and combat, and yet, he had felt completely helpless when those three stone creatures started attacking her. If he'd still had his gun, he would have tried something, but all he had was his knife. And, while a knife could be handy if the guy in front of you had only his fists, he knew better than to try to blindside the man who had thrown three stone statues at Liane and was now calmly eying both the fight and the foreign pilot. There was no way Steve would get close enough to use the knife.
 
Despite all he had learned about magic, and all the things he had seen, it was a completely different thing to see magical combat. He had no frame of reference to judge it against, but he could see how fast Liane reacted, could see her dodge attacks he had barely seen forming, had seen her move with supernatural ease and poise. And the magic... the magic sure was real. He'd seen one spell conjure an acid strong enough to dissolve stone in seconds; had seen her bring the road itself to bear against her attackers... and he didn't want to know what that last spell was, that reduced solid stone to gravel.
 
By the time he came to the conclusion that the Warlock had fled, Liane was already sinking to her knees. He was by her side in a flash, wincing at the sight of the damaged flesh in her left shoulder. Without thinking he ripped off a large part of his shirt, and bandaged the wound. It wasn't bleeding freely, but it looked bad.
 
“What was that about?” the pilot asked, when he noticed Liane's eyes were on him.
 
“I do not know,” the Pillar admitted. “This is... most unusual. One does not attack a Pillar.” She tapped Lucifer on the ground to balance the staff upright, and lifted her, now free, right hand. She needed to contact the Overseer. A report had to be made and an investigation had to be started.
 
The circle formed immediately, flashed, and disintegrated. The entire action was so unexpected that Liane sat there, staring, for close to five seconds. Her shocked look turned into a frown while she investigated her magic for the cause of the spell failure. Her magic was hurting, damaged, but nothing beyond her ability to cope. She should have been able to cast the communication spell.
 
She tried again, with the same results. “What's happening?” Steve asked. It grated her nerves that he would ask. She sincerely disliking having to admit to ignorance or failure.
 
“I do not know,” she said. “This is most perplexing.” She tried a control-level spell. If her magic was at all damaged or unstable, it would let her know. The spell cast perfectly. Her magic was fine.
 
That meant something was going on with the communication spell itself. She tried it again, it failed as it had before. She tried Milor. The spell failed. Drawing a deep breath, she tried the Emperor directly. One didn't contact the Emperor directly. If she connected, she would have some serious explaining to do, something she would gladly do if it meant alerting the capital.
 
The spell failed. “This is impossible,” she muttered to herself. Beside herself with worry, she tried the Pillar safe house in Eunan. The circle formed, waiting for a reply on the other end. It took ten of the longest seconds of her life, before a connection was formed.
 
“My Lady?” Morden of the Weeping Willow asked. “This is sudden.”
 
“I was attacked in the Forest of Sina mere moments ago, My Lord,” Liane rushed out. “When attempting to connect to the Overseer, the spell failed. I have tried multiple people, up to the Emperor himself. The spell fails completely when attempting to contact anyone within the Capital city.”
 
Morden frowned slightly. “That is most disturbing and hard to believe, My Lady,” he answered calmly. “Is your situation secure?”
 
“I am lightly wounded,” the younger Pillar answered. “The attacker was driven off after I destroyed his three gargoyle-class constructs.”
 
Morden blinked, looked surprised for a fraction of a second; and then frowned deeply and heavily. “Most impressive of you,” he commented coldly. “And most unsportsmanlike of your attacker. I would recommend you make your way back to Eunan. I will attempt to contact the Capital, and will contact you as soon as I have more information.”
 
Liane nodded. “I will do so, My Lord.”
 
The older Pillar dipped his head, and terminated the connection. Liane pushed herself back to her feet using Lucifer as a crutch. The staff was still in its deployed form, and Steve couldn't help but stare at it before reaching out to steady her. A glare from her made him back off. He was no stranger to ego, and knew he wouldn't have appreciated someone holding his arm like an invalid either.
 
“We make for Eunan,” the Pillar stated. “This attack and the sudden failure to contact the Capital are bad signs.”
 
“I take it this doesn't happen very often?” the pilot asked as they turned back. Their pace had dropped considerably, Liane leaning heavily upon her staff. It really did serve as a walking aid now.
 
“Attacking a Pillar usually only happens when a criminal is cornered and desperate enough to attempt to fight their way out. It is a useless gesture. Pillars are among the pinnacle of Nobility. Even if the criminal is killed, we have Necromancers that will raise their spirits and extract their secrets. Not even death will protect them. Very few make the attempt with any degree of confidence,” she answered. Usually, she added in her own mind. And unless the Pillar in question screws up with an untested spell that destroys a person's very soul.
 
The foreign pilot nodded thoughtfully. “The lack of communication?” he prompted.
 
Liane frowned. “There are very few things that can interfere with those spells,” she admitted. “All of them would have given some form of indication they were in use. In this case, the spell simply... failed.”
 
She could feel the tug of an incoming communication, and lifted her hand to accept the transmission. Morden looked grave. “I have tried various people, My Lady,” he said without preamble. “All of those within the Capital region failed. Those outside the region connected perfectly. I fear something disastrous has happened.”
 
“I was thinking about the options of blocking communications. None of the ones I know would force a spell to fail in such a fashion,” Liane stated.
 
“Unless the battle wards on the city were in effect,” Morden said, gravely. The younger Pillar blinked.
 
“Battle wards wouldn't prevent communications,” she said, with conviction.
 
Morden shook his head. “Even you do not know all, My Lady. The Kiria City battle wards can be attuned to magic of various types. At their most potent, they will prevent any and all magic from passing them. From floaters, to combat magic, to communications spells, they will all fail upon crossing the maximum strength battle wards.”
 
Liane frowned. “That raises the question, why have the battle wards been raised?”
 
Morden nodded, agreeing with her question. “Most disturbing. I am delegating the Lady Enia of the Waterfalls to remain behind as contact. She will continue to attempt to contact all Pillars outside the Capital and gather them in Eunan. We are to set up an alternative command and control center. Lord Joran of the Mountains and myself will attempt to reach the Capital. We should be able to enter the Capital as the battle wards do not prevent physical entities crossing them; other provisions were made for that. I simply hope that-”
 
The spell spluttered, flared, and failed. Liane's mouth opened to start a curse. Instead of uttering the profanity, she attempted the communication spell. Rather than starting to form, and fail, as if contacting someone in the Capital, the spell refused to form, as if she were using an improper name or a person no longer among the living. She tried again. It still refused to form. Only one explanation fit the evidence she had.
 
Her darkened skin paled into pasty gray, her heart sinking in her shoes. “The Lord Morden of the Weeping Willow is dead,” she muttered. She tried again. And again. “As is the Lady Enia of the Waterfalls, and Lord Joran of the Mountains.”
 
“That's correct, My Lady,” a voice came from behind her. “By now, the explosive failure of the protective wards on the Pillar safe house in Eunan should have done its job. The entire house was leveled and all its occupants are gone.”
 
Liane bit back a scream of pain as she whirled around to face the hated voice of their attacker. “I must admit that I did not consider the possibility of you destroying my three constructs, My Lady,” the Warlock said.
 
“I must admit I am surprised you dared to return, My Lord,” Liane bit back, squaring her shoulders and preparing herself for combat. Three of her fellow Pillars lay dead. She had not known them very well, but they were colleagues. This man's compatriots had killed three Pillars in a most unsightly manner. Her fist tightened around Lucifer. Her magic quivered, whether in excitement, anger, or resentment, she couldn't tell.
 
She was going to destroy this man; she was going to make him pay for the deaths of those three Pillars. From the corner of her eye, she could see Steve strike a frightened figure, his hands upturned to show their emptiness, slowly slinking toward the tree-line. Perhaps the earlier combat had frightened the man. She had to admit, she had thought better of him.
 
The Warlock shrugged. “A temporary regrouping was in order after my primary forces were destroyed,” he answered calmly, ignoring the Commoner slowly edging toward the trees. “Basic combat strategy.”
 
“And yet,” Liane said, “you announce yourself and engage me in idle conversation.”
 
“I am of a hope that you might reconsider, now that you are injured and tired, My Lady,” the Warlock stated calmly. “After all, I barely lifted a spell, while you engaged in exhausting combat against three... how did you call them... gargoyle-class constructs.”
 
Liane knew, deep down, that she simply should engage him in combat and burn his evil from the surface of Kiria. Her anger made her careless, sloppy. “Allow me to make a counter offer,” she returned. “Surrender to me this instant and I will make your execution quick and painless.”
 
The unnamed Warlock deflated. “That was not the answer I was hoping to receive, My Lady,” the man answered.
 
Her lips pulled back in a demented grin, her anger resounding through her magic. “True enough, My Lord,” she said, voice dark and unforgiving. “However, you seem to be under a mistaken impression.”
 
“Oh? Please, enlighten me,” the Warlock said, lifting one eyebrow. For a fraction of a moment the familiar motion made Liane wonder whether all Warlocks learned to do that.
 
“I am a Pillar of Kiria, My Lord. Any that engage us on public roads take their life in their own hands,” she stated, while her empty hand jerked up, a single follow-up word leaving her lips. Once more, the surface of the road seemed to detach itself from its base, the various stones exploding upward with horrible force.
 
The Warlock screamed in pain as the surface erupted beneath him, throwing him off with violent force and high speeds. He ducked and weaved under influence of his acceleration spell, managing to reach the untreated surface next to the road. The stones chased him, threatening to rush him. Bolts of Death Magic erupted, rending stone to dust. She noticed Steve slinking from the trees behind her opponent. What was the man doing?
 
With a wrench of her hands, she made sure the remaining stones would not attack him, while a curse erupted from her lips, rendering her opponent silent. The Warlock blinked furiously, looking panicked, dodging backward at high speed. Steve's speed belied his status as a Commoner, one arm suddenly appearing around the Warlock's neck and wrenching horribly. The man gurgled in a strange note she had not yet heard, his entire body tensing before sinking to the ground.
 
Her opponent was most assuredly dead, and a motion of her hand returned the surviving stones to the road. As the Pillars protected Kiria, so would Kiria protect its Pillars. She had just wished she had remembered that before the three constructs had nearly killed her earlier.
 
She approached the man, who was wiping his long knife on the grass. A puddle of blood formed beneath the Warlock's body, a gaping wound visible in his back, right between two ribs, straight into the man's heart. He probably hadn't even realized he had been attacked from the back.
 
For a few moments, Liane remained silent, indecisive. “Are you injured?” she finally requested.
 
The pilot shook his head. “No,” he answered, falling silent for a few moments. “I don't feel so good about killing a man, though.”
 
She nodded sagely. “Killing should never be easy,” Liane answered calmly. “Thank you for the assistance.” It was hard to admit, but the man had helped her, and he had killed her opponent. He deserved some form of praise, even if he had engaged in her fight in a most ignoble manner, and had stolen her rightful vengeance for her fallen comrades.
 
“You're welcome,” he said, unaware of her inner thoughts. “How are you?”
 
“I am quite well, considering,” she answered, looking at the corpse of the unnamed Warlock. “It is most unfortunate that I do not know the art of Necromancy. I would have loved to hear his secrets. Or even his name.”
 
Steve swallowed and decided to completely ignore the reference to necromancy. She could practically see it in his eyes. Tired as they both were, after being attacked twice, she didn't explain further. “Eunan's safe house was destroyed, apparently,” she said. “We should move on to the Capital with all haste. I am a Pillar of Kiria, no battle wards will keep me out.” For a moment, she considered raising Omkiel – before discarding the idea. The situation was urgent, but not urgent enough for her to sacrifice two pints of blood and months of her lifespan to get there right there and then.
 
Not to mention the fact that, with two pints of blood missing from her veins, she wouldn't be much good after they got there.
 
The pilot nodded, and stood up from where he had finished cleaning his blade. “I wish I had my gun. I don't feel safe with just my knife,” he muttered.
 
The Pillar stooped down, removed the dead Warlock's sword and sword belt, before handing them to the pilot. Although looking rather strange about wearing a dead man's weapon, he strapped it on nonetheless. “Your gun?” Liane asked as he did so, stepping back onto the road and turned around – again – to resume their voyage to the Capital. “Ah yes, the weapon that I melted. The miniature cannon.” She pushed herself despite her injuries and her fatigue. “We should move with all haste. There is a logging settlement a few hours up the road, they will have a Healer and we should be able to rent horses.” She didn't mention how much she disliked riding. 
 
“It's a gun,” Steve corrected, drawing her from her thoughts once more as he stepped next to her. “The basic principles are the same, but it's completely different.” As if happy to have something, anything, to distract his mind, he wove his hands through the air. “The bullet – the projectile – is in a brass casing that contains an explosive and a detonator cap. In effect, when you pull the trigger, a hammer hits the blasting cap at the end of the casing, causing the explosive in the casing to explode, which launches the bullet out of the barrel. In most semi-automatic weapons, the spent casing is then ejected, and a new one is loaded from the magazine, ready for another squeeze of the trigger.”
 
Liane's brows were knit in concentration as they walked. Having something to think about, something new to learn, was distracting her from her physical discomforts. The index finger of her free hand seemed to curl around something, pulling back on the trigger of an imaginary gun, her lips quivering as she imagined the various interactions. “Loud and crude,” she muttered, “yet undeniably effective. A Noble would have to be prepared for it to protect against it.” she glanced over her shoulder, to where the defeated Warlock lay, now hidden behind the trees lining the course of the road. “If one were to attack a Noble in the back...” She shook her head, and increased her pace. The settlement would have to be reached, sooner rather than later.
 
Steve nodded and matched her increased pace. “Exactly. I don't know magic, but even you guys need to see something or be ready for something before you can stop it. I mean, you can't keep up a shield all the time.”
 
“Shields are catalogued as wards and cannot be moved,” Liane said. “Personal defense is usually limited to robes with permanent enchantments on them. They are able to stop physical attacks, to a degree. I imagine a projectile made of solid metal traveling at several hundred kilometers an hour would still penetrate them with no problem. They would have to be enchanted specifically against that sort of damage.”
 
Steve stared again, before shaking himself. “So it is possible to defend against guns?”
 
Liane shrugged, and winced when her muscles pulled. Her quickened pace faltered, and she had to catch herself. She scowled for a moment, before hiding her face behind blank neutrality and forcing herself to continue. “I would imagine so. However, without testing and an example, it would be very hard for me to reach any sort of conclusion.” She glanced at the sword. “May I have the sword?” she requested an idea forming in her head. There was not a lot of debate on the trade off, she could spend some time building a new weapon that the foreigner could actually use, rather than press on and leave him with a weapon he couldn't.
 
Steve pulled the sword out awkwardly, and handed it to her with great care. This was obviously the first time he had handled a sword, and Liane was glad of her course of action. She hoped her magic held, and stopped walking. Steve halted to stare at her.
 
Closing her eyes, she envisioned what she wanted, and started whispering a metal spell. It was a standard sword, no enchantments or special alloys, and seemed to be of only mediocre quality. The Warlock had been more at ease with magic than swordsmanship, and it showed.
 
The blade glowed, the metal deforming and yielding to her will with eager acceptance. It formed into a rough imitation of the same gun she had destroyed earlier, a handle to be held, a trigger encased in a protective ring, a barrel. The glowing contraption solidified, and the pilot stared at the results. Rather than the matte black or silver gray finish he was used to seeing in a weapon, the gun Liane had made seemed made of pure white metal with golden inlays, while the barrel itself was a completely round tube lined with runes that coiled in four separate strands around it.
 
The handle rotated open when pulled backward, and Liane extracted a power token from her robes. Slipping it into a holder nested in the bottom of the handle, she pointed to the rack that was holding solid, round balls of brass metal. “Those are your projectiles,” she indicated. “The power token powers the pistol. When you pull the trigger, the next ball is loaded, and accelerated out of the barrel. I may have overpowered it, the speed of the ball might traverse the speed of sound.”
 
“This is brilliant!” the man shouted, eagerly accepting it from her, and rotating the handle closed. He pointed the weapon at a tree, and pulled the trigger. There was no sound except a small puff of air, answering Liane's question about overpowering the acceleration runes. The projectile obviously did not cross the sound barrier. The ball went wide, however, and clipped the branches of a nearby bush. Steve frowned, and stared for a few moments. “Did you rifle the barrel?” he asked.
 
“Rifle the barrel?” she asked impatiently, her forehead scrunching. She motioned to the road, and started walking. They needed to get to the settlement, get horses, and ride to the Capital with all speed. If they could pick up on the postal network, they would get fast horses from one inn to the next and swap them out when they tired.
 
“I guess that's a no,” the foreigner said as he followed her. “Rifling the barrel means there are lines on the inside of the barrel that impart a spin to the bullet. Basically, if an object spins, it's stabilized in flight so it remains where you aim at.”
 
Liane blinked. “That is a very strange notion. Please elaborate,” she asked. Her body was hurting, thinking distracted her.
 
“It's called gyroscopic stabilization,” the pilot explained. “Do you have gyroscopes?” From the look on her face, he knew the answer to his question. “Bicycles?” he asked. Again, he had his answer before she said anything. “Ok, have you ever seen a wheel roll down a hill? Upright? By itself? Did you notice how it stays upright as long as it rolls, but fell over the moment that it stopped?”
 
Liane thought for a few moments, then nodded. “So, this effect is greater depending on the speed? If something spins rapidly, it will remain upright, or on its current trajectory, until it loses speed?”
 
“Exactly,” Steve said, grinning, happy that he had been able to teach her something.
 
“That is a most interesting effect, and not one we have explored,” Liane admitted. “It will open an entire new area on spell research. If we were to impart 'spin' onto our spells, perhaps we could break through the inaccuracy barrier.” Noticing his look, she explained, “Spells become wildly inaccurate beyond a certain range, it is why we always engage in combat at close range, and why swords are still being used. Both have about the same range.”
 
He nodded in understanding, and eagerly handed his new weapon back when she held out her left hand. She stopped walking and muttered again, making the entire weapon glow.
 
When it finally stopped, she was panting. “That was... a difficult modification,” she said, gasping for breath. “The diameter of the projectiles and the diameter of the barrel needed to correspond very closely. I had to modify the shape of the projectile as well; balls did not work properly.”
 
He didn't want to gape at her when he accepted the weapon back. He really didn't. “Magic, for those of us very closely attuned to it, will work with us,” Liane explained, taking her explanation as an excuse to ease the burning in her lungs and the racing of her heart. “I wanted the modifications you requested. It was... a sensation of sorts... yes, that would be the best explanation. It was a sensation, magic letting me know that the balls and the barrel would not create the effects they were intended for.”
 
“How... how is that possible?” Steve asked. “Is magic alive?”
 
“No, magic is not alive. Parts of it, and parts of nature, have an awareness and a sort of sentience, but magic as a whole is not alive.” She winced, her oaths on Deep Secrets alerting her to the fact that she was treading very close to treachery. “I have said too much, I am in danger of breaking certain oaths,” she added immediately.
 
The pilot nodded, accepting her explanation, and lifted his new pistol. He aimed at a tree. The bullet launched was a pointed cylinder, and struck the exact branch he was aiming at. The bullet bore through the branch, taking it off, and buried itself in the foliage behind.
 
“We must make haste,” Liane said at the sight, drawing a deep breath and cursing her weakened magic. She had needed to tie in physical energy into that last modification, and now she felt weary and tired. They started walking again, Liane struggling to achieve anywhere near her earlier pace. From the corner of her eye, she watched Steve study his new weapon.
 
“I must urge you to be careful,” Liane told him. “That weapon is quite capable of killing a Noble. Please do not employ it unless necessary, or I will be forced to sentence you.”
 
The foreign pilot looked up from his pistol, suddenly recognizing how much trust she was showing in him, building him a new weapon and trusting him not to abuse it. “I will be careful,” he promised, holstering the weapon in his old gun holster, now hidden underneath the coarse jacket that he was wearing over the linen shirt he had ripped to bandage her damaged shoulder.
 
In total silence, they walked on, Liane leaning heavier on Lucifer than she was comfortable with, doing her best to keep the pace as high as possible. The thick forest that framed the road urged on Liane's adrenaline, her overstressed mind conjuring up ambushes around every corner.
 
Close to an hour later, a multitude of hoof-beats drove up to meet them, and despite herself, Liane found herself hoping for help in one form or other. When the horses rounded the bend, the riders immediately halted at the sight of them, and Liane did her best to compose herself. After having been attacked – twice – and an hour of hard walking, she was looking decidedly less than a proper Pillar.
 
The three riders, one Mage and two Warlocks, studied Liane and her companion for a few moments. “My Lady,” the Mage addressed Liane.
 
“My Lady,” Liane answered, before looking at the Warlocks. “My Lords. We were attacked an hour back, and require assistance. I must return to the Capital with all haste, please lend me one of your horses.”
 
The Mage slipped from her horse without a word, holding on to the reigns as she walked toward Liane. The Pillar didn't know where these Nobles had come from, but she was all the more pleased to see them regardless. She was about to accept the reigns of the bay the Mage had been riding, when Lucifer almost literally shoved her aside.
 
Her keen senses felt, rather than saw, a major hex flying through her previous position. She didn't know what it would have done to her, nor did she care at that precise moment, as the two Warlocks engaged her from on top their horses. The animals huffed loudly, shifting their balance to provide a more stable platform for their riders.
 
The acceleration spell was active before she realized she had started casting it, and pushed Steve out of the way of a Death Magic strike that shattered the road's surface where it hit. The foreigner had been aiming at the Mage with his pistol, and more than likely would have died had she not pushed him away.
 
Liane didn't have time to admonish him for his careless attitude, and attempted to retaliate against the sudden ambush. She dispelled a curse aimed at her by the second Warlock, right before she was forced to dodge a glob of liquid fire thrown at her by the Mage, right before she was forced to raise a granite wall from the road's surface to block a Death Magic strike by the first Warlock.
 
The second Warlock shattered her defensive wall with a kinetic blast, and Liane was forced to jump out of the way of an ice spear hurled at her by the Mage. The first Warlock aimed more Death Magic her way, and Liane threw herself to the ground, a single earth manipulation spell rolling off her lips. The Death magic flew over her prone position, and the earth swallowed her up.
 
Whoever these people were, they were very used to working together, and pulled no punches. Her small hideout was already running out of air, and she readied herself to engage the battle once more. Before she could release her earth manipulation, she could feel the magic of the Mage above working. Immediately, she was thrown from her narrow hole, the sudden change from dark to light momentarily throwing off her senses.
 
Her right hand was still clenched around Lucifer's shaft, and the legendary weapon pushed her out of the way of a Death magic strike she had neither seen nor heard – straight into a kinetic blast from the second Warlock, who had been covering for his colleague and had really been aiming at Steve, who was once more trying to aim his pistol. Without the benefit of an acceleration spell, the man was hopelessly slow.
 
The Death Magic strike would have killed her, the kinetic blast merely grazed her and threw her through the air once more. The Mage shouted another spell, and Liane could feel the air hardening around her. The command word slipped from her lips, the road itself attempting to save the Pillar. Horses neighed frightfully and painfully, before falling silent. Two Warlock’s shouted angrily, magic waving through the air, bringing up solid metal domes that protected them from harm. The Mage's spell changed itself mid-cast, adding power and strength.
 
Liane screamed when the hardened air released her to fall to the ground, her battered body exploding in white-hot agony. The explosive force of the Mage's spell blasted over her prone position, and the Pillar could feel the road's magic dying. A single spell had shattered every attacking stone, and while Liane could summon more from further away, there was no doubt they would suffer the same fate. There were precious few Mages capable of generating so much force with a single spell, and Liane resisted the urge to curse.
 
Instead, she cursed. The Mage's voice turned into a scream, a frightened, terrified scream. “My eyes! I can't see! I can't see! She blinded me! The horrible woman took away my eyes!”
 
Liane pushed herself upright, taking advantage of the distraction provided by the screaming Mage and the two Warlocks who needed to release their solid metal domes, and made her way over to Steve. Grabbing him, she pulled him to the tree-line over his protests. Angrily, she pushed one finger of her free hand against her lips in an effort to silence him, before releasing her spell.
 
After she and Milor had once been ambushed by Warlocks traveling through the shadows, she had done everything she could in order to recreate it. When she had finally gotten hold of the original, she had been as disappointed in its abilities as she was in her own attempt. At first, it had seemed highly impressive, but in the end, all it did was cloak a person in the shadows they were standing in.
 
As long as they remained inside of a shadow, they would be invisible and undetectable to magic, as long as they remained absolutely silent.
 
It went against every instinct that Liane had, but the time had come for her to run, and so she used the rich shadows provided by the forest to cast her shadow-travel spell. It hid her and Steve, and she repeated her motion for silence. Liane pointed, and they started walking, as quickly as silence would allow them to.
 
“It's just a curse,” one of the Warlocks admonished the screaming Mage. Liane winced, she'd hoped that the attackers would have needed to travel to a curse breaker. She could hear the Warlock intone standard curse breaking spells, and the cursed Mage's sigh of relief reached even to Liane and Steve.
 
“Where is she!? I'll kill her!” the Mage screamed. “She cursed me. How dare she curse me!?”
 
“We attacked her,” the first Warlock reminded the woman. “I think she used shadow-travel, highly impressive. That answers the question of why Lord Amelryck never called in. She must have killed him when he tried to stop her.”
 
“He always was too much of a gentleman to attack outright,” the second Warlock said, his voice barely reaching to where Liane and Steve were now making a good headway up the mountain. “Can we track her?”
 
“Not... mistake,” the voice of the first Warlock petered out, and Liane guessed he was hoping for her to make a mistake.
 
Now that they were out of reach of the attackers, Liane released the spell, and slumped against one of the trees. The shadow-travel spell wasn't that hard to cast, but it took quite a bit of energy to keep up, energy she no longer had. Her magic hurt and trembled, on the verge of petering out and solidifying. She hoped it wouldn't, it would take days for it to recover if it did.
 
“Where are we going?” Steve asked, whispering.
 
Liane pointed up Mount Sina, pushing away from the tree and starting to walk. “We are being chased. We cannot go to towns or settlements for aid. We must take the shortest route and avoid population centers.” She swallowed deeply, her right hand clenched Lucifer like a last line of life. “I don't know what is happening. This is not Kiria.”
 
Steve looked highly troubled, but nodded and followed. “Didn't you tell me that the druids live up there?”
 
“Yes,” the Pillar said. “And we will ask for them to suffer our presence in passing.”
 
Steve simply accepted the explanation, Liane noticed. She was glad for it, climbing the forested mountain slopes was taking all of her energy. Deep inside her chest, her magic burned with cold fire, her muscles ached; her lungs struggled for every breath. Her heart was racing. She was exhausted, magically and physically, and couldn't spare the breath to talk. How lucky the foreigner was, the Pillar thought, not to realize that there was a better than even chance that the Druids would refuse them.
 
The trees were thick and close together, the ground underneath their feet permanently hidden in shadows and covered only with fallen leaves, dried branches, and the occasional mold of mushroom. No plants or flowers lived in the permanent shadow of the thick forest. With each step she took, the rustling and cracking made her wince.
 
Her heart calmed and her breath equalized, her body still ached and felt tired, but she had managed to catch her breath at least. Her pace increased. Her legs protested, and she fell back to her previous pace, a scowl on her lips. She simply was incapable of going faster, it seemed.
 
Liane's eyes looked as far forward as she could, to the ever-rising ground. The trees blocked her view beyond a few dozen meters, and she couldn't see how far they still had to travel.
 
Suddenly and unexpectedly, Lucifer pushed her aside, forcing her to slam into Steve and sending both of them to the ground. Three spells flashed harmlessly through the empty air, and Liane grunted with exertion as she pushed her exhausted body back to its feet. For a moment, she wondered how their pursuers had tracked them.
 
The thought vanished almost immediately, as she activated her acceleration spell in order to enable her to dodge a quickly cast spell. Her magic sight identified it immediately as a fairly low-level curse. Nothing serious, but it would have stolen the time it took her to break it.
 
The two Warlocks took the time to pool their magic’s in a shared casting of a Death Magic kill-strike. The Mage was covering them, chain-casting low-level spells that forced Liane to dodge and shield and cancel, preventing her from launching an attack of her own.
 
Suddenly, one of the Warlocks shuddered and toppled. Liane froze at the unexpected event, the already-cast hex of her opponent striking her right shoulder, sending her to the ground. Her grip on Lucifer waned through nerveless fingers, and the Pillar hit the ground with a dull cry of pain. The Mage and the Warlock were staring at their fallen companion, and Liane suddenly realized what had happened.
 
Taking advantage of the surprise of her opponents, she sent her own curse that was no more powerful than the ones her opponent had been throwing at her, but it was quick and took little power to cast.
 
The second Warlock made a strange noise and fell as well. The Mage threw herself behind a tree, tripping over a dried branched that just happened to be in her path. Her fall saved her, it seemed, as something struck the tree's trunk at the height of her head. Liane stood, panting, waiting for her opponent to cancel the small imbalance hex that had just saved her life.
 
The Pillar's quickened breath was brown and tasted of bitter chocolate as she waited, before finally realizing that the Mage had made a run for it, and she cancelled her acceleration spell. Liane slumped to the ground, the exertion overcoming her.
 
“Are you alright?” Steve asked, kneeling next to her, his weapon still out and panning the surrounding area. She nodded fitfully.
 
“Tired,” she whispered, rubbing her eyes. “I wonder how they found us.” She frowned, and looked at her right arm, which refused to obey her commands. Blood was running down her arm and fingers, dripping steadily to the ground. Weakly, she grimaced. “One moment,” she muttered, and placed her left hand on the injured area on her right. The hex had been minor, a little annoyance that amounted to 'may you bleed from your skin', but it had resulted in a rather substantial loss of blood.
 
The Mage really had been frightfully powerful in her magical spells. Liane canceled the hex, taking more power than she was comfortable with using right now. The world dimmed, the colors faded, and it took nearly five seconds before the overwhelming vertigo would leave her. Thankful for the momentary rest, she stayed on the ground, taking deep breaths, trying to regain both her balance and some matter of energy.
 
Now that he had confirmed that she was alright, Steve grimaced at the two dead Warlocks. He'd killed two men. Men who hadn't been expecting his weapon. Men who died because they were used to a different field of battle. It had been depressingly easy to kill the two Warlocks while they built up a spell together. They had been focused on Liane and their magic, and had totally ignored him. It had been like target practice. Taking human life should not be this easy. The silent weapon Liane had built him had changed the game.
 
Steve was a military pilot, the loss of life was part of his life, but that did not mean he wasn't human. Shooting at a person who was shooting at you was something he had expected and been prepared for. Shooting a person whose only weapons were a sword and a mystical force he didn't understand was something completely different.
 
“You killed two Warlocks,” Liane finally stated after five long minutes, pushing herself to her feet. She looked like she wanted to groan, but managed to contain herself.
 
Steve nodded, forcing himself to accept what he'd done. “The weapon you built me is completely silent and has no recoil. They never knew what hit them.” He sighed. “Somehow, I feel that killing should not be this easy.”
 
The Pillar agreed with him. “Magic makes it too easy to take life,” she explained. “It is the reason why we developed Decorum. We fight with words rather than magic.” She sighed and looked back at the two dead men. “What is happening today is outside my experience. This does not happen in Kiria. We need to move, that Mage is still out there.”
 
Steve accepted her explanation with a stiff nod and followed her. He didn't comment on her drop in pace. Although he wasn't really tired, he had been walking more than he had done for quite some time and his feet were aching. The Pillar that lead the way had been in full-on combat for hours now, and he privately commended her determination.
 
They pushed up the mountain, Lucifer in Liane's bloody right hand. In almost any other situation, she would have cast a few spells to clean up her robes and arm, but she simply couldn't spare the magic at the moment. If the Mage returned, she would have to rely on Steve and his weapon, or she would risk injuring her magic further. Her eyes darted to her hands. There was a time she had to wear focus gloves in order to be able to cast magic. With her tied-down core, that was no longer necessary. There also had been a time where her magic would influence her, would inspire her into bouts of glory that were beyond her normally, with no more damage than a fused core that would take a few days to heal.
 
Those days were behind her as well. The trade-off had been unacceptable, but there was no way back for her. Now, if she pushed too far, she would have to sacrifice more of her top-end power in order to contain her magic and allow her to function once more. It would happen anyway. Someday, she would be forced to sacrifice the last of her magic.
 
Lucifer dug deep into the soil with the amount of force she put on it. She was now leaning heavily on her staff, her body and magic completely exhausted. She hoped the Mage would not return until they reached the Druid Sanctuary, and that the Druids would allow them in.
 
Steve startled when suddenly, the tree-line in front of them appeared completely impassable. As far as he could see, one tree was standing next to the other, so close together a human could not pass. Liane nodded. “We've reached the boundary,” she told him, slowly stepping up to the boundary.
 
“Liane, the MagicWarper, Pillar of Kiria, requests to speak with the Druids,” she intoned ritually after placing her hand on one of the trees in the wooden border.
 
“Now what?” Steve asked, shooting a glance to the way they had come, his hand twitching toward his weapon.
 
“Now we wait,” the Pillar answered, slowly sinking to the ground against the trunk of a tree, facing the wooden barrier. “The Druids will come when the Druids will come. They work on their own timetable and for their own reasons.” The pilot frowned, obviously displeased with that answer, but remained silent nonetheless. Now that they had time to relax, Liane allowed her mind to drift to Arch Druid Xard. He had saved her life, and she hadn't known why he was even in the area. She wondered about the serendipity of it, her being mortally injured and him saving her life.
 
No doubt she had been incredibly lucky, and perhaps it was her encounter with him that now motivated her to climb up Mount Sina to their sanctuary. If the Arch Druid went around saving people, surely, the Druids would not be that bad, and would allow her entrance?
 
They had been waiting in total silence for almost half an hour before Steve broke the silence. “I don't like this,” the man said, still on his aching feet, looking back, obviously on guard. He glanced at her sitting form. “We could be attacked at any moment.”
 
Liane felt better with her short amount of rest. “At this point, anything is possible,” she answered him, calmly. “However, that is the border to the Druid Sanctuary. Attacking us here risks attacking that barrier with a stray spell. I would not like to be the person who attacks that barrier with a stray spell.”
 
Steve looked over his shoulder at the thick and unnatural line of trees, and nodded once. He deflated, and leaned against a tree. “That's a good point,” he said. “I do wish you'd told me that earlier, though.” he voice was tired but held a hint of accusation to it.
 
“There always was a chance that Mage was following us, and you would have been in a position to remove her,” the Pillar told him, acutely aware of how callous that sounded. She regretted the necessity of it. Taking life should never be the first option, and yet it seemed that it had been the only solution since this mess started.
 
The pilot shrugged, and remained silent.
 
When the tree-line in front of them finally started to move, they had been waiting for close to an hour and a half, time Liane had spent resting and recuperating. Steve had been leaning, pacing, sitting, and guarding. Nervous energy seemed to compel the man and he hadn't been able to properly relax for almost the entire time they had waited.
 
Slowly, her body protesting every movement, Liane pushed herself to her feet. Now that the action was over and she had been allowed some time to rest, her joints and muscles had tightened and cramped. A gap appeared in between two trees, as if their roots moved and allowed a Druid to walk through.
 
The woman that appeared was about Liane's age, dressed in forest-green robes that concealed every shape of her body. The Druid stopped, and looked at Liane and Steve, her eyes taking in their disheveled appearance, and suddenly locking onto Liane's blood-covered right hand.
 
“You wished to speak to the Druids, Lady Pillar?” the woman asked.
 
Liane frowned, the appearance and the voice of the woman triggering some latent memory. “Lady Monolith?” the Pillar requested instead.
 
The Druid smiled faintly, and dipped her head. “Indeed,” she answered. “It is good to be remembered, My Lady. Especially by one who has become one of the Legendary Nobles.”
 
The Pillar answered with a dip of her own, and motioned to Steve. “This is Steve from beyond the Great Barrier.”
 
Monolith nodded at the man, but remained focused on Liane. “You are injured, My Lady.”
 
“We were attacked on the way to the Capital,” the Mage explained. “When I attempted to contact the Capital to report the attack, communications were blocked by the raising of the city's battle wards. I contacted the Pillar safe house in Eunan. It was destroyed. I killed the first attacker. Three more appeared. Two of them lost their lives chasing us this far, the last remains out there. I request entry into the Sanctuary to allow for some time to recuperate and as a shortcut to the Capital.”
 
Monolith frowned slightly. “I am still only an Apprentice Druid, I cannot make such calls on my own, My Lady,” the Druid answered. Noticing Liane's stare at the admission, the Druid continued, “The arts of Druidism are long, complex, and involved, My Lady. It regularly takes twenty years before one becomes a fully accomplished Druid.” She turned to the tree-line. “I will confer with the leaders. I wish I could offer hospitality in the meantime, but alas, I cannot even do that. Please remain here.”
 
Before she crossed the border, Monolith took one look back, and said, “You will not be harmed.”
 
Steve let out a breath at the sensation that surrounded them. It was as if the forest had suddenly become a refuge. He didn't know why, but he felt safe now. The Druid vanished into the wooden barrier, a barrier that no longer showed any sort of gap.
 
“How did you know her?” the foreign pilot asked, part in curiosity and part to pass the time.
 
“All Noble children gather at the Academy for introduction classes in magic,” Line explained. “For three months we are taught the basics of magic, how it works, how spells work, and so on. At the end of this period, we take an aptitude test. This test is conjured and enchanted, and will ask a student questions, probing for knowledge, areas of expertise, and hidden talents. Most of us become regular magic-users, either Mages or Warlocks. Those with special aptitudes become apprentices to masters in irregular fields of magical study. One of my friends is a Necromancer, for example.” Liane's focus shifted from Steve to the line of trees. “The Lady Monolith was in my magical introduction class, and was chosen as a Druid. I have not seen her since.”
 
Steve accepted the explanation. “So, seeing as you know her, when do you think they'll come back and let us in?”
 
Liane resisted the urge to frown. Her thrown-together plan was based on the assumption that the Druids would let them in, and Steve must have picked up on that. For a moment, she wanted to lie to him. “It won't make a difference,” she answered. “As I explained, I have not seen her since we were both ten years old, so we are not exactly friends. She also explained that she does not have the authority to grant us entry or passage, so despite being acquainted, our chances have not changed. There is still a pretty good chance we will not be allowed in.”
 
Silence descended on their makeshift rest area. “What do we do then?” the pilot finally asked.
 
The Pillar sighed. “I do not know. We could attempt to make our way around, and hope that we do not run into that Mage again. Chances are, however, that there are more Nobles out looking for us. She has no doubt contacted her compatriots. Depending on the size of their group, and their ultimate goal, there may be more than just a few Nobles out after us.”
 
“I don't have enough bullets,” Steve muttered.
 
“I shall conjure you more once I have a chance to rest,” Liane reassured him. “I simply must rest to regain some of the magic I have used.”
 
The pilot was about to answer when the tree-line split apart once more, and Monolith appeared, looking grave. “Unfortunately, My Lady, the Druid elders have decided not to grant you passage or sanctuary. I cannot allow you entry.”
 
Liane felt as if the world had been struck out from beneath her.
 




Chapter Seven

Liane's back hit the tree behind her, and she would have slipped to the ground if it weren't for her two-handed grip on Lucifer. Leaning heavily on her staff, she closed her eyes. The aching weariness in her body and magic took its toll, and for the first time since long ago, the MagicWarper was at a loss. Taking refuge with the Druids had been a desperate gamble for time, safety, and a chance to recover. Now, it seemed, they would be turned away. There would be no chance to recover, to heal their wounds, to have some food and a good rest.
 
“You can't just turn us away!” Steve shouted. Despite her closed eyes, Liane could imagine Monolith's frown. One simply did not speak to any Noble in such a fashion.
 
“The Druids have spoken,” the apprentice Druid replied, coldly. “It would behoove you to curb your disappointment and not speak to me in such a fashion.”
 
Liane sighed. Her arm ached, Steve's makeshift bandage not doing anything to stop the pain of the spurned Death Magic strike. They were out of options. Steve's voice came back, “you're not going to help us anyway, so why should I hold back!?”
 
“Enough,” the MagicWarper said, opening her tired eyes and looking at the foreign pilot. “The Lady Monolith is correct, you should not speak to her in such a fashion, regardless of circumstances.” She pushed herself away from the tree, nearly overbalanced, and had to use Lucifer to stay upright. It was as if the disappointment had sapped the last of her strength from her.
 
“But...!” Steve started to protest, failing after that first word. This was no time to argue with her, she was practically swaying to stay upright. “You should sit down,” he told her.
 
“We cannot stay here,” Liane muttered. “We have been denied, we cannot remain.”
 
Monolith looked apologetic. “The decrees of the Elders cannot be ignored,” she said. “Regrettably. You are quite injured.”
 
“Can't you do something?” Steve asked. “Tell your Elders how hurt she is? Anything at all?”
 
Monolith slowly shook her head. “I informed them of the Lady Pillar's injuries. It does not matter, the Druids should not involve themselves in the disputes between Nobles. We temper the forces of nature; we do not take sides in human battles.”
 
“And yet, the Lord Arch Druid saw fit to save my life, My Lady,” Liane answered. “I had hoped the rest of the Druids were as compassionate as he.”
 
The Druid apprentice gazed at Liane with a calculated gaze. “Master Xard healed you?” she asked, sounding dubious.
 
The Pillar just nodded, not feeling the need to repeat herself or offer more explanation. They were out of options; it was time to make a new plan. She didn't have a lot of options left. “That is very unusual,” Monolith pressed on. “Master Xard does not usually engage in healing practices. He must have seen something that we do not.”
 
“Perhaps,” Liane allowed. “I do not know. I was not in a position to offer much conversation; I was in a life-threatening condition when the Lord Arch Druid healed me.”
 
“Most curious,” Monolith muttered in thought. Liane withdrew from the world once more. They needed an option. Perhaps one of the Spirits of Water would be able to heal her wound. She remembered Haturori and the sphere of water that had enabled her to cast without focus gloves – back when she needed them.
 
She regretted ever having bound her magic to enable her to cast without them. True, she could no longer be disarmed easily, but the invisible tradeoff was eating her magic. She hated not having a way back. She would undo the damage she had inflicted on herself in a heartbeat, if she could.
 
Water's wisdom could heal her now, ease her body and magic. It would mean blood in tribute and life in payment. Once more, she would lose time from her lifespan. She was already injured; could she lose another pint of blood without succumbing? The Pillar sighed loudly. She could not see another alternative. Leaving now would mean being tracked down by that bloodthirsty Mage, and certain death.
 
Standing as still as she could, she focused her mind inward.  Liane, the MagicWarper, is of the Water and the Ocean, and calls out to Haturori, Regular Spirit of Water. Lady Haturori, are you there?
 
Her mental voice started to resound through nature around them, causing Monolith to stiffen and shoot a fearful glance at Liane before spreading her arms. “No!” she barked.
 
The cumulating effect abruptly shattered, Liane feeling the burst of backlashing magic strike against her core. She grimaced in pain, nearly driven to her knees by the sheer intensity of the sudden burst of agony that ripped through her body.
 
Slowly, the MagicWarper opened her eyes, and glared at Monolith. Before she could say anything, the Druid stepped closer. “You are the one, Lady MagicWarper? The one that summoned two of the Major Spirits?” She stepped even closer, brushing against Liane's personal space but not entering it. “You were the one who was accepted by the Major Spirit of Air as envoy and successor to the Lord Master, Jozua of the Magical Currents?”
 
Despite her pain and exhaustion, Liane was glad to finally know why Omkiel had called her 'Liane of the Magical Currents'. She nodded. “That is me, correct.”
 
“We have felt your magical signature each time you called upon the Spirits of the Elements,” Monolith said. “Those evocations are dangerous and take a heavy toll, both upon yourself and upon the environment. It is a deliberate upsetting of the balance of nature.”
 
“I am aware of that, My Lady,” the Pillar replied, as respectfully as she could without responding to the lecturing tone taken by the apprentice Druid. “However, I am injured and exhausted, denied help or food, and must leave while being chased by a person willing and able to kill me. At this point, I do not believe I have much choice.”
 
Monolith grimaced. “Please remain here, My Lady,” she said, before turning and stepping through the tree-line barrier once more.
 
“What the hell just happened?” Steve asked angrily. Liane glared at him, abruptly striking the anger out of him with nothing but a glance.
 
“Do not presume to speak to me in such a fashion,” she said, her anger fading due to her lack of physical strength. “You nearly invoked the anger of the Druids by speaking to their representative as you did, and I will not have it continue.” Her back once more met the tree behind her, and Liane slowly sank to the ground.
 
“Sorry,” the foreigner muttered, not sure if he appreciated the stern tone the sickly Mage was taking. As if not noticing his inner dialogue, the Pillar resumed, “and what happened was that I was preparing a desperate gamble. It is called an evocation, a calling upon one of the spirits of nature. In this case, one of the Spirits of Water. Water heals and is wise. The downside is the payment.” She looked up at him from her position on the ground. “Evoking a Spirit means paying in blood and in life. Plus, it seems it upsets the Druids, enough to apparently, get our case revised. Perhaps we may get some assistance now.”
 
Steve nodded stiffly, and paced the area in silence. Liane just leaned her staff against her shoulder, and clasped her hands to stop them from shaking. Her stomach rebelled, the images of the dead haunting her mind. She had dealt in massive violence and death, and her body reacted angrily.
 
Being a Pillar of Kiria rarely involved violence, the authority and reputation of the service was usually enough to force compliance from those she investigated. She'd always detested killing, had always reacted violently when she was forced to take life.
 
The contents of her stomach were threatening to come up; she glanced fearfully in Steve's direction, not wanting to lose face before a foreign visitor. She swallowed to keep the vile contents in her stomach. Closing her eyes, she swayed gently back and forth, trying to calm herself, desperately trying to force down the anxiety of her weakened body.
 
Steve had noticed her growing sicker. He'd been around enough parties, both while in school and while in the service, to recognize the signs of someone trying not to vomit. He was in the military, and was more or less prepared for combat, but he also had to admit that it had been Liane who had done most of the fighting, and against her own people at that.
 
The man sat down quietly, and thought over his options. Perhaps distracting her would help, she seemed to enjoy explaining magic, so perhaps it would take her mind off of the events. They seemed pretty safe here, so it might be their last chance to talk. He frowned then, distracting her was all and good, but what would he ask about?
 
“You gave me a truth potion once,” he finally said. “I've been thinking about that. Does it really have no antidote? It would seem to me that something with no antidote would be something that people investigate just to see if they can crack the code, so to speak?”
 
Liane opened one eye and stared at him, as if recognizing what he was doing. Her face remained unreadable, so he didn't know whether or not she appreciated his efforts, but when she answered, there was a definite tone of relief to her voice. “Magic is very good at dealing with absolutes and with intent,” the Pillar explained. “Yes, Truth Serum has a counter serum. There are counter serums that protect against all truth-telling potions.” She swallowed, and thought for a moment, as if composing the rest of the reply. “When Truth Serum is brewed, it cannot be broken by anything in existence at that time. Should one brew a counter potion later, that counter potion will work against Truth Serum – until a new batch of Truth Serum is brewed, which will then, again, be unresponsive to the counter potion brewed before it.”
 
Steve frowned, that sounded very odd and convoluted to him. Liane went on, “that is why new Truth Serum is brewed for the Adjudicators every morning. Brewing counter potion takes a good three hours, so freshly brewed Truth Serum is held to be unbreakable. It is also the reason why old, unused, Truth Serum, is given to the Pillar Service for use. We are not Adjudicators; we merely investigate things that concern the country as a hole. Using Truth Serum that is a few days old, and could conceivably be countered by counter potion brewed after the Truth Serum has been, does not matter as much to us. All questioning under Truth Serum begins with a control question – if the subject does not answer, then we know the potion has been countered. Usually, fresh Serum is then brought in.”
 
Steve nodded, the explanation starting to make sense. “So, magic ensures that Truth Serum is unbreakable at the time of brewing. The same is with the counter potion, it'll break any truth potion at the time of its brewing. So in the end, the potion that was brewed last, wins?”
 
The Pillar gave that faint half-smile he had come to expect whenever he got something. “Exactly,” she said, closing her eyes again and sinking into silence.
 
The quiet of the nighttime forest wasn't as quiet as Steve wanted, the sounds of the wildlife around them getting a rise out of his rattled nerves. Every twitch or tweet causing him to jump and stare.
 
It took some time before Monolith returned. When the Druid finally reappeared, Liane tried to push to her legs, but gave up the effort when the other woman made a motion and sat herself down in front of the battered Mage. “I was informed by the Druid Elders that Druids as a whole do not engage in the battles of humans,” Monolith began, causing Steve to tighten in anger and Liane's shoulders to droop. “However,” the other woman continued, “I was also informed that there are no provisions against a singular member of the Druids to assist a former classmate in her own personal struggles.”
 
Steve's anger turned to confusion. “What does that mean, exactly?” he asked, his tone halfway between angry and confused.
 
“It means that we do not get assistance from the Druids themselves, but that the Lady Monolith, should she chose to do so, has been allowed to assist us,” Liane said, before Monolith could say anything that would get a further rise out of the irate and stressed out foreigner. The Pillar turned to the Druid. “What has been your decision, My Lady?”
 
Monolith's impassive gaze remained on Steve for a few moments longer, before shifting to Liane. She edged closer, and reached for the most obvious wound, the one on the Pillar's arm. “Even though we only shared class for a few months during our initiation, I would not feel comfortable abandoning you to injury and persecution, My Lady,” the Druid answered, the weird nature-based energy already flowing out of her hand and into the wound.
 
Liane sagged. “I forgot how good that feels,” she whispered, surrendering herself completely to the other woman's healing touch. “You must forgive me,” Monolith said, “I am unskilled in the healing arts, and must therefore resort to simply feeding you excess energy and trust your body to do what it does best.”
 
The Pillar just nodded. “Master Xard did something similar when he found me,” she confided. “I was near death, he fed me energy for days.”
 
“Master Xard must have found you exceedingly worthy to devote so much time to you,” Monolith remarked. “Did he comment on his actions?”
 
Liane's mind was fogged by the energy being fed into her by the other woman. It was nowhere near as powerful or all-encompassing as it had been when Master Xard had tied her into nature directly, but it felt similar, if on a smaller scale. She tried to think back over her limited conversations with the Master Druid. “I do not recall,” she finally admitted. “I do believe he once commented he chose well when to save me.”
 
Monolith seemed startled, and gazed at Liane with attentive eyes. “May I ask what preceded such a comment?”
 
“I was gravely, mortally, wounded. It seemed regular healing spells and condensed energy brought up by the trees of Master Xard's hideout were insufficient to heal me. As he explained it to me after I asked him repeatedly, he was forced to tie me directly into the circle of energy provided by nature.” The pillar looked away, breaking eye-contact with the healing Druid, and looked down at where the woman's hand was in contact with her injured arm. “I asked whether his actions resulted in damage done to nature. It was then that he remarked that he chose well when he chose to heal me, and reassured me that the scale was too small to tell.”
 
“Master Xard must have seen something,” Monolith said, half to herself. “He does not simply chose on a whim. He must have seen something, understood something, and only reaffirmed his choice after you proved him correct.”
 
“Perhaps,” the Pillar muttered.
 
“Rest now,” Monolith said. “I will feed you energy until your body can recuperate on its own.” She glanced at Steve. “Then I will make the sacrifice of healing your companion as well.”
 
The foreigner startled, and Liane bit off a wry chuckle. “He is uninjured, he always looks that pale. He is from beyond the Great Barrier, one must make excuses for foreigners.”
 
“Honestly?” the Druid asked. “He is always pale?”
 
Steve didn't know whether to be insulted or not, and decided to just let the Druid gaze at him with surprise. He thought about the situation and decided that this is what happened when one entered a completely closed-off country with a different skin color. He just stood and watched as the Druid simply held on to Liane's arm, the soft glow marking the energy being passed from one to the other.
 
Finally, he sat down. Now that they seemed to be safe, and the stress was leaving him, he was feeling both tired and curious. Finally, he broke the silence. “Don't you need to use a spell for that?” he asked.
 
Liane's closed eyes opened and focused on him, while Monolith looked confused. “I am not sure I understand your question,” she finally answered. “I am using a spell.”
 
Now it was Steve's turn to frown. “But I didn't hear you say anything. Liane usually speaks when she uses a spell.”
 
The Pillar could see Monolith wasn't about to give Steve an answer, and with the energy being fed into her, she was feeling very relaxed and mellow. “You are forgetting about intent and determination,” Liane said. “Magic is within every Noble, and it will react to intent. Words shape our intent and focus our thoughts. When you do something for the first time, you need to determine what you want to do, and how you want to do it – words are a part of this process. Once you're used to doing a spell, you can do it silently, although you will lose effectiveness and power if you do.”
 
The Mage shifted slightly. “Words also convey meaning. Take a simple fire spell, for example. If you wish to ignite tinder for a campfire, spark may be sufficient, saving your energy for other ventures while creating only a spark that will ignite your tinder. Fire or burn are the usual words when used in fire spells, while a sufficiently enraged Mage may use immolate if a particularly stubborn or annoying opponent is presented to them.” A small smile tugged on her lips when she focused her gaze on Steve, causing the man to suddenly feel as if he were about to become the target of immolate.
 
She relaxed, and closed her eyes once more. “Most Nobles don't bother with words, and are happy to cast silently,” she said, allowing silence to descend over their temporary campsite once again. Steve didn't bother with any further questions, it was obvious that both Liane and Monolith had other things on their minds.
 
The pilot startled awake at the sound of a warning cry. Almost immediately, he was on his feet, his hand gripping the magical hand-cannon Liane had built for him. At once, he realized the cause of the scream, as from the thickened shadows of the nighttime forest, grotesque shapes were taking form.
 
“What the...?” he screamed at the sight of the demonic incarnations. The first one had reached them, and Liane struck out with her staff, its tip reaching far above her head to strike at the incarnation's chest. It fell apart as its spell matrix destabilized, returning to dust and dirt and stone. Steve had seen many things since he had been here, been attacked by many different things, but seeing a behemoth return to mere earth and stone was something new.
 
“I have warned you that a Mage is an army upon herself,” Liane snapped, looking around at where more ghastly figures were lumbering at them. For a moment, she was glad that the Mage wasn't skilled in the arts of warfare and had decided to limit herself to incredibly powerful but incredibly slow creatures. They had time.
 
She brought her weapon up, before slamming the tip down on the ground, a harsh cry leaving her lips. The closest forms fell apart in stone and dirt, returning to the elements from which they were built. It took energy and focus to destabilize a spell matrix, more so when doing it remotely. Focus she had in spades, unfortunately, energy she didn't. She would need to find a new tactic, this one would leave her dry in minutes. “They're just animations, not constructs,” the Mage snapped, looking at Monolith. “Can you find her, My Lady?”
 
Monolith, one hand on the nearest tree, turned her face toward Liane although it was clear that she wasn't looking at the Mage at all. “Within this forest, none shall escape a Druid's sight,” she stated. “She has barricaded herself behind two circles of runes.”
 
More nightmarish figures were strolling toward them, each easily thrice as tall as the tallest man, each with four arms as thick as tree trunks holding hands tipped with claws. Horned heads held glowing amber eyes, and huge mouths were beset with sharpened teeth. Liane slammed her staff down once more, reaching down into herself for more of the energy that Monolith had given her. Skipping levels one and two, the Runescape shifted straight into level three, offensive. The backlash of the increased runic circle nearly drove her to her knees, and Liane gritted her teeth against the pain.
 
Steve had seen her set runes with a word and a gesture before, back when she had disintegrated the remains of his plane. The Druid had not, and for more than a moment Monolith was looking at Liane rather than at the sight of the enemy Mage, staring at the Pillar with open mouth as the runic circles formed, and the animations caught within them disintegrated as their magic drained away.
 
Almost immediately, Liane released the Runescape, panting deeply with the stress of the forced execution. Monolith had given her a boost and some meager reserves, but they were barely enough to heal her. There was no way she would be able to conduct an expanded siege.
 
“She is behind some formidable defenses,” Monolith reported. “I am unable to attack her directly. My skills are neutralized whenever I make the attempt.”
 
“Please let me see,” the Pillar asked. For the moment, they had some time. The nearest creatures had been destroyed by the Runescape, and it would take some time for more hulks to lumber into attack range. Monolith nodded, and the Mage placed one hand against the Druid's back. She hated the mind-reading spells, both their intent and their use, and so did her best to limit her stay in Monolith's mind. Part of her was grateful the Druid was unprotected.
 
“Bunker runes,” Liane muttered. “She is behind bunker runes. She probably spent the last few hours setting them and charging them, likely using power raising chants. No Mage has the reserve to charge them herself.”
 
One of the hulks charged at them from the side, and Steve dropped by instinct, managing to get six shots into the stone shape before Liane struck at its chest to neutralize its magic. Dejectedly, he realized his shots had barely struck some dust from the figure.
 
“The Commoner's weapon is useless,” Monolith said, just as a new figure reached out to grab her and crush her. The ground trembled as the very earth beneath its feet opened up, swallowing the animated creature whole, before closing up.
 
The Mage frowned at the sight of Steve's weapon harmlessly striking at the creature's chest, but the enemy had given her an idea. If their opponent could use power raising chants to bunker herself, then she would do the same thing to strike back. “Keep them off me for a few moments,” Liane said, standing up straight, both hands on Lucifer. Steve didn't know whether she was talking to him or to Monolith, but he forced himself to his legs regardless. His shots would be useless, but he would do his best to protect her.
 
Her eyes closed, Liane gripped deep within herself, then threw out her metaphysical hands. “I summon magic, the eternal force that makes the world turn and the sun rise and set. I summon magic, the eternal force that governs stars and moons, the power that shapes reality,” she muttered in the ancient words. The forest turned quiet as death, the crickets no longer chirped, no owl hooted, no wind rustled leaf or branch.
 
The power raising chant had been one of her favorites when she was young, a cadence that had eased her nerves on many an occasion. It had also been something that had drawn the attention of Cassandra Airmistress, the girl who would become her proctor. As she said the words, with magic and conviction and intent, magic flowed back. Her core screamed, the foreign energy draining into it like water through a siphon, and Liane felt her shoulders square.
 
Dimly, she was aware of a grotesque animated entity approaching her. She could feel Monolith's intervention snare it with freshly grown vines and shrubs.
 
The words restarted automatically at the end of her chant. She needed more power. The entity's magic dispelled when the chant yanked it out of it. More creatures approached, more than the chant could drain. One hand left Lucifer. The creatures were of the earth and stone, fire and lightning would be of decreased potency. Wind would be useless against their size. Their very size and makeup negated a lot of the more offensive spells usually employed in battle, and Liane had to admit that the enemy Mage had not done too badly.
 
The power of the chant filled her core, pain erupted from her chest, and the edge of Liane's vision tinted red. The pain turned to pleasure, and the Mage's hand motioned. Transmutation was invoked, bypassed the creatures' protections, and turned dirt to water. The animation broke as their physical forms fell apart.
 
At the edge of her awareness, she could feel more creatures stride up. The Mage had been raising power for hours, and animations didn't require a huge amount of power. Even with her own power raising chant, she would eventually succumb. She needed to get to their enemy, destroy her so her animation spells would break.
 
More power. She needed more. Like a different chant had once done at the Academy, the primary chant anchored itself deep into her core, and she answered herself by falling into canon. The chant continued, out loud, while her lips formed a canon cadence.
 
The amount of magic draining into her core doubled, two chants carried by a single Mage providing twice the magic as a single chant could. Liane’s eyes opened, the two chants continuing, despite her lips no longer moving. Her second hand released Lucifer, which balanced purposefully on its tip in front of her. Different words spilled from her mouth, words of power and intent.
 
The ground trembled, the meagre light from the nighttime sky dimming as clouds formed. Air whipped up around them, the temperature fluctuated wildly.
 
Monolith, pale and aghast, ensnared as many of the hulks as possible, before Liane's double chant yanked the magic out of them. Up in the air, a cloud cover formed, slower and slower, its edges blurring where they dissipated against the environment.
 
Liane's face frowned of its own accord. A third chant edged itself in to the rhythm of the previous two, setting into the third canon cadence. More magic drained into Liane's core. The clouds resumed forming, energy and temperature and winds forming into a horrible cacophony of nature's rage. The clouds charged further, power building endlessly as Liane poured three concurrent power chants into it. Her vision was completely tinted red now, she felt no pain or exhaustion. She simply was, borne of power and magic, the one known as the MagicWarper. Finally, she felt the magic complete, felt the energy of her assembled spell reach a terrible, roaring crescendo.
 
“DIE!” Liane snarled, discharging the entire storm cell's buildup of lightning in a single strike against the location of the offending Mage's bunker runes.
 
Monolith screamed, falling to the ground, clutching her eyes. Steve had to look away from the night that suddenly was brighter than day. The rumble of thunder threatened to burst their ears, and Steve could barely ride it out, glancing at Liane's impassive form as he did so.
 
She did not move, not from the light, not from the dark, nor from the sound. She stood, like a rock in the surf, weathering whatever damage she herself had wrought.
 
The chants ended immediately upon the spell's completion, and the Mage gripped for her staff to remain upright. “Let's see her survive Thor's wrath,” the Pillar muttered, half to herself. Ever since a Warlock had hurled a Mjolnir spell at her, she had wanted to be able to do a similar thing herself. While she wasn't able to replicate the Warlock spell due to her failure at Death Magic, she had to resort to brute force and create a veritable storm cell. The power requirements were beyond any mere Mage without outside assistance, but the results were all the more damaging because of it.
 
Her core screamed, and the pain hit. Her legs turned to foam, and the darkness took her.
 
The fog cleared slowly enough for her to wake gradually. When her ears cleared of tolling bells, Liane became aware of a conversation going on around her. She was not yet clear enough to move or see, so she listened.
 
“It is impossible,” she heard the first voice say. Slowly, its meaning and tone cleared in her sluggish mind. Monolith. It was Monolith's voice. The Druid sounded upset. “Even if you have seen it before,” the woman added.
 
“Creating storm and lightning, I can admit that,” a male's voice answered; that was Steve, the foreign pilot. What was his last name again? She couldn't recall just now. “The runes, I've seen her do before. She destroyed my plane with it.”
 
“I do not wish to know what a 'plane' is,” the Druid said. “And nature is the Druid's area. That she was able to brute-force its reactions through manipulation of elements is... it's unheard of. There are rumors of secret Warlock abilities that mimic nature through the use of their Death Magic, but what she did... that was pure elemental manipulation on such a scale that it actually created natural processes. It's incredible and outside of what a Mage should be capable of. However; it is still based on theoretical fact, simply on a larger scale. Setting Runes with a single spell, it's impossible.”
 
“And yet, you've seen her do it,” Steve said. “So it's clearly not impossible, is it?” the man sounded insufferably smug.
 
She was still in a halfway state, Liane knew. Half asleep, half awake. Her lips moved, but no sound was produced, she couldn't open her eyes, her body was so numb she wasn't aware if she could move it or not.
 
“She's awake!” the foreigner shouted, in a way that was against the Decorum. One shouldn't allow their emotions to rule them in that way. A small part of her was pleased, though. Pleased that her foreign charge cared for her enough to be pleased with her waking up from whatever damage-induced coma she had invoked this time.
 
Her lips moved again. “She is attempting to speak,” Monolith said, from nearby. Liane tried again. “Not impossible?” the Druid half asked, half repeated. Liane couldn't nod, and settled for moving her lips in the motions for 'yes'.
 
Steve chuckled. “That's her, alright. Even half dead, she's still telling me what's true and not.”
 
“And yet,” Monolith said, voice hard, “one simply cannot cast runes in a single motion. There must be a trick that was employed. Perhaps the runes were already written down on paper, and simply transferred on a larger scale.”
 
“Liane's trying to speak again,” Steve said. His voice sounded nearer now. Did he move closer? She hoped he wasn't invading Monolith's personal space; the man had no sense of Decorum. There had been times he had come uncomfortably close.
 
“No trick?” The Druid asked. Liane mouth 'yes' again. The encumbered Mage could practically hear the frown in Monolith's voice. “You cast them from memory?”
 
“Good memory?” Steve interpreted, before laughing in that non-Decorum fashion of his. “She must be getting better; she's already being sarcastic.”
 
Monolith obviously decided to ignore the man. “My Lady, you did grave damage to yourself and your magical core. I have been feeding you energy for the last two hours, and only now have you roused. You were chanting three power-raising chants in cadence, and overloaded yourself. I am afraid that I was only able to help you heal the burn damage done to your body. The instability of your magic is not something I am qualified to deal with. Few Druids would be, perhaps only the Master Healer or Master Xard himself would be able to assist.”
 
“You were attacked right outside your own boundaries,” Steve interjected. “Why haven't your people come out to help?”
 
Once more, Monolith's tone of voice perfectly told her facial expressions. “I am here on a personal errand. Druids only interfere when it is in the best interests of the island. A Druid on a personal errand is not in the best interests of the island.”
 
Steve didn't seem to hear the tone, and Liane wondered for a moment if he were tone deaf. Then she recalled that being tone deaf was in regards to music, not vocal tones. Meanwhile, the foreign pilot was saying, “Then why did your Master help Liane?”
 
The Druid was silent for a few moments. “Master Xard always did things on his own time. Why did he help My Lady? Perhaps we will never know.”
 
Liane let the voices tune out. Monolith's warning about her magic had unsettled her, and she wanted to get a closer look. Her fuzzy brain made things difficult, and rather than sink into meditation, she sunk back into unconsciousness.
 
The next time her awareness returned, she was able to open her eyes and have a look around. Her body moved painfully, but it was mobile. Slowly, she sat up, aware that day had broken and that both Steve and Monolith were asleep. Gingerly, she tested her magic. It sputtered and sparked as it moved, reminding her of her first times attempting magic back at the Academy.
 
Weary and aching, she moved to the glowing embers of a campfire, and found the remains of some late-night meal. She ate mechanically, barely tasting the food, her brain as unresponsive as her magic. She didn't know where to go next, what to do next. The Capital was their ultimate goal, but as things stood now, that goal was incredibly far away, not to mention the fact that she wouldn't be of much use once they got there.
 
Slowly, she eased herself into her meditative state, hoping to stabilize her magic. First priorities first, she needed to get her magic stabilized. The disappearance of those four Nobles yesterday would have been reported somewhere, and new hunters may be on their trail already.
 
When she finally managed a look at her magic, it was a horrific sight that greeted her. Her magic was unstable and in a rotten state, with hot and cold flashes of energy scouring away at the containing latticework. As she stayed and watched, she saw all four primary elements manifest in random momentary flashes, only for most to vanish and some to fuse into the secondary elements before they too vanished. Her core looked like the stuff of nightmares, raging and horrific and out of control.
 
Finally, she managed the presence of mind to shift her attention from her rampaging magic to the actual work at hand, and studied the protective barriers she had erected, barriers that should have stabilized her core and allowed her to cast without words or the use of focus gloves, but a protective barrier that felt more like a cage than those gloves ever had.
 
The blue and red primary anchors were there and stable, as was most of the protective containment lattice, but serious gaps had been burnt through, gaps where her magic had torn through when she cast spells above her station, and gaps where the triple power chant had burnt through in an effort to feed her unstable core.
 
The damage was incomparable to the damage done after switching her Runescape to level five – the amount of magic was far, far higher this time, but it had been much more focused. Last time, her lattice had been torn. This time, it was burnt through. Last time, most of her magic had been freed, but it was mostly stable. This time, her magical core was rampaging with instability, despite most of it being contained within her barriers.
 
Monolith must have fed her more energy last night, as Liane felt at least somewhat able to restructure and repair the damage done to her containment spells. Taking one last, good, look, the Mage set to work. Her unstable magic refused to listen to any but the longest and fully-incanted spells, and the MagicWarper was forced to work slowly and methodically.
 
The energy from Monolith and the food she had eaten didn't last her long enough to manage a complete repair, but it did allow her to patch things up enough to at least give her a semblance of power and ability. She knocked herself awake, to find both Steve and Monolith up and the sun's light far further along than she had believed it would be.
 
“You have finally roused, My Lady,” Monolith said, remarking the obvious. Finally able to look at the woman, Liane saw how tired and drawn she looked.
 
“You have been feeding me a lot of energy, My Lady,” the injured Mage replied with her own statement of the obvious. The Druid simply nodded.
 
“Glad to see you're up,” Steve said as he sat down on the other side of her. Liane noted how Monolith withdrew slightly, restoring her personal space. A thought of last night entered her mind and Liane noted how the man really didn't have a sense of Decorum. She would have to educate him on propriety at some point.
 
The Pillar struggled to sit up. Her body was exhausted, despite the energy from Monolith. Her magic was imbalanced and sulking, despite her work during the night. Despite physical exhaustion and magical instability, there were things she had to do, and she pushed herself to her feet. For a few moments, the world turned woozy, and her hand found Steve's rock-solid presence to steady herself. She gave him a grateful nod when she regained her equilibrium.
 
Monolith looked unnerved on top of her exhaustion, but maintained her silence until the Mage looked over. “How far can you accompany us, My Lady?” Liane asked. “We must return to the Capital as soon as possible, and your assistance would be invaluable.”
 
The Druid remained silent in thought, before she finally answered, “Unfortunately, I cannot accompany you very far, My Lady. As the Druids have denied you entrance into the Sanctuary, the best way forward would be for me to escort you around it to the other side of Mount Sina. I will need to leave you on the side closest to the main road. On foot, it will be another three-day journey from there.”
 
“You're not going with us?” Steve asked, before Liane could phrase a more diplomatic request. She sent the man a glare, but he seemed to be immune to such things.
 
Monolith shook her head. “I have duties of my own to perform, and I have already expended more energy than I should to help restore My Lady's health.”
 
Before the foreign pilot could create yet another infraction against Decorum, Liane interjected. “We are most grateful for your assistance, My Lady.”
 
Steve remained silent, obviously disagreeing with the statement, but keeping his peace nonetheless.
 
“It will take us a few hours to travel to where I must leave you,” the Druid said, motioning. “If you are ready, My Lady?”
 
Liane nodded her consent, and for the next half hour they walked in silence. The forest encompassed them, its vast canopy throwing them in murky twilight.
 
The Pillar's thoughts drifted from the druidic forest to the state of Kiria, making her wonder what state the Capital was in, hoping that her friends were safe. She raised her hand, tried the communication spell. For a moment, hope rose, but then her shoulders sagged when the spell failed once more. The shielding was still up, there was no change. What would she find when she finally returned? Hopeless ruins? A city under siege?
 
Something drew her attention, and she spun to look back from where they came. “Is everything alright, My Lady?” Monolith asked curiously, having stopped at the Pillar's sudden movement.
 
Liane was silent for a few moments, studying the forest, before finally relaxing. “I believed someone was following us, My Lady,” the Mage finally admitted. “It appears I was mistaken.”
 
The Druid was silent, placing her hand against the nearest tree, and closed her eyes. “I cannot find anyone following us within the range of my sight,” she reported after a moment of careful consideration.
 
“We've had a rough time, you're just hyped up and jumping at shadows,” Steve said.
 
Liane frowned, not liking the idea of having a weakness. She had been in combat, it shouldn't be a big deal. “Let us proceed, My Lady,” she said to the Druid.
 
Monolith dipped her head in acknowledgement and picked her bearing with unerring accuracy. “Perhaps you would be interested in discussing the arts of druidism to pass our time and settle our nerves, My Lady?” the Mage asked as they started to walk once more.
 
The other woman glanced at the Mage. “There is very little I can say, My Lady. The arts of the Druid aren't a skill that can be openly discussed. Not only do laws of secrecy apply, but one either does or does not possess the talent and skill to apply them.”
 
“Master Xard explained the same to me,” the Pillar agreed. “I was merely hoping on engaging in a theoretical discussion, rather than pry after secrets that are not mine to possess.”
 
Steve coughed in a strange fashion, as if disguising a word that the translation spell failed at interpreting. She glanced at the man, who was pointedly looking away. Monolith, meanwhile, acted as if the foreigner had not interrupted their conversation, and said, “Of course, My Lady.” She rubbed her chin. “How to explain Druidism on a grand, theoretical level?”
 
The Mage remained silent, allowing the other woman time to collect her thoughts. “Master Xard explained the bonds of life, did he not? The great circle of energy? He must have, if you enquired after Druidism. One cannot explain the subject without it.”
 
Liane nodded. “He did indeed. The energy of nature that is drawn from the soil by the plants, given to animals that eat the plants and their fruit, then given to the animals that eat them, before being returned to the soil upon their death.”
 
“It is a most crude explanation, but indeed so, My Lady,” Monolith said. “The same can be said about the rest of the natural world. All of our planet is a great circle of energy, drawn, withdrawn, recycled, and renewed, and all of it comes from either one of two sources.”
 
The Pillar thought that over, while Monolith's voice went on. “All energy on this world comes from either the sun above, or from the core of our planet below. The energy of the plants is solar energy, condensed. Herbivores take this energy and condense it further. Meat eating animals condense this even further, before their bodies are broken down and some of the energy is returned to the soil, while most of it is given to fungi, insects, and other animals. Rather than a circle, the energy of nature is a web, and at its center is either the sun, or the planet's core.”
 
“I believe I can understand the sun, My Lady. But the core of our planet?” the Mage asked, intrigued now.
 
Monolith permitted herself a small smile. “You are treading upon Mount Sina, My Lady.”
 
“Volcanoes,” Liane muttered, suddenly understanding.
 
“Exactly,” the Druid said. “The great movements of our planet, the volcanoes, the creation and destruction of the ground upon which we walk, comes from the core of our planet. Now that you understand the concept of the movement of energy a little better, perhaps you will understand the difficulties of Druidism a little better. One energy is like any other, it can be shared, manipulated, changed, and modified... but at its core, it is still energy. Nobles make small changes, on a small scale. Modification of one element into another, withdrawing energy and creating a physical element. All of this is small.”
 
The Druid looked up. “Think about the scale that is required to change the weather, My Lady. The amount of energy involved in wind and rain, the horrific power behind a hurricane. That is why Druids do not engage themselves in small disputes. We must work on a grand scale, breaking hurricanes and diverting weather that would damage our nation. All of us must work together to merely change the flows of energy that make up those great events, and there are never enough of us for us to do anything else.”
 
Liane swallowed. She had known, conceptually, what was involved in Druidism, what was expected of them, and the work that they did. To hear it explained to her in terms she could comprehend, she understood the mind-boggling scale on which they worked, and the theories behind it. To think one could manipulate energy on such a scale, to generate the amount of force required to merely deviate such a monumental event, it stilled her completely.
 
“You are talking about transmutation,” she suddenly realized. “Transforming one element into another, and modifying it.”
 
For a moment, it appeared as if Monolith would laugh out loud, the Druid barely containing her mirth. “Druidism does not change elements, My Lady,” she softly chided. “Druidism works on energy, not on materials. Why would a Druid need to change fire into water, or one metal into another? Such things are useless to us. We can take the heat of the fire, the strength of the metal, and use them for other applications. However, such things will take the heat out of the fire, withering it, and the strength out of the metal, breaking it. One cannot create, merely take and transform.”
 
Liane blinked twice, opened her mouth to reply, closed it, thought for a moment, and then tried to speak, before reconsidering once more. The very scale was enormous, the implications were profound. The Pillar refrained from trying to speak. Further conversation was unnecessary, she had so much to think about now. They walked in complete silence, the Druid with a faint little smile on her lips, as if pleased she had either silenced the inquisitive Pillar, or broken her world.
 
Liane suddenly twitched, spinning around with her hand coming up, a spell rolling off her lips. Rather than the burst of light that she had expected, her chest exploded in a shearing pain that brought her to her knees. Immediately, Steve and Monolith were flanking her, one looking into the trees while the other looked at her in worry.
 
“My Lady?” Monolith requested when the Mage finally opened her eyes and dropped her hand from where it had been pressed against her breastbone.
 
“I thought I felt something,” Liane muttered in answer.
 
The Druid accepted the reply, while Steve scowled at the surrounding forest, one hand on his weapon while the other steadied the Pillar. “Your magic is extremely weak, and it appears you shouldn't be casting at the moment,” Monolith said. “It is extremely unusual to see a Noble in pain from casting, however. Spells usually just fail. Your magic is most unusual.”
 
Liane forced herself to her legs. “It has always been that way,” she answered. “It used to be that, if I overworked myself, my magic would seize up and become unusable. It appears that now, in addition to being unusable, it will also give me crippling pain.” She licked her lips nervously. “I just hope it doesn't take me three days to recover, like it was in the past.”
 
The Druid studied the Pillar for a few moments. “It is another hour to walk to where I will leave you. Shall we rest or push on?”
 
Liane wanted to rest. She needed to rest. Unfortunately, she couldn't spare the time. She had to return to the Capital, she had to figure out what was happening, and see what she could do to help. If she couldn't reach the Capital, it was likely they didn't know about the loss of the Eunan safe house, about the deaths of three Pillars, or about the sustained attacks that had been launched against her.
 
“We need to press on,” she decided. “I must return to the Capital.”
 
Steve looked rebellious, but held his tongue as they started to walk.
 
“My Lady, I must caution you,” Monolith said after a good five minutes. “You are extremely weak and your magic is injured. You must take ample rest.”
 
Anger bubbled up in Liane's subconscious, and it was with a great deal of effort that she beat it down. “I cannot rest. Fellow Pillars have died, and we have been under attack from rebellious Nobles. The Capital is sealed from magical communication, and I can only hope that I will find it in good condition upon my return. Perhaps they were notified of the loss of the Eunan safe house by fast courier, but more than likely the couriers were intercepted by the same Nobles that intercepted me.”
 
“I understand, My Lady,” Monolith finally answered. “Unfortunately, I am merely cautioning you that your physical and magical condition may not support your desires.”
 
“It is not the first time that I have been seriously injured, My Lady,” Liane said, testily, annoyed at the Druid for daring to suggest she was weak.
 
The other woman just nodded, and kept her peace. She'd done what she could, and advised where she was able. The trio walked in silence for close to twenty minutes, each lost in their own thoughts, when Liane spun and glared back at the direction from which they came.
 
Steve's weapon was halfway out of its holster by the time he realized there was nothing there. “My Lady?” the Druid asked, beating him to the punch.
 
“I am certain that we are being followed,” the Pillar stated. Monolith placed her hand against the nearest tree.
 
“I do not see anyone,” she said with conviction.
 
“And yet...” Liane muttered, only half sure of herself. This time, Steve managed to beat the Druid, and moved first. He tried to place one hand on her shoulder, only for her to jerk away and glare at him. He held his hands up in a placating, apologetic manner.
 
“We’ve had a trying time, your mind is probably playing tricks on you,” he said, softly.
 
Her glare intensified, before it shifted to uncertainty when she looked back. “I was certain...” she said, trailing off. “Perhaps you are right,” she admitted, and spun back to the direction they were traveling. “Let us press on.”
 
The Druid gave a short nod and started walking, yet when Liane's back was turned, she shared a meaningful glance with Steve.
 
They walked for over an hour in silence before Monolith called them to a halt near a small path leading down the mountain. “This is where I must leave you,” she said. “If you follow that path down the mountain, you will reach the main road, from there it is a straight journey toward the Capital. You should be able to find an inn or a traveler's stop where you may be able to get horses to speed up the journey.” She reached for one of the trees, and took out a wooden container of sorts.
 
“Take this, My Lady,” Monolith said. “It contains food and drink, and should tide you over until you find civilization.”
 
“We are grateful for your assistance, My Lady,” Liane said, accepting the container before frowning and looking over her shoulder. For a few moments, she gazed, before returning her focus to the Druid in front of her. “It is doubtful we would have made it this far without you.”
 
“Perhaps,” Monolith allowed. “And perhaps not. Have a safe journey, My Lady.”
 
“Thanks, for your help,” Steve finally said grudgingly. The Druid chose not to respond to his tone, merely dipped her head, and turned.
 
They watched in silence as the Druid approached the solid wooden barrier, which slipped open at her approach, seemingly encompassing her in shadows and hiding her from view. Within moments, the barrier had closed once more.
 
“We should get underway,” Liane said, turning and walking off as best she could, leaning on Lucifer more than she wanted to admit. Her body felt weak still, despite the Druid's nurturing energy healing the majority of her injuries.
 
“Well, that was a waste of time,” the foreign pilot grouched as he slumped next to her. She resisted the urge to correct him on his posture, and focused on walking.
 
“The Lady Druid covered us, gave us a spot to rest, and healed our injuries. If we hadn't made for the Sanctuary, we would not have had a chance to rest, would not have been healed, and would likely be dead. If we had continued our old path, we likely would have reached the logging settlement, and have gotten a lot of Commoners killed in the cross-fire of our battle.” Her voice rose as she continued her diatribe, and finally the Mage drew a deep breath. “You were rude and unthoughtful toward the woman who assisted us to the best of her ability. It was most humiliating for me to be in your presence while you did so.”
 
“Hey now, she is the one who left us! If I'm rude, she and the rest of the Druids are cowards!” the pilot snapped back. “You wouldn't even call her on it, just stood there taking it and being nice to her. That was humiliating.”
 
Liane's fingers clenched Lucifer until her knuckles drew white. “The Druids safeguard our country. They’re not here to settle our internal disputes,” she returned, shorter than usual under the influence of her physical weakness and her fatigue. She glared at him. “Surely you have services that do not meddle internally in your country, and only face external threats? Would you call them cowards if they would not assist you with an internal dispute?”
 
“A dispute? Is that what you're calling this? Lady, your Capital's sealed off, a bomb took out your safe house and killed three of your people, and a hit squad just tried to kill us. I'd say this is beyond a dispute and is going to 'civil war' levels,” Steve growled. “And yes, I would expect any service in the United States to help out if our fucking Capital got sealed off!”
 
His coarse language offended her deeply, and Liane could feel her injured magic swell and rage, burning like liquid fire in her chest. The pain washed away her anger, and she hissed while it subsided. Finally, she looked back at him, and decided to treat him the same way she would have treated her Assistant. “Your coarse language is offensive and unbecoming. We will remain silent for ten minutes while you contemplate your words,” she told him sternly. She ignored the content of his message completely. This was Kiria, there were no civil wars, no insurrections, or other plots. People attacking the government found themselves on the wrong end of a government possessing the most potent arsenal of magical weapons in the world.
 
“What!? Lady-” he started, before she cut him off with nothing but a glare.
 
“Such language is not tolerated. Fifteen minutes of silence for your contemplation,” she stated, coldly, imperiously, as if she weren't injured, weak and her magic damaged.
 
He crossed his arms, huffed, and theatrically looked the other way. It didn't matter to her, if he wanted to act like a child unable to mind his words, she was more than capable of treating him as such. Something nagged at the back of her senses, and immediately her dispute with Steve was forgotten. Spinning around, she leaned on Lucifer, bringing up her empty hand. Residual pain in her chest refrained her from using magic while she glared back at the forest.
 
The pilot remained silent, scoffing silently behind her. Slowly, she relaxed and started walking forward once more, ignoring his scoff and the sarcastic look on his face. She was sure that someone had been following them; it annoyed her that she couldn't find anything.
 
They had been trudging carefully along the forested, sloping path down the mountain for close to half an hour before Steve ventured to say anything. “Can I talk yet?”
 
“That would depend on what you have learned,” Liane answered calmly, not lifting her eyes from the path they were on. “Did you learn to mind your words?”
 
From the corner of her eye, she watched him stiffen. “They're just words,” he ground out. “It's not like I insulted anybody.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder, indicating the top of the mountain. “I was just annoyed at the lack of help we got. We're under attack, for Christ's sake!”
 
Liane frowned. “That is an interesting expression. I do not know who 'Christ' is, nor why his welfare would be of import in this discussion, but I will table that part of the discussion for now. We are indeed, under attack. The Lady Druid helped us to the best of her ability, going as far as to do so under her own, personal privilege, when her superiors remained expressly neutral. I have tried to explain this to you before, and I will try it again.” She stopped walking, and turned to face him.
 
“The Druids care only for Kiria, the country. They are here to protect this island and its inhabitants against the forces of nature. They are not here to wage its wars, to mediate in dispute between its citizens, or even to assist its government – their sole purpose is for the protection of this island and all who dwell on it against the forces of nature,” she said, calmly, levelly, hoping he would finally get the point.
 
Steve gaped at her. Obviously he still didn't. “But... we're under attack. From what you've said and found, this is practically a civil war. Shouldn't they get involved?”
 
For a moment, the Pillar had the urge to pinch the bridge of her nose. She resisted the urge, and took a deep breath. “What business is it of the Druids, what government is on Kiria?” It ached in her heart to have to admit to the possibility of a coup or a civil war. An uprising. Revolution. Its very name was enough to deviate Mariam from her path. Now she was faced with it in her own front yard. She swallowed deeply. No; there was no revolution, no civil war. This was merely a bunch of Nobles that were unbound by oaths or vows. They were criminals, not terrorists.
 
Theories she could handle. Theories were safe. Theoretical discussion didn't involve the future of Kiria, it was merely an intellectual exercise. That's what this was, an intellectual exercise. In theory, why would the Druids involve themselves in a change of government, wanted or not? She thought for a few moments.
 
“In theory, should the Emperor be overthrown, the next government will still be Kiria and it would still have people under it, and it would still need the Druids to protect them against Nature's forces outside of the Great Barrier. Why would the Druids involve themselves, take sides, and quite possibly lose so many of their members in combat that they would no longer be able to execute their tasks?”
 
“You're saying the Druids aren't a part of Kiria, and aren't loyal to its government,” Steve muttered, shocked. “As long as they keep on doing what they're doing, they're not going to take any sides, and just let things come and they do.”
 
Liane shrugged calmly. “More than likely, yes.” She turned, and started walking again. For a few minutes, they walked in silence, Liane glancing at him every now and then. When it became apparent he wasn't going to say anything else, the Pillar looked straight at him.
 
“It appears you still have not learned anything,” she said.
 
“I've learned a lot about your … country,” Steve muttered, a slight hitch indicating that he had wanted to use a less than stellar adjective tied to 'country', but resisted right at the end.
 
“And yet, you claim that 'they are just words',” the Mage spoke. “Clearly, you have heard, but not listened.”
 
The pilot frowned, annoyed. “I don't feel up to this mystical shit right now,” he grunted. “If you've got something to say, say it. Don't go for this whole 'learn for yourself' bull crap, I don't have the patience for it.”
 
Liane shook her head, and sighed. “Words have power in Kiria,” she said. “Every word is measured and weighed, every syllable is deliberate. One speaks words, and fights with them, so one doesn't have to fight with magic. Think of this, when your words have power, the ability to shape reality around you, would you not be careful with them as well? Would you not use the perfect word for the situation, rather than meaningless insults or coarse language that might either be misinterpreted, or cause an unwanted situation?”
 
“I guess,” the pilot answered, morosely.
 
“I know,” Liane said, in turn. “There is difference between words just like there is between magic, and one must remain in control over their words as one remains in control over magic. It is claimed the Nobility employs Decorum so that we may fight with words rather than magic, but I believe firmly that the system was created in ancient times to allow us to focus on what we say and remain in control over ourselves as a way to remain in control over our magic. Imagine, if you will, the difference between smolder, burn, and immolate. In essence, each sets something on fire. In reality, they were quite different.”
 
“I'm no Noble,” Steve protested. “So why should I mind my words? It's not like I would set something afire if I said 'immolate'.”
 
“No, but you must keep in mind who it is you are talking you, and how easy it is to offend a Noble whose entire life is spent controlling emotions, words, and magic,” Liane admonished. She frowned, and twitched to look over her shoulder. For a few moments, she kept walking while looking backward, before stopping and turning completely. “I was sure this time that I could feel someone watching us,” she muttered.
 
“We've both been under a lot of stress,” Steve spoke, suddenly sounding a lot gentler than he had been. “The stress must be getting to you.”
 
The Pillar took a deep breath, then let it out. “Perhaps,” she allowed verbally, although she didn't accept it internally.
 
“You're easily offended if you're offended by coarse language,” the pilot said, returning to their earlier conversation. Liane felt irritation rise in her chest, drawing a pained spark from her damaged magic. The topic itself annoyed her, and the fact that she continued to feel as if they were being followed did not improve her mood.
 
“And you are ignorant if you fail to take other cultures in mind,” the Mage answered, calmly. “I do not know your culture, and yet I have done my best to ignore your insults and make allowances for your behavior. You have only worsened since we met. Obviously, permitting you leeway was a mistake on my part. From now on, I shall have no other recourse but to reprimand you as I would a Commoner of Kiria.”
 
“Now who isn't taking other cultures into account?” Steve snapped back, stepping into her personal space, trying to use his larger bulk to tower over her. “Since I've been here, I've been locked up, put under a death sentence, dragged along on foot, through major combat, for days on end for a conflict that isn't even mine, and all of it without as much as an apology or a 'by your leave'! This hasn't exactly been a welcoming environment for me either!”
 
Irritation bloomed into anger, and Liane's knuckles clenched her staff. Closing her eyes, she forced a deep breath in through her nose and out through her mouth, imagining that her breath took her violent emotions with it. “And yet, I have saved your life on every occasion, have refrained from punishing you for infracting against any laws of decency, refrained from executing the death sentence for infracting the laws of trespass, and am even now escorting you to the Capital where you may be properly treated, your mind locked of its memories here, and escorted back to your home country. Ninety-nine percent of the other Nobles in Kiria would have executed you for breaking through the Great Barrier the way you did,” she said, her voice calm yet her entire body stiff and formal. He could feel the anger in the set of her shoulders and the stiffness of her spine.
 
Finally opening her eyes, she looked at him. “And I have not received gratitude from you regarding those events either,” she finished.
 
For long seconds, he stared down at her. “Fine,” he muttered, finally relenting and stepping back.
 
“Good,” she said. “Let us forget who is right and wrong. I will continue to make allowances for your behavior and background if you will please be mindful of your words and actions. A Kirian Noble expects you to treat him as you would a superior. I hope that you do not treat your superiors back in your country in similar fashion to how you have acted here.”
 
Steve scowled, but nodded. “I'll do my best. Ma'am.”
 
His tone was flat, unhappy, but had a veneer of politeness. She could work with that; he didn't need to be happy.
 
They continued on, walking in silence. Liane was glad for the opportunity to order her thoughts and think about the situation she was now finding herself in. Steve looked less pleased, and pressed on in a sullen silence.
 
Half an hour of peace they enjoyed, before Liane twitched and looked over her shoulder. Steve scoffed lowly, but not low enough for her not to hear him do so. When she leveled a stare at him, he merely ignored her, acting as if nothing was wrong. She knew his opinion by now, knew he did not believe they were being followed. The Mage was annoyed, she could feel the pings against her senses of someone following them, and yet she could find no physical or magical evidence when she looked.
 
They hadn't even broken their stride this time, the occurrences were starting to become a habit. She would have to be careful, habits formed complacency, and that could get someone ki-
 
Lucifer pushed right before the world exploded in reds and blacks, pain overwhelming her injured body so quickly she barely had time to realize her staff's split-second precognition. Injury and pain engulfed her body. Unconsciousness welcomed her.
 
********
 
Awareness returned slowly, and with incredible pain. Years of Decorum had taught her to suppress emotion and not show weakness, and Liane woke without groaning. It took considerable effort to open even one eye.
 
An unknown Warlock was facing Steve. The pilot was on the ground, wrapped tightly in conjured bonds. The weapon she had built for him was on the ground not far away. “I have no quarrel with you, unknown man,” the Warlock said. “Give me your word that you will leave, and I will allow you to do so. My quarrel is with the one who is now dead. She is the one who has committed crimes against the new Kirian government.”
 
“So I was right,” Steve grunted, through the blood of a split lip. It looked like the pilot had at least put up a struggle, and Liane respected him for attempting to take on a Warlock without magic. “There's been a coup.”
 
The unknown Warlock shrugged. “Coup, changeover, however you want to name it, unknown man. The old government was tied down by bureaucracy and its own rules. Magic enforced everything. It made us stale and behind the times. With our powers, there is so much more that we could achieve, and yet we sit here, cowering behind our Great Barrier.”
 
Good, keep him talking, Liane thought silently. The Warlock started pacing, agitated by his own rhetoric, and Liane closed her eye and shallowed her breathing to avoid unnecessary movement. “No more! It is only a matter of time before we break the Arbitrator of Ascension, and gain control over the Imperial Wards that govern the island.” He stopped pacing, and looked back at Steve, still trussed up on the ground. “Now, unknown man, shall you leave?”
 
Liane judged the distance to the pilot's discarded weapon. Her magic was broken. There was no way she would be able to take the enemy with her core the way that it was, but Steve's weapon did not require her magic to function.
 
She would have to jump up, and run at least four steps. It was going to hurt, and it was going to be hard. Part of her wanted to wait and hear the pilot's response, but the larger part, the logical part, knew that she would never again have this clear of a shot. With the Warlock's attention focused squarely on the down pilot, and with the body of his supposedly dead enemy cooling behind him, the Warlock was completely exposed.
 
Forcing a harsh growl from her throat, Liane wrenched her injured body up off the ground, stumbling more than running toward the discarded weapon. The Warlock froze with surprise, his eyes growing wide at the sight of his dead opponent on her feet.
 
The Mage's right leg gave out first, and she fell face-first on the ground just as the Warlock regained his wits. “That's impossible! You're dead!” he shouted. Liane was glad that the shock of the situation was forcing him to make useless declarations rather than throw magic at her, and forced herself forward in a most undignified manner, her outstretched right hand barely managing to grab hold of the extreme edge of the pistol.
 
A Death Magic strike was thrown her way in a hurry. It was haste-work, no incantation and barely any hand-motions, and Liane managed to avoid it easily by merely rolling over. Dust welled up from where the strike sputtered uselessly against the dirt of the path, and the Mage brought up the weapon.
 
It seemed that the Warlock knew of the weapon's abilities, as he whispered and vanished in the shadows. For a few moments, the Mage remained on high alert, tracking the surrounding area as best she could. Finally, Liane cursed loudly when it became apparent that he wasn't going to reappear.
 
It took her a little longer to make sure that he really wasn't going to reappear, but the Pillar was quite sure that he was watching, patiently, waiting for her to lower her guard once more. Her body was aching, yet she forced herself to her feet, and limped toward Lucifer. She did not release her hold of the pistol, and grabbed her staff with her left hand.
 
The legendary weapon broke Steve's bonds easily. “Thanks,” he said, rubbing his wrists, and slowly standing up. “He attacked us from behind. That explosion caught you, it looked vicious enough to kill you. He jumped me from behind, never saw him coming. Before I knew it, he was on a monologue.”
 
Liane only listened halfway to his explanation. “My magic gives me a greater protection against deadly strikes than most, and Lucifer will not allow me to be hit in the back like that,” she said, before realizing that she now had probably given their enemy vital information.
 
“What now?” he asked, looking around, as if the trees would jump up and rip him apart. Seeing that the man was hiding in the shadows; that probably was not very far off.
 
“We must make haste,” Liane answered. “Rather than push for the village and horses to take us directly to the Capital, we should move surreptitiously. I have a friend who lives within a few hours' travel. It might be in the opposite direction, but it is my hope he will shelter us, and allow us to heal, eat, and have a protected night's sleep.
 
“None of which we've had since yesterday,” Steve said. “Lead the way.”
 
Now more than ever, the legendary weapon known as Lucifer was being used as an ordinary walking stick. Liane's right leg felt numb and lame, barely able to support any weight without erupting into violent flames of pain. Despite her injury, she managed to make decent progress.
 
Steve held his weapon in both hands at all times, stubbornly resolved to being the one who would be protecting her, now that she was even more injured.
 
Her rapid pace did not last for very long, and within half an hour, she was panting and sweating with both pain and exhaustion, forcing them to call for a pause. Steve remained upright, weapon out and tracking every movement. Liane had sunk to the ground under a tree, massaging her injured right leg, hoping against hope to restore some measure of use to it.
 
Now more than ever she regretted never having taking healing classes. If only Amy was here. Her former Assistant had been able to patch her up back when she was just a small third-year student, before taking any formal training or classes, simply having read upon the subject after seeing Liane be injured.
 
“I would have thought that a Mage in your position would know something about healing,” Steve said, eyes continuing to move.
 
“Healing never interested me,” Liane replied, far calmer than she felt. In most cases, she would have taken his comment as an insult. Her current physical condition and her exhaustion made her largely immune to it.
 
“Too bad you don't have one of those Sorcerer's Stones,” he said, lips quirking a grin in her direction when he glanced at her.
 
Liane frowned. “What is a Sorcerer's Stone?” she asked, feeling as if it were something she should know. It sounded familiar.
 
It was Steve's turn to frown. “You know,” he said. “Turn lead into gold, give eternal life?”
 
The Mage suddenly smiled. “You mean a Philosopher's Stone,” she corrected. “Yes, we could surely use one right now. If only they weren't restricted.”
 
“That's the one,” the pilot agreed.
 
The Pillar sighed. “I could make one, if I had the magic and the ingredients for it.” She turned her head to look at him from the corner of one eye. “One thing you have wrong, however. It does not grant immortality in any shape or form. It will heal injury, sickness, and reverse damage done due to age.”
 
Steve frowned, trying to work out her string of thought. Suddenly, he remembered their position, and flung around, making sure the Warlock hadn't been sneaking up behind him. He calmed a few moments later. “If it reverses old age, doesn't that mean you're immortal?”
 
“It reverses the damage done by old age,” Liane corrected. “You will still die at your normal age, eighty, ninety, whenever your time is up, but you will die while still being able to run and jump and cast as if you were thirty.”
 
“That is very... tempting,” he said. “Does that mean many Nobles can keep going until their last day?”
 
“It is only used for major injuries or heavy illness. Its use is restricted,” Liane reminded him. “That does not mean that, given an unscrupulous Alchemy student and extremely expensive and hard to find underground ingredients, an unscrupulous Noble wouldn't be able to get his hands on a limited amount of Philosopher's Stone. However, like I said, it is complex and takes quite some time to make, and it only has a limited shelf life. It would have to be made again after a few months, and again, and again, and again, if only to keep reversing the effects of aging. The older one gets, the faster this damage occurs. Miss a dose a few times, and your bones will lose resiliency, your joints will start to freeze, your muscles will lose their strength, your nerves and reflexes will lose their speed...”
 
The foreigner nodded. “Point taken,” he answered. “Still – it's very tempting.”
 
“That it is, and it is a major reason for its restriction.”
 
Her eyes widened when she felt a ping of magic bound against her aching core, and her hand slipped into her utility belt, releasing her athame from its sheath. Steve tensed, bringing his weapon up as he spun around, trying to see what she was feeling. The magic vanished as suddenly as it had appeared, and Liane sighed.
 
“It looks like he is up to his usual tricks. He will raise enough magic to make me feel him, then allow it to vanish so we will eventually drop our guards,” Liane said, bracing Lucifer and using it as a crutch to push herself to her functional leg. Her left hand re-fastened the catch on her ceremonial dagger. The athame was used in blood magic, and was designed to slice easily to draw blood. In a pinch, an athame could inflict horrific physical injury when used as a weapon.
 
She was injured and out of magic, she was definitely in a pinch. They started moving again, Steve slowing his pace to allow her to limp without rushing.
 
For close to an hour, they traveled in peace and quiet. It was enough to lower their guards, to relax their battered nerves and allow them to hope that they would be in the clear. Liane felt magic build behind her, and unobtrusively slipped her left hand to the catch on her athame.
 
Her ears peaked and her magical senses extended, Liane felt for the source. The ceremonial dagger came out of her belt easily and quietly. Flipping it around, she held it by the blade, feeling for the magic ping building behind her. His actual assault had not given warning; he was a fool to believe her to be fooled by his obvious ploys once more.
 
Gritting her teeth, she drew a breath, braced herself, and shoved herself around using her Legendary walking stick. The pain from her injured right leg was blinding, but her left-handed throw drew a startled yell from somewhere behind her, followed by the satisfying sensation of the magical distraction abruptly vanishing.
 
Steve didn't need words to know what had happened, and he gave her a nasty-looking grin before cautiously creeping back along the path to retrieve her magical tool. When he returned, he was holding it cautiously along the handle. “It looks like you nicked him, there's blood on it.”
 
Liane perked up from where she had pushed herself back upright. Her spin had caused her right leg to flare up, the pain drawing sweat from her brow. “Is there, now?” she asked, accepting the athame back from the man. She lowered her voice and bent her head, and Steve leaned in to hear what she was about to say. “Let's see if I have enough magic for this.”
 
Blood Magic was different from ordinary elemental magic. It was subtle, insidious, based on intelligence rather than brute strength. While other 'subtle' magic’s like Alchemy were a struggle for her, Blood Magic and its intricacies required subtlety of mind, not of magic, and she had taken to it like a fish took to water.
 
The tiny fragment of magic she extracted from her core caused no more than a twinge of discomfort, and her words and gestures shaped the magic she was about to cast. She could feel Steve's impatience, his disquiet for remaining still for what he felt was too long, but she ignored him like she ignored all outside influences.
 
Her spell completed, and the blood vanished from her blade. From somewhere in the forest, a scream tore through the quiet, and Liane's lips formed into a smirk. Steve's grin matched her expression perfectly. “I take it we will not have any more trouble?” he asked.
 
“It was a very small amount of blood, I am dreadfully low on power, and we are short on time. I didn't have what I needed for a potent death curse, but I was able to cause him some inconvenience,” she answered him, starting to limp down the path. “I cursed his senses to be a thousand times more powerful.”
 
She smiled at him, and Steve suddenly remembered how scary this woman could be. At first thoughts increasing their enemy’s senses sounded like a bad thing, but then he thought about the reaction, that pained scream that was almost inhuman in its intensity. “It is possibly worse than you think,” Liane went on to say. “At that level, he will be unable to open his eyes as it would be like staring into the sun, he will be unable to remove his hands from his ears, as every breath he takes, every rustle of wind through grass or leaf will sound painfully loud; the clothes on his skin will cause him agony. Every smell will smell horrific, every taste unpalatable. I have sealed his senses. If he is good at what he does, it will take him time to undo what I did. If he does not know hexes or curses, he will need to somehow make his way to someone who does.”
 
“Let's hope its option number two,” Steve replied, trying to remember why he had believed it was a good idea to pick a fight with this woman earlier. Deciding he needed to change the subject and get his own mind off the track it was on, he asked her, “how far is it to your friend's house?”
 
“I believe that we will reach the main road in another hour. It should be another hour or so from there,” Liane replied. “If I can manage this pace,” she added. He was smart enough not to comment.
 
When they reached the main road, Liane couldn't help but sigh in relief. They were back on paved roads, the Kirian infrastructure would come to her aid when she called. “That way is to the Capital,” Liane said, pointing in one direction. “We'll need to move in the opposite direction, and hope that my friend will offer us sanctuary.”
 
“Hope?” Steve asked. “Is this like the Druids? Because we didn't get much from them.”
 
“We got more than we would have gotten otherwise,” Liane said, refusing to rise to the blatant bait. “I am more than 90 percent sure my friend will offer us sanctuary. It is rude to assume without asking, however, so we will ask.”
 
Steve shrugged. “Whatever you say. I could use a hot meal and a warm bed.”
 
“We both do,” Liane answered, wiping sweat off her forehead. She glanced at her hurting leg. Every step was agony, and she welcomed some conversation to distract her. “I hope there is a healer nearby. As kind as the Druid was to feed me some of her energy, she was not a healer.”
 
Magic built up behind her, faster and ferocious, and Liane barely had time to throw herself aside under the impulse of Lucifer, knocking herself into Steve and pushing them both to the ground. The bolt passed overhead, and exploded not far away. The word of command rolled over Liane's lips, and a shiver went through the great stones of the main road of Kiria.
 
The shiver died down, the stones remaining where they were. She wanted to curse, but could not spare the breath. Agony exploded from her injured limb, preventing her from moving. She could feel and hear Steve come to a crouch, his breath halting as he tracked across the deserted road behind them.
 
“Looks like he broke the curse,” the pilot muttered.
 
Liane couldn't answer, much as she wanted to. Her body had curled into a ball, both her hands cradling her injured leg. Above her agony, her senses reported that a new strike was building, she could feel it, but without Lucifer in her hands she would be vulnerable. Her magic had turned too many attacks lately, had suffered too much damage, to the point where the roads would no longer obey her commands. She needed Lucifer, needed its precognition to push her out of the way of large attacks.
 
The next attack grazed by Steve, the man feeling the hairs form his head singing from the energy and closeness of it. A third strike would not be far off, the Warlock following them operating on anger and emotion rather than logic. Steve couldn't feel the magic building, but he could see from where the attack had come, and he was now ducking and weaving his way toward it.
 
The third attack was a mistake, missing the bobbing man completely but giving the foreign pilot a good look on their pursuer's location. The weapon came up, and a startled yelp cut off the attack as the Warlock was lucky to still be alive. With the shadows still hiding him, there was no way for Steve to know where he was unless he fired again.
 
The man cursed lowly as he carefully made his way back to Liane, regretting his shot having missed their enemy. Struggling, the Mage attempted to push herself back to her feet. Lucifer slipped on the stones, making her scream as she fell down again.
 
Without regards for Decorum, he slipped one arm underneath her shoulder, and hefted her to her feet. Lucifer was pushed into her right hand shortly after. “Just lean on me,” he told her.
 
“It is... embarrassing,” she muttered, their sudden closeness drawing uncomfortable sensations from her body.
 
“It's necessary,” he grunted. “Come on, let's go to the house of that friend of yours.”
 
“You must release me when I ask you,” she said, voice unsteady through the pain of their combined motion. “It would be unbecoming of me to be half-carried.”
 
“Even if you can't stand?” he asked, gruffly, sounding as if he were not exerting any force in keeping her upright.
 
“I can stand,” she defended. “I must stand, and therefore I will stand.”
 
He shook his head. “If you say so.”
 
“I do,” she said.
 
“Very well,” he answered, a smile tugging at his lips. She didn't know what was funny, and didn't react, allowing him to half-pull, half-carry her toward their destination. All that was left for her was to hang on and be in agony.
 
The next attack came out of nowhere, and if Lucifer hadn't pushed her, and by extension him, out of the way, they would have perished in an instant. Their enemies had lost all semblance of civility now, attacking from behind and from a position of cover, and Liane hated every moment of it. This was no longer a civilized duel or even a quasi-civilized spot of combat.
 
This had become war, disregarding all measures of civility and Decorum, merely using magic to kill the other as quickly as possible without regards for honor or chivalry. Her magic was as broken as her body, and yet she tried. The Warlock had learned from last time, and was now casting quickly and quietly, shifting his position despite being hidden in the shadows.
 
She drew as little as she could, and pushed it into Lucifer. This would be it, her last spell. Unless they could reach safety and recuperate, she would barely be able to use Lucifer's precognitive abilities.
 
“Enough!” she barked, slamming Lucifer's tip down as hard as she could. The waft of magic spread through the air, and suddenly the Warlock was standing in the middle of the road, staring dumbly as his shadow-travel spell failed. He raced for the forest even as Steve aimed.
 
The man screamed, yet vanished in the thick underbrush. “Hit him, but didn't kill him,” Steve barked angrily. “God damn it!”
 
“I shall... overlook... your coarse... language. Just once,” Liane muttered, slowly forcing herself to her legs.
 
“I thought you couldn't do magic?” Steve asked, immediately there, his voice soft, one arm underneath her shoulder once more.
 
“Last spell,” she whispered. “Nothing left now.” She closed her eyes. “It hurt badly.”
 
“Well, you gave me my shot,” he said, angrily. “I'm sorry I missed.”
 
“He's... injured now,” Liane said. “Better than last time.”
 
Steve gave a self-depreciating grin. “I'll get him next time.”
 
“If he is... foolish enough to return,” she answered.
 
The pilot smiled. “How much further?”
 
“Not far,” Liane said, motioning to a small path leading off the road a few hundred meters away. “That is it. You will need to release me there. I must not be seen like this.”
 
Steve scoffed. “The guy following us saw you plenty.”
 
Liane's eyes hardened, and her face set. Something flashed through Steve's mind, something telling him that he was glad that he was not the target of her facial expression. “That man is already dead. He died the moment he attacked us, he simply has not yet realized that fact.”
 
“Well, here we are,” Steve said, eagerly changing the subject as he slowly withdrew his arm, trying to make sure she was able to keep standing. To his surprise, she seemed quite solid on her one good leg and Lucifer.
 
“Thank you for the assistance, it has given me the time to rest,” she said, giving him a grateful dip of her head, before starting to limp up the path. The sun was starting to set, the shadows were getting longer, and Steve hoped that the injured Warlock wouldn't throw a last minute attack at him.
 
To his surprise, they didn't need to walk for very long, before coming up to a gate set into a large wall.
 
Liane just nodded at the sight of the closed gate. “The sun is setting, it's probably closed less than five minutes,” she informed the pilot, before walking up to the large construction, and rapped on it with her staff. Surprisingly, it resounded deep and loud.
 
Steve started to fidget when the time dragged on, and it was almost two minutes later that someone opened a small panel in the large gate. “Who goes there?”
 
The Mage stepped into the sight of the gatekeeper, who immediately seemed to recognize her. “My Lady!” he said loudly, “One moment, please!” the small hatch closed, and a complex set of keys and locks could be heard grinding, immediately afterward followed by a normal-sized door opening.
 
The gatekeeper was in his mid-thirties, tall, muscular, and a head full of black hair. “You are injured!” he shouted in dismay. “Please, come in, I will inform his Lordship. I am sure that Lord Pyne can heal your injuries momentarily.”
 
Liane shook her head, and somehow managed to shift her weight to her good leg so she could let go of Lucifer – which, as always, remained perfectly upright under its own power – and produced her card. “Please inform Lord Pertogan that Liane, the MagicWarper is requesting sanctuary behind his walls and under his wards.”
 
The gatekeeper gaped at her, then seemed to remember where he was and who he was talking to. “I understand, My Lady. I will return as quickly as possible. I am quite positive his Lordship will immediately bide you to enter, but such things must be done the proper way.”
 
Liane nodded, and the gatekeeper, with one last worried look, closed the door.
 
“Now what?” Steve asked.
 
“Now we wait until Lord Pertogan allows us entrance behind his walls and under his wards,” Liane replied, calmly. She turned, and leaned against the wall, releasing a breath of pain and anxiety. Her right leg was throbbing, and she felt a bit light-headed. Hopefully her old friend would return an answer soon.
 




Chapter Eight   

The ache in her leg was increasing, and Liane closed her eyes in determination to ignore it. She must have lost track of time, lost in her inner struggle against the pained limb, as the next thing she knew was the gate opening once more.
 
Her eyes opened, settling on her old friend, and despite years of Decorum conditioning, an honest smile appeared on her lips. She hadn't been this glad to see someone since finding Milor, all those years ago. “My Lady,” the Master Necromancer said, as she painfully struggled away from his wall. He only then seemed to realize how injured she was, and his pleased face devolved into a twisted look of worry as he took two massive strides forward to almost touch her personal space. “You are gravely injured; we must have Lord Pyne look at you immediately.”
 
Pleased though she was at his concern, she slowly shook her head, closing her eyes against the overwhelming vertigo that suddenly attacked her. It took two steadying breaths before she regained control over herself. “We must observe... the necessities, My Lord,” she said, her voice grating and low. “I am being pursued, and request...” she had to draw a deep breath against the pain flaring from her leg. “I request sanctuary.”
 
“Of course,” he said. “Liane, The MagicWarper, I grant you and your companion sanctuary behind my walls and under my wards. Now will you please come inside so that Lord Pyne can look at you?”
 
She dipped her head... and it kept dipping as the colors abruptly left reality. Strange as it was to see the world in black and white, she was more concerned by her immediate lack of strength, right before a gentle floating sensation supported her. Pertogan's magic had caught her. “It is worse than I thought,” the man said, turning to the gatekeeper of his estate. “Please fetch Lord Pyne and Assistant Daryn immediately. Inform them we have a heavily injured Mage.”
 
“Of course, My Lord,” the gatekeeper said, turning and immediately fleeing as fast as was polite. Liane allowed the world to pass her by, focusing instead on remaining conscious. She felt as ease when they crossed the threshold to Pertogan's estate, and the Necromancer's heavy wards settled over her. With his verbal declaration of sanctuary, the sensation was inviting and protective.
 
Within five minutes, she had been put down in one of the supremely comfortable couches of the ground-story drawing room of Lord Pertogan's estate.
 
Lord Pyne was younger than Liane was, her trained eyes immediately flicking to his insignia. He was younger than she was by a few years, a Warlock who had taken the healing class at the Academy, but had declined to take the optional eighth year to achieve his Master's degree. It seemed he was now working for Pertogan, in some capacity or other.
 
“I will need to focus on your leg, Pillar. It has been severely damaged,” he spoke in his youthful voice, trying to be respectful and confident, but unable to hide the undercurrent of anxiety. “Your blood-pressure is extremely low due to the damage in your leg.” He looked up at the fourteen-year-old girl standing just inside the room, looking lost. “Assistant, please retrieve another two vials of restoration potion, a vial of bone-knitting potion, and three vials of general strengthening potion.”
 
“Yes, My Lord,” the young woman said, leaving the room.
 
“Please drink this, My Lady,” the healer said, swarming back into her field of vision. “It is a pain relief potion; it should take most of the pain away. Please refrain from moving, your leg is badly mangled. I will require a few hours of reconstructive magic to set it in order.”
 
Liane drank obediently; one did not question a healer, even if said healer was younger than her and hadn't attained the rank of master. She had been out in the field long enough to know that there were plenty of Nobles who could qualify for a Master's rank, even if they hadn't gone for one at the Academy.
 
The potion swept through her body like a torrent of icy cold, reaching from the tips of her fingers to the tips of her toes. The pain in her leg calmed and dulled to a low-grade throb.
 
Immediately, she felt better. “Do not move, My Lady,” the healer reminded her. “Do you still feel pain?”
 
She didn't want to appear weak, and for a few moments debated whether the dull throb could be catalogued as pain. “I will take that as a yes,” he went on. “Please drink, My Lady.”
 
A second vial was held out to her, and he helped her drink it. The second dose burnt like fire, feeling as hot as the first dose had felt cold. The last vestiges of pain were burnt away, and she felt pleasantly detached from reality. She had forgotten how good it felt to not be bothered by pain or fatigue.
 
“Do not get used to the sensation, My Lady”, the healer said, and Liane blinked at him. “Your leg will need major work. You have badly sprained your knee and your ankle, you have torn two ligaments in your knee and one in your ankle, you have pulled every major muscle group, and there are three broken metatarsal bones in your foot. I will fix the leg today, but I will have to leave the rest of your sprains and bruises for tomorrow.” He frowned at her. “I found traces of Death Magic in your arm, and a badly damaged shoulder. The shoulder has been healed in some form unknown to me, but the Death Magic should have killed you.”
 
She managed a weak quirking of her lips, a gesture that could in some way be construed as a tiny smile. “I have always been remarkably resilient to Death Magic,” she said weakly. He was in Pertogan's household; he would not be here if Pertogan didn't trust him to take care of her.
 
“May we speak?” Pertogan asked Pyne, and Liane suddenly realized that both he and Steve were there as well.
 
“Please be mindful of her current state, My Lord,” Pyne said respectfully. “The Lady Pillar has had two doses of the strongest pain relief potion that I have available. Her Decorum and state of mind will be less than optimal.”
 
“Understood, My Lord,” Pertogan said. “My Lady, can you tell me what happened?” His voice had changed, and it was obvious that he had shifted to now face her.
 
“We have been attacked,” Liane lisped, feeling her lips uncomfortably uncooperative. She was suddenly aware that she was lisping, and that saliva was dripping tickling from the corner of her mouth. “It appears Kiria is at war with itself. The Capital is sealed; nobody has been able to get a communication spell through. The safe house in Eunan was destroyed, three Pillars are confirmed dead. We were attacked on our way to the Capital. Were forced to run, tried to take refuge with the Druids. We were refused.”
 
“Of course,” Pertogan muttered. “The cowards probably blamed needing strength to break some storm or other. Getting involved with a struggle of a government official would be beneath them.”
 
The healer was working on her leg. She could feel it, his magic filling up her limb, setting and repairing damage. It was a curious sensation to feel one’s body shift in unnatural ways, yet receive no pain. She blinked, and tried to focus back on her conversation with Pertogan. “Master Xard healed me after the battle with Lord General Marcel of the rising Trees,” she said. “Had he not intervened, I would have perished.”
 
She could hear Pertogan sit up straight. “If you are able, please start from the beginning, My Lady. Your... friend tried to fill me in, but his knowledge of Kiria appears to be rather sketchy, even for a Commoner.”
 
Liane nodded, and her eyes slipped shut. Against the back of her eyelids, the movie of recent events started playing, and she found her mouth speaking without intonation, without her awareness or emotional attachments, recounting what she was seeing. Perhaps it was a side effect of the potions she had been given.
 
A few minutes into her account, the tiny Assistant had retrieved the various potions the young healer had requested, and she had to interrupt her tale to take a few of them. Two vials of restoration potion would help her body heal the residual damage after the healer was done. The three vials of strengthening potion were administered as well, and it felt like she had been given a dozen full meals. Energy flowed back into her exhausted body, and slowly, awareness started to creep back into her.
 
The bone-knitting potion, she guessed, would have to wait until after the healer was done with the small bones in her foot. No wonder she had such trouble walking.
 
Closing her eyes, she resumed the movie of the last days, and continued her discourse. Had it really only been a few days? It felt so much longer.
 
By the time she was done talking, the healer was done with her mangled leg. Pertogan's reactions had to wait, as the Healer helped her sit upright, and gave her the bone-knitting solution. “Your leg has been repaired to the best of my ability, My Lady,” the young man said. “The potion will set the bones and help heal them. You should be able to walk now, although I would recommend you wait at least until tomorrow before doing anything more strenuous than getting up from the couch and walking to either the table, a bath, or your bed.”
 
“Thank you, Healer,” she said, the strengthening potions having restored her ability to speak without lisping.
 
“You are quite welcome, My Lady,” Pyne said, suddenly looking exhausted. “I do not believe I have had to work this intensively since leaving the Academy.” He nodded at Pertogan and Steve, gave Liane another once-over, then excused himself.
 
“Perhaps this would be a good time to adjourn and allow everyone a chance to clean up and prepare for supper,” Pertogan said. “A good bath will do you good, My Lady, and a decent supper shall revive you.”
 
“That would be very welcome, My Lord,” Liane answered gratefully. A bath sounded heavenly.
 
“You are my guest and under my protection, My Lady,” the Necromancer said, stepping up to the couch and placing one hand on her shoulder. “My home is yours for the duration of your stay. No harm will befall you here.” He turned to Daryn, the young Assistant still standing in a corner. “Assistant, did you keep up with your homemaking skills since leaving the Academy?”
 
The fourteen-year-old replied immediately, and Liane recognized the signs of a well-trained Assistant. “I have, My Lord.”
 
“Good. Please consider yourself My Lady's handmaiden during her stay,” the man said, keeping his focus on Liane. “My Lady, the Assistant will take care of you, please accept her service as my guest.”
 
The Pillar quirked her lips. She was usually quite vocal in her independence and her lack of need of personal service of any kind. But right now, after the last horrific days and being weak and injured, having someone take care of her sounded just what she needed. “Of course, My Lord,” she answered. “I believe a good bath would do me well.”
 
The Assistant didn't bother to look at Pertogan, merely dipped her head and left the room to go and prepare the bath. Or maybe she went to order a servant to prepare the bath – Liane didn't care to know which. “A good Assistant,” the Mage noted.
 
“I was quite lucky,” Pertogan acknowledged. “Her magic is finely skilled, yet weak, and she has trouble with theory, hence her failing out of the Academy. She makes a fine Assistant.” He looked at Steve, still seated in one of the plush seats in the far-away corner, out of the way of working Healers, bustling Assistants, and protective Necromancers. “I will ask my valet to include you in his service,” Pertogan told the foreigner. “Please make yourself at home as my guest.”
 
The man hadn't been expecting the offer, and his surprise showed it plainly. He caught himself quickly, gave a grateful nod of his head, and said, “Thank you.” He glanced at Liane, then back to the Lord of the house. “For everything.”
 
The Necromancer gave a small smile. “You are quite welcome.”
 
Liane didn't feel pain when she pushed herself out of the couch, but her weakened body let her know just how weak she was. “I believe I shall go soak in a hot bath,” she said, her voice not sounding anywhere near her usual strength and confidence. The Assistant returned to announce that the bath was being drawn, but instead found herself stepping close to the swaying Mage, obviously distraught and wondering whether or not to physically support her.
 
“This way, My Lady,” the girl offered finally, hovering close enough to step in and help.
 
“Thank you, Assistant.” The Pillar was tired, looking forward to a bath, a good meal, and a long sleep in a real bed. The bathroom wasn't as large as the one she had at home, but it was richly furnished. Her freshly healed body protested when she tried to remove her clothes, and for once she allowed herself to be undressed.
 
By the time she was naked, she felt appalled. Her Pillar's robes, blood-bound and permanently enchanted, had survived intact. Her underthings, meanwhile, had not done so well, and most were in tatters, and soaked with blood and sweat. For a moment, Liane looked at herself in the mirror.
 
The image that looked back was barely recognizable as her. Her face was cut and bruised, one of her eyes was blackening, her hair was filled with leaves and branches, and everything was coated in a liberal layer of dust and dirt. The rest of her body was covered in bruises and abrasions from spell-damage and rolling on the floor to avoid spell fire.
 
She looked awful.
 
“Lord Pyne will have you completely back to normal tomorrow, My Lady,” Daryn offered with as much reassurance as an Assistant could. For a moment, Liane had a flashback to the Academy, almost expecting Amy's voice to try and offer comfort. The next moment, she was in Pertogan's bathroom once more, with an unknown Assistant present to help.
 
The mage nodded at the statement, and made her way to the free-standing marble bathtub. When she tried to step in, her injured body complained massively, and a burst of pain shot up from her spine. She over-balanced, and more than likely would have had a new injury for the Healer, if the young Assistant hadn't been there to catch her.
 
“You are still quite injured, My Lady, please be careful,” the girl admonished with as much admonishment as she could get away with to a Pillar.
 
Liane ignored the comment, and sunk gratefully into the hot, soapy water. “I will be about an hour, Assistant. Please don't let me keep you from your duties.” It was as much a dismissal as it was a kindness, and the girl bopped her head and left the room. There was no need for her to hang around for an hour, doing nothing but watch Liane bathe.
 
The Mage closed her eyes. Unbidden, the movie of the last week started playing again. The life or death struggles that had started with Lord Marcel of the Rising Trees, and hadn't really ended since. The discovery that there really was a civil war in Kiria.
 
Revolution. It had sounded so nasty, so barbaric and outside of Kirian values when she had thrown the word at Mariam. Now she was in the middle of one.
 
She pulled her knees up to her chest, happy that the tub was deep enough to allow her to do so with only the top of her knees sticking out of the hot, soapy water. Rested her head on her knees, she hugged her legs close and tucked herself in. if she were honest with herself, she had no idea how to proceed. Until now, she had pushed on with the vague notion of getting to the Capital, somehow entering a city under lockdown, finding the ones responsible, and breaking the war shields that were preventing communication.
 
Emotions bubbled to the surface. She was just one Mage. Pillar or not, she was just one Mage, maybe the last remnant of the lawful government still active. She didn't know who was responsible, how many Nobles or Commoners had either died or flocked to the enemy's banner, or how high the rot of treachery went. She would be going in blind.
 
She had always been confident in her own abilities, and knew that she was more than capable of holding her own in an honorable duel. Instead, she had been in combat, the rules of chivalry and honor suspended. She'd been nearly killed on multiple occasions.
 
Killed.
 
Liane had never really considered death in more than any abstract notion. Sure, she had faced it in a duel, but it was somehow different when it was one-on-one, single combat with rules and agreements. She had faced Death now, real death, death by treachery and actual combat.
 
Her face felt wet, and she reached up to find tears rolling down her cheeks. She was crying, and hadn't even realized it. She was just one Mage; what hope did she have against all the forces arrayed against her? She buried her face in her knees, and wept, the stress, the injury, the pain, the exhaustion of the last couple of days finally overwhelming her. Her thoughts went blank as she simply released everything she had pent up.
 
When the young Assistant entered, Liane realized she must have looked like a fright with her blackened eye, covered in cuts, bruises, and abrasions, and sporting red eyes and swollen cheeks from crying.
 
Daryn said nothing, however, and Liane was grateful to the young Assistant for not commenting on her broken and disheveled state. The girl merely helped Liane out of the tub, and into some new clothes that had evidently just been magicked into existence. Realizing why Pertogan had asked about the Assistant's maintenance of her homemaking spells, Liane made sure to thank the girl. The clothes were made from fine fabrics, fit perfectly, and managed to be sturdy enough to hide her various injuries yet light enough not to cause her pain.
 
She also realized there was a minor enchantment placed on them, making them feel slightly warm and dry, just what she needed after a hot bath.
 
“My Lord Pertogan has announced that supper will be served in half an hour, My Lady. Would you like to join My Lord in the drawing room for an aperitif?” the Assistant asked.
 
Liane gave a small smile. “I do not think it would be prudent for me to consume alcohol in my present state, Assistant. Perhaps a non-alcoholic beverage would be preferable.'”
 
“I believe My Lord ordered a pot of light sweet leaf tea, My Lady,” Daryn offered as she orbited closely to Liane, ready to reach out and steady the Mage should her body fail. It would have been annoying, if only it weren't so necessary, Liane thought.
 
“Lord Pertogan knows me too well,” Liane said with a small shake of her head.
 
They walked silently, the exhausted Mage and the young Assistant. The flowing dress that covered her was elegant and charmed to be comfortably warm, yet Liane felt her body shiver with both exhaustion and repressed emotion. Entering the drawing room, the Pillar gave a nod to Pertogan and Steve, then gratefully sank down in a chair and accepted a cup of tea.
 
Steve too, had been bathed and clothed, it seemed, as he was now dressed in an elegant set of Noble clothing. The Mage smiled inwardly, it was very likely that the foreign pilot would never understand how he had been honored.
 
The conversation was light and easy, and continued to flow over nothings during dinner. The food was light, yet filling, and had been excellently prepared.
 
It wasn't until after dinner, when they were all sated and had retreated back into the drawing room, that Liane finally worked up the courage to go into detail about the past days. Contrary to her surface explanation earlier, this time she went into detail, naming names and most of the spells, disclosing everything she could remember. Inwardly, she was glad for the opportunity, accepting it as a chance to order her thoughts and refresh her memories. She would probably need to do this in the future, either on her written report to the Overseer, or verbally to Milor. Quite likely, she would have to do both.
 
The Master Necromancer remained silent as she talked, digesting what he was being told. When she finished, he sighed, and looked gravely at her. His silence dragged on, far longer than Liane had expected, and long enough for her to start worrying about his reaction.
 
When he spoke, it was with an uncharacteristic seriousness. “All I can offer at this moment is shelter, My Lady,” he said. “I am not well versed in the arts of combat, and my skills barely lend themselves to defending my honor in a duel. I would be a liability rather than a help. You are welcome here for as long as you wish. I will attempt to contact others outside the Capital, and see if we can attempt to pull together a sufficient force to provide a fallback point.”
 
Liane looked up. It would be good to have a safe place, protected by sufficient members of the Nobility. “That would be most helpful, My Lord.”
 
“I'm confused, though,” Steve said, and the Pillar focused his gaze on him. She hoped he wasn't about to run off his mouth and embarrass her. Pertogan was more easy-going than most Nobles, but he was also her friend. “I thought you said that all men are... what did you call them again... Warlocks?”
 
Liane gave a tired smile. At least his question had been posed politely, and not about an insulting subject. “I believe I said that most men become Warlocks, just as most women become Mages. You yourself have already met an exception – the Lady Monolith became a Druid. Likewise, Lord Pertogan is a Necromancer rather than a Warlock.”
 
The man blinked, paled, looked at Pertogan, opened his mouth then closed it. “Ehm,” he stammered. “No offense. In my homeland, Necromancy has a really bad reputation.”
 
Pertogan chuckled, and Liane was glad her friend hadn't taken the comment as an insult. “You would not be the first,” he replied. “There is nothing evil or dark about Necromancy, although it does give a person a joy of life, being surrounded by so much death.”
 
Steve nodded, falling silent once more, and the conversation died out. Liane drew a breath. “My Lord, I used the spell we created last time.”
 
The Necromancer thought for a few moments, then remembered the spell in question, and sat up straight. “You are referring to the spell that you believed would be able to extinguish life from a subject?”
 
Liane just dipped her head, and looked at the floor. “I did some modifications to make it work, but yes, in essence, that is still what the spell does. It reaches for the spark of life itself, and extinguishes it. No healing was possible.”
 
Pertogan smiled slightly. “I'm assuming it worked as we theorized?”
 
“Too well, My Lord,” the Mage replied. “It killed Lord Marcel of the Rising Trees when he was the first to turn traitor. I reported this to the Pillar service.” She looked up, gazed into Pertogan's eyes. She could see the surprise that resulted from her unexpected action. “The Service's Necromancers were unable to raise his soul. My Lord, the spell destroyed the soul of the Lord Marcel.”
 
She could see his surprise and his shock, before he closed his eyes, and sunk back into his chair. “That is... surprising.” He shook his head. “Lord Milor is correct. You, My Lady, are a singularly frightening Mage when angered or provoked.”
 
“You're telling me,” Steve whispered, obviously to himself yet not quite, quiet enough.
 
Rather than comment on the pilot's remark, Pertogan studied Liane for a few moments. “I would recommend not using that spell again,” he finally said. “A spell that destroys a person's soul...” he trailed off, unsure of what to say.
 
Liane was in full agreement. “I have already decided against it, My Lord. Despite numerous provocations and chances, I have decided against using it again. In fact, I have not used the entire spell sequence again.”
 
Pertogan stood up, and poured himself another drink. “Perhaps it is for the best, My Lady. It is regrettable; that spell sequence is a thing of beauty and nearly impossible to beat. I am surprised that you were forced to use its final level.” He drained his entire drink in one gulp and poured himself another. “But not nearly as surprised as the result of said final level.” He stared into the amber alcohol. “The destruction of a soul...” he muttered, halfway to himself. “Incredible.”
 
“That would not be the word I would use, My Lord,” the Mage replied. “Although I do second the thought.” She stifled the sudden yawn that came from the tips of her toes.
 
“You are exhausted, and have had trying days,” the Necromancer said. “Perhaps sound sleep will ease your worries. I will have you brought to the guest rooms. Do not hesitate to call upon Lord Pyne for a sleeping draught should you need it.”
 
Steve eagerly accepted the offer of a warm bed in a secure location, but Liane shook her head. “I must first re-balance my magic, My Lord. May I have access to your ward room?”
 
Pertogan frowned. “Like many homes, My Lady, the anchors of this estate are buried deep underground. I do not possess a ward room.”
 
Liane didn't reply, and simply continued to look at him. The Lord of the manor sighed. “Very well, please do not disclose this to anyone, My Lady.”
 
The Mage gave him a grateful smile, dipped her head in agreement, and started to follow. “Can I ask...?” Steve started, then broke off, unsure of how to phrase his question.
 
By now, she had gotten to know the man and his inquisitive nature. “The anchors required for permanent shields and wards are buried underground. Excavating around those anchors is considered in bad taste, as it is believed doing so will diminish their effectiveness. In truth, there is a certain drop in performance of excavated anchors, but this drop is minimal. For people such as myself, they are an excellent source of raw magic that is helpful in repairing our damaged magical cores.”
 
“It is also an excellent place to commune with the dead,” Pertogan said. “It is something that is not discussed in polite society, however.”
 
“Understood,” Steve answered, wishing his host goodnight, nodding at Liane, and following one of the manservants to where he would be staying. Liane followed Pertogan, down multiple flights of stairs until they were deep underground.
 
The Necromancer opened a simple wooden door. “Do you require my presence, My Lady?” he asked calmly while she stepped forward.
 
“No, thank you, My Lord.” She stopped, and faced him. “For everything.”
 
His lips tugged into a small smile. “It is what friends do, My Lady. Good luck.”
 
When she sat halfway between the large anchors, and the door had been firmly shut by Pertogan, Liane closed her eyes, and focused. The first spell she tried, failed completely. Her magic was horribly damaged, and had failed to give even the smallest reaction.
 
Drawing in a deeper breath, she chanted her spell, completely and without abbreviation. Two small sparks of magic flashed in front of her face, and dissipated. She sighed, her shoulders slumping. She wasn't even able to bring up a runic barrier between the anchors.
 
If she had no magic available for something so simple, how could she ever repair her damaged core? Slowly, she sank to the dirt floor, her back against one of the huge anchor stones, pulling her knees up to her chin.
 
Dazed, she looked around the room. It was obviously excavated, its walls created out of earth compacted by Earth-style magics. The ceiling and walls were dark, the results of reinforcing Earth magic, while the floor was compacted normally and held a thin layer of dirt and dust, debris that was now sticking to that beautifully conjured robe she was wearing.
 
Desperately trying to avoid thinking about her predicament, Liane's trained eyes slipped across the dirt floor, analyzing the footprints. She recognized her own and dismissed them immediately. Pertogan's large feet and long stride came easily to her, and Lord Pyne's smaller stride was the only other full adult footprint present. The smaller footprint must therefore be the Assistant's, and for a few moments, Liane focused her mind on trying to figure out what the Necromancer and his Noble retinue were conducting in this cavern-like excavation.
 
Unfortunately, she was no Necromancer and knew barely anything about the branch of magic, so her effort was fruitless in the end.
 
Her chest ached deeply where her magic resided, almost as if it recognized that it was not able to assist her. She sighed again, it would take her days, if not longer, to recover any meaningful measure of strength. Time she didn't have. Who knew what was going on in the Capital?
 
Suddenly, she looked up. She hadn't used the Deep Secrets in years, years that had nearly caused her to forget the greatest asset she had gained from the Academy.
 
The Pillar stood up, ignoring the dirt that clung to her robes, and stepped to the center of the room, right in the middle between the two large anchor stones.
 
She drew a breath, and focused herself. Who would she need? Fire's magic was only useful in direct combat. The swiftness of the air would get her to the Capital, but it would still leave her without magic in the end. Earth would give her physical strength and allow her to know all which trod upon it, again something of which she had no need at this time. No, it would have to be the wisdom and the healing properties of Water that she would have to summon.
 
For a moment, she debated the strength of the spirit, and the impact it would have on her weakened body. The Minor Spirit could heal minor wounds, maybe help her stabilize her magic. It more than likely was not up to the task she required of it, and she could not risk summoning it only to be turned down. Even the act of summoning the Minor Spirits would drain half a pint of blood from her veins, blood she wasn't sure she could throw away at a maybe.
 
The Regular Spirit of Water had helped her before, it had given her incredible insight and stabilized her magic without the use of Focus Gloves – back when she needed such. Suddenly, she missed her gloves, and could feel her eyes tearing up. Her gloves may have been an obvious weakness, but at least they didn't steal her magic, one bit at a time.
 
She squared her shoulders and wiped her eyes. This was no time for regrets. She needed to decide whether to summon the Regular or the Major Spirit of Water. She knew from experience what the Regular Spirit could and would do, it should be enough to help her stabilize her broken magic.
 
Or maybe she should go for the biggest spell in the book, and draw upon the Major Spirit of Water? She knew from experience how awful their strength was, how fickle their attention was, how easily they would dismiss her if they felt like it. Wind had carried her all the way to the Capital once; it had nearly dismissed her, and in the end, merely threw power at her and left her to her own devices.
 
All for the cost of two pints of blood and leaving her in need of medical assistance afterward. Summoning the Major Spirit of Water might do more harm than good, and in the end, she had to balance her current and future needs. It would not do for her to invoke the Major Spirit, only to require more medical attention and running the risk of undoing the Healer's work.
 
She nodded to herself; her choice had been made. Dropping into the meditative trance with the ease of incredible experience, she started her invocation. “Liane, the MagicWarper, is of the Water and the Ocean, and calls out to Haturori, Regular Spirit of Water. Lady Haturori, are you there?”
 
She had forgotten what it felt like to be at the center of an invocation of the Deep Secrets, what it sounded like to have her voice sink into the air and the earth around her. The very world seemed to hold its breath, listening to her as she stood.
 
Liane opened her mouth, and completed the summoning spell. “Lady Haturori, I pay a full pint of blood in tribute for your summoning!”
 
The last time she had cast this spell, it had been in a darkened cell inside a mansion built on an island in a lake. This time, she was deep underground, nowhere near a large body of water, and Liane hoped she hadn't made a mistake. The oppressive magic in the air thrummed like a musical instrument, and every bone in her skeleton vibrated as if it were a tuning fork. The teeth rattled in her mouth as the invocation worked its course.
 
Water seeped through the impervious walls of compacted earth, boring through cracks and fissures, dribbling along the walls and running over the floor in deliberate motions, before forming into a vaguely female shape of clear and transparent water in front of her, its petitioner.
 
Was the regular Spirit annoyed at being summoned deep underground? Liane could not tell from the featureless figure, and she hoped desperately that she had not made a mistake. Her head dazzled when the drop in blood-pressure hit her, a full pint of blood having vanished from her veins. For precious moments, her body was busy compensating.
 
Finally, she found her equilibrium, the silent figure of water still waiting patiently. “Lady Haturori, I have come before you with a plight,” the MagicWarper said, hoping her voice didn't betray her nervousness.
 
The figure of water reacted just as Liane remembered, answering with a voice that sounded as musical as gentle water babbling over stones on a bright summer's day. “As tribute has been paid, so I shall listen to you, Liane of the warped magic,” Haturori answered calmly.
 
Liane drew a breath. This was it, she hoped the spirit could help. “My Lady, I require your wisdom and assistance in repairing and stabilizing my magic.”
 
The regular Spirit of Water approached the Pillar, and seemed to study her chest. “What you ask is difficult, Liane of the warped magic. Your magic is both broken and depleted, and you cannot repair it as you are now.” The figure fell silent, and Liane could feel her heart drop. The Spirit couldn't help her.
 
“My offer to you is such, Liane of the warped magic,” the regular Spirit suddenly said. “I will enhance your mind once more, as I have done once already in the past. Once more, you will think faster, be able to access all knowledge you have ever read, heard, or come into contact with, and will be allowed a minor and restricted access to all the wisdom that is accessible to water to supplement your own should it be required to do so. I will recharge and stabilize your magic to the best of my ability. You will need to bring it the rest of the way. I am unable to completely stabilize or repair it.” the Spirit was silent for a few extra moments. “Your magic is broken and will remain broken. Repairing it is beyond the ken of Water.”
 
Liane's heart pounded. “There is one who could repair my magic?” she blurted, interrupting the Spirit before her. The figure 'cocked' its 'head', and Liane was suddenly reminded that she was speaking to one of the prime elemental forces given physical form.
 
Before she could apologize, Haturori said, “There is but one, that one is you. You alone know your magic and you alone can repair it. Things have been done to and with your magic that have withdrawn it from the ken of the regular world.” For a moment, the Pillar thought the Spirit was admonishing her. Immediately, the reproachful tone was changed for the normal one. “In exchange for this behest, I will be given six weeks of your lifespan. Do you agree, Liane of the warped magic?”
 
Liane nodded, it was fair to be charged six weeks of her life, the Spirit had all but told her that her request was at the very limits of its ability. Rather than giving a meaningless agreement, Liane's mind dug up the required oath. Haturori was a regular Spirit, required a twofold three acceptance. “By the power of twofold three, I, Liane, the MagicWarper, consent to the deal, accept the obligation, and comply with your demands, Lady Haturori. I will admit to your requests, and welcome your influence. My name is Liane, known as the MagicWarper, and I agree to pay the price that you have set forth.”
 
“Then the deal has been struck, Liane of the warped magic. Accept what I give you and stabilize your magic,” Haturori said, dissolving into water that immediately retreated from the deep basement, pulling out the same way it had originally come in.
 
Magic bloomed in her chest, and Liane drew a deep breath, feeling as if it were the first deep breath she had been able to take in days. Closing her eyes, she luxuriated for a few seconds in the feeling of having magic available to her. Releasing her breath, she opened her eyes.
 
Apart from her partially stabilized magic, she didn't feel any different. She certainly didn't feel herself aging those six weeks that the spirit had pulled out of her lifespan. She hadn't felt the six months that had once been taken from her by the Major Spirit of Air, either. Ignoring the lack of feedback from the shortening of her lifespan, she turned back to the anchor stones, preparing to sit down.
 
Water's wisdom exploded in her mind, and when her eyes touched the anchors, something deep within her mind went ping.
 
Her mouth sagged momentarily, before snapping shut. A concentrated frown appeared on her brow, and she sunk into thought, her mind accelerated and expanded by the knowledge and wisdom of the water spirit.
 
For the first time since she had entered the ranks of the Nobility; for the first time since discovering the wonderful world of magic available to her; for the first time since learning Decorum... Liane cursed.
 
“By the burning pits of Hell!” Fully agitated, she took two great strides to the nearest anchor stone, and stopped right in front of it. “It's the same! It's all the same!” Why had she never thought of this before? It was so very easy! Of course it was all the same! It was magic! All magic was the same, just how it was used differed.
 
The anchor stones drew energy from the environment and converted it into raw magic, used for permanent charms and wards and shields.
 
That was what Liane had been taught, and that was how she had thought, until now. Now she realized that one simply couldn't create magic. Magic was magic, in one form or another. What the Druids did, convert magic from one form into another, that was what the anchor did – on a massive scale, granted, but it was the same exact principle!
 
She blinked, frowned and then shook her head. Just like the power raising chant did, she realized. The power raising chant pulled energy from the environment, raw, elemental, untamed energy, and refined it into something that could be used by the refined spell craft of the Nobility.
 
And it was the same as what the Druids were doing, only they weren't refining it. They were pouring it straight back where they found it, in different ways and locations and subtly altered, to achieve the massive, domineering effects of Druidism over nature.
 
Two halves of the same coin; so easy and yet so complex. Using the raw elemental energy and using that to break storms and dominate nature was, in its own right, just as complex as the highly refined and extremely specialized branches of magic worked by the Nobility. Each could do what the other could not, and yet, at their root, they just used the same energy in different ways.
 
It was so easy.
 
Why had no one else ever thought of this? Why had this never been documented? Was she really the first...
 
That little thing deep in her mind went ping once more. Or perhaps, it went click.
 
Yes, she was the first. Her magic was crippled, damaged beyond repair. She was the first who would call upon the Spirit of Water for assistance in stabilizing it, making a deal with both strength and wisdom to repair it. Water had given her what she requested, and its knowledge and infinite wisdom on the nature of magic was what had triggered her understanding.
 
And, Liane knew, she could repair her magic. Completely and utterly, restore it to normal. It would be a massive undertaking, and would take her months of work to prepare. She wished she could be one of those wizards of old, raise herself a Black Tower in a remote area so she could have the seclusion to work through this problem as quickly as possible.
 
Kiria's fate came to her mind, and her shoulders set. First, she would save her country. Raising a tower and secluding herself would come later. She had the idea now, working out the theory and the practice could wait until later. It took a spell she created right there and then to create a book out of thin air that held all the knowledge regarding the healing of her magic. She flipped through its pages, the short-hand was her own, a derivation of esoteric runic alphabets, the usual meaning replaced with specialized meanings of her own creation.
 
It had come in handy for making notes back at the Academy, allowing her to write down verbal information at conversation speeds without losing any subtext. Now it would hold her freshly acquired knowledge.
 
She slipped the small book into one of her pockets, and sat down between the Anchor stones. Her magic wasn't fully stabilized yet; first she would have to finish the work started by the Spirit of Water, then she would sleep for 12 hours.
 
Her eyes drifted shut of their own accord, and her mind started to slip toward a trance with the ease of years of repetition.
 
Right before she did, however, a thought interrupted her, waking her up instantly. The one shifty Warlock with the incredible shadow-walking spell was still out there, waiting for her. It was no stretch of the imagination that he had summoned help. Likely, she would be faced with stiff opposition, opposition that she may not be able to handle.
 
Her full stomach twitched, sending a small pulse of nausea through her system. She swallowed deeply at the reminder of what she had done so far, the lives taken, the damage done by magic. If she was going to complete her mission, she would need to stop playing by duelist rules. She could no longer count on her opponents being honorable, like her first opponent had been.
 
She would have to kill first, hit fast and hard and not give the opposition a chance to retaliate. The combat she had developed against Milor would have to be her staple. Her right hand came up, two fingers rubbing the small stress-headache that built in between the folds of her frown.
 
She would have to join the war, if she was going to survive it. Water's wisdom, its knowledge of magic, went over the spells she thought of, changing them, subtly altering them; preparing her to engage in mortal combat. She shuddered.
 
She was a Pillar. Engaging in combat usually meant she had failed her mission. She was one to gather intelligence, to talk to people, to bring them in if necessary. Engaging in combat was always a possibility, but never a mission directive. And now, she was going to have to be a soldier, a warrior for Kiria and its people. She shuddered again, hoping that she was strong enough to fulfill her duty. Her magic, after she repaired it, would certainly be capable of it. So would her body.
 
But, she thought, would her mind and her heart be the same? Already, she had broken down crying in the bathtub. Already, she was doubting herself. Would she, Liane, be capable of doing what had to be done?
 
The Pillar drew a breath. She was certainly going to do her very best.
 
And yet, she doubted her chances of survival and her chances of success. She was but one Mage. Three of her colleagues had already been killed, and without contact to the Capital, she didn't know who else could be trusted to be on her side. Pertogan had said he would attempt to set up a safe house. What if he contacted an untrustworthy person? The Necromancer had no authority to swear people to oaths. He might request a vow, but Liane was sure most would refuse outright. Nobles did not take vows lightly.
 
She screwed her eyes shut and drew a deep breath. Her enhanced mind was playing tricks on her, making her think and think and think about things that may or may not come to pass. She would have to do her duty, and she would succeed. Failure was not an option, not personally, and not professionally.
 
She would have to succeed. Anything else was too horrific to contemplate. She tried to force her mind into a trance so she could repair her magic. Failure was not an option, she told herself again. A Mage can be an army, given time.
 
Unfortunately, she didn't have time.
 
Forcing her mind to relax, Liane sunk deeper into her trance. Time to finish the job Haturori had started, and repair the bindings on her magic. She could pull the energy from the anchors now, rather than simply use them to set up a temporary ward to shield her from outside influence.
 
Her frantic emotions made meditation difficult. Time and again, frayed thoughts and turbulent emotions threatened to undo the hard work she was doing, and time and time again she needed to take a subconscious step back and allow herself to relax.
 
Almost an hour later, she opened her eyes and allowed herself a smile. Time to get some rest, tomorrow would be a long day. Water's wisdom was leaving her now, leaving the knowledge and insight she had attained, but making her feel diminished nonetheless.
 
Liane made her way up to the bedroom Pertogan had so kindly made available to her, and even found some quickly made night clothing in her size. Next to it was a small pile of her traveling clothes, now freshly cleaned and mended where necessary. The young Assistant was worth her weight in gold, Liane decided as she changed.
 
Slipping between the covers, the Pillar expected sleep to quickly overcome her.
 
Instead, she found herself twisting and turning despite the comfort of the bed. Thoughts and emotions were warring with nightmarish scenarios played out by her threatened subconscious. Her country was under siege, and she was going to war. A few thoughts thanked the fact that most communications took time, and that the country could continue without regular contact with the central government in the Capital.
 
She hated not knowing who her allies were, and where to turn for help. Pertogan was kind in helping her, but neither he nor the others in his hold were skilled in combat. She would have to do this alone, venture into the den of the enemy, find out what was happening and why, and determine the best course of action.
 
Despite not having slept, she got up and paced the room. Her mended leg tingled, reminding her of the Healer's orders. At the thought of even her own body turning against her, a burst of irrational anger bloomed from her magical core. For a moment, she teetered on the edge of screaming loudly, releasing her pent-up anger, fear and frustration into the air.
 
Somehow managing to contain herself, Liane kept herself to a sub-vocal growl, balled fists, and angrily waving arms as she paced to a comfortable chair in front of the fireplace. She fell down in it with all the grace of an angry sack of potatoes, and stared at the dark grate. It was a matter of a few words and gestures to float over some firewood and ignite it.
 
Smoke threatened to spill into the room before she remembered to open the chimney. The Mage stared, angry and alone, into the flickering flames with a frightening intensity.
 
As sudden as it had risen, her anger abated, giving way to anxiety and fear. Tomorrow, she would have to set out alone, make her way to the Capital despite the people out to hunt and kill her. Who knew what she would find, if she even managed to reach her destination? Would she be able to help? What if she couldn't? What would become of Kiria then?
 
Her fear brought a rising anxiety, and the young woman got up from her chair and paced. Her mended leg tingled. She bit off a curse at its reminder, tried going back to bed. She tried to focus. She was Liane, the MagicWarper. She was a Pillar of Kiria; she would go to the capital, despite the odds. She would find out what was happening, she would make sure it was undone, and she would make sure her country was safe. It was her duty, and if there was one thing Liane did not do, it was fail. The only thing she had ever failed at was stabilizing her magic, and after this whole mess was over, she would build herself a tower of solitude and rectify even that abysmal failure.
 
She knew how, now, thanks to Haturori.
 
Thinking of rebuilding her magic calmed her, and a small smile played on her lips when she contemplated what she would be able to do without her handicap. She would finally be able to learn the arts of Necromancy from Pertogan. The arts of the Warlock from Milor. Transmutation would come easy to her.
 
Thinking of transmutation made her think of that one duel at the Academy where she had transmuted the calcium in her opponent's shoulder into sodium, causing it to react explosively to the water in her blood.
 
It was yet another combat tactic that was denied to her now. Oh, she could still do it, if pressed, but the amount of energy and focus required would prevent her from doing pretty much anything else for quite some time, leaving her completely exposed and helpless to any other people that may want to do her harm.
 
Finally, she slept. Her rest was fitful and short, and barely six hours later, she awoke feeling cold and damp with sweat, the covers wrapped tightly around her in silent testimony of her nightly tossing and turning.
 
After extracting herself and allowing the sonic stall to clean her, she dressed in her cleaned and mended Pillar's robes. She had slept only six hours, but after years of subsisting on a short night's rest at the Academy, it felt like a full night to her, despite its restlessness. Her leg no longer tingled, her magic was ready and stable, and she felt ready to tackle the day, no matter what may come.
 
It was still dark out, and Liane made her way down to the breakfast room. It was still early and none of the servants were up and about yet. Once more, she started the fire herself rather than call for someone. She loved open flame, it gave her something to gaze at and let her mind wander. It was easy to call a comfortable seat over, and she gracefully sunk down into it.
 
Liane only realized how long she had been sitting there, dozing and gazing, when suddenly light entered through the windows and the servants were shuffling about, preparing the breakfast table and preparing the household for the day. She ignored the glances she received from one of the maids at the sight of the moved seat and the crisping fire. She could take care of herself, there was no need to disturb any of the servants to do things she was well capable of doing herself.
 
She turned her focus back to the flames, and allowed herself to drift again. The short night's sleep was leaving its marks despite her tolerance for short nights, and she half dozed until disturbed by Pertogan.
 
He was as jovial as always, despite her half-sleep in front of his breakfast room's fire. “It seems, My Lady,” he told her after the obligatory exchange of early morning greetings, “that you have somewhat upset my servants.”
 
She blinked, not having expected the remark. “May I ask how come, My Lord? It was never my intention to cause any upset in your household.”
 
The Necromancer's smile widened. “You are ever the independent Pillar, taking care of yourself, My Lady,” he replied with a chuckle. “You started your own fire and moved the chair yourself. I heard one of the maids make a comment to the butler about 'that unusual Mage who doesn't want people taking care of her'. I thought it quite humorous and decided to share the story with you.”
 
Judging from the reaction of the girl serving them breakfast, Liane understood who the maid in question had been to share the juicy piece of gossip. “I'm used to taking care of myself and will only share duties that are too large or time-consuming, My Lord,” she said, diplomatically ignoring the brightly blushing servant girl. “Please explain to your household I mean no disrespect; starting a fire and moving the chair were small things and I did not wish to disturb anyone's rest.”
 
The girl was scurrying off as quickly as Decorum allowed, and Liane tracked her movement with an amused air. For a few moments, she wondered where the foreign pilot was, but then her appetite overrode her worry. She was as hungry as she should be after the large healing she had received last night, and did justice to the cooking in Pertogan's household. Indeed, it was only after she finished that she realized that she may have broken the rules of propriety.
 
Pertogan waved off the excuse she made, obviously amused at her appetite and taking her behavior as a compliment.
 
Lord Pyne joined them only when Liane and Pertogan were already sipping their after-breakfast tea, and he insisted upon scanning Liane before partaking of any breakfast. Hers was the most severe case of healing he had been called upon to do for quite some time, and he wished to ensure that everything had gone as it should.
 
Nodding with satisfaction, he whispered a few minor healing spells to clean up any lingering cuts and abrasions that he had missed the previous evening, then sat to breakfast and completely abstained from conversation. The Assistant did not join them, and Liane regretted the lost opportunity to thank the young girl for her excellent assistance.
 
Steve only dragged himself in at an hour that was closer to noon than it was to breakfast, and Liane felt vaguely ashamed of her traveling companion's behavior. Before she could offer an apology, Pertogan was cutting her off. It wasn't the first time that a few days' hard work caused a late morning in his house, and he certainly wasn't about to hold it against any visitors under his roof.
 
Liane bitterly debated staying for lunch, knowing that she would need to get to the Capital as quickly as possible.
 
When she explained her dilemma to her host, the Necromancer nodded thoughtfully. “Have you thought about your route, My Lady?” he asked her.
 
The Pillar nodded. “I will make way to the Forest of Philip tonight, and take refuge there. Early tomorrow morning, I will go to Sevenoaks and hire the quickest transport I can find. I hope to reach the Capital late tomorrow.”
 
“The Forest of Philip? I believed it to be haunted,” the Necromancer replied, curiously.
 
“It was, until five years ago, My Lord. I broke the protection then, and I can reinstate it now. It will serve as a safe haven for tonight.”
 
Pertogan was silent for a few moments. “I will give you the fastest horse in my stable, My Lady. It may not be able to run all the way to Philip and then the Capital, but it will be able to get you there quicker on the trot than you are on foot.”
 
Liane twitched. She really disliked horses and riding, but the offer was genuine and would aid her considerably. “Thank you for the generous offer, My Lord. I will gratefully accept.”
 
Her host chuckled. “Despite your reluctance to ride and your aversion to horses,” he said.
 
Liane felt her cheeks heat for a second, then fought the emotion down. “It seems that gossip has reached you here, My Lord.”
 
“A Mage of your stature who prefers her feet to a horse is quite the talk, My Lady,” Pertogan answered calmly. He pulled himself upright. “I do believe that it has solved your initial conundrum, however. Given the horse, you will be able to reach Philip in a good five or six hours, so you can stay for lunch and be underway with a full stomach and ample provisions.”
 
“You are most generous, My Lord,” Liane answered gratefully, lacking the words to express her emotions to the man. He had gone beyond the bonds of their casual friendship in supporting her, and she would make sure never to forget it.
 
“I know, My Lady,” he said with a smirk. “I know.”
 
She hated herself for giggling at his casual reply; she really did. What was it about Necromancers that made them want to make silly jokes and get her to laugh?
 
They lapsed into silence, and Liane spent the few hours before lunch in a quiet contemplation. Her ever-active mind tried to play tricks on her, conjuring up devilish scenarios, playing on her fraying nerves with images of death and doom. In the light of day, behind powerful protective wards, surrounded by other magic-users, those conjured delusions held no power over her.
 
Lunch was a strange affair, a forced casual atmosphere that was underlined with her nervous energy. She knew she was about to leave, knew that she was about to be the target of every revolutionary Mage and Warlock out there. Despite herself, she didn't want to go. She wanted to remain here, and be safe.
 
It was only the knowledge of what might happen to Kiria that drove her on. She didn't know what was happening at the Capital. Part of her reasoned that the entire Kirian government would be behind resolving this, its entire magical might bearing down on those threatening internal war.
 
She tried contacting Milor again. The spell still failed, just as it had been doing half a dozen times a day ever since she found out about the barrier. If the wards around the city hadn't been broken yet, then whatever was happening at the city wasn't over yet. She couldn't assume that her help wouldn't be needed. Her knowledge of magical theory would be invaluable, as was her ability with Runic script – if there was one person capable of breaking those wards, it would be her.
 
So she thought, anyway. Who knew what else the government had in reserve? Perhaps it had done this itself? To protect its integrity? But for what reason?
 
The others at the table recognized her introspective mood, and respected her silence and mechanical motions. Conversations dropped off, Liane not even realizing the silence. Very few people could activate the kind of protection that now sealed off the Capital city, fewer still could raise it to its current levels. What would she find when she got there?
 
Even with magical communications blocked, there was no reason why riders on horseback couldn't be sent out to gather forces from the entire island. Since that hadn't been done – or if it had, nobody had contacted Pertogan – she had to assume that something else had happened, something that was preventing the government from working.
 
How many times would she have to fight on her way to the Capital? How many rogue Nobles were lying in wait for her and those like her? She looked down at her plate, suddenly realizing where she was. The food had been methodically shoved about, and very little of it had been eaten. She didn't feel like eating, anyway. Her thoughts had been occupied by subjects that had quelled her appetite.
 
She opened her mouth to apologize to Pertogan, only to stop when he raised his hand. “My Lady, no apology is necessary. We can all understand the importance and the gravity of your thoughts.”
 
Liane nodded gratefully, and tried to relax as the servants cleared down the meal. Her fear gave way to anxiety, a nervous burst of energy that trembled throughout her body. Suddenly, she could not sit still, and knew it was time to leave before her courage gave out.
 
Recognizing that his friend needed to leave, Pertogan got up from the cleared-down dinner table. “Come, My Lady, and I will have the most suitable horse for you brought from my stables.” He said the last part as he looked at the butler. The man dipped his head without saying a word, and left the room, presumably to follow his Lord's orders.
 
She thanked him, and followed, trying to banish the rising fear to the back of her mind. She was about to become a target once more, she would have to fight for her life, she would have to reach the Capital and do her best to save the entire nation. Or die trying.
 
It was that last part that scared her.
 
As they walked to the front door, Liane picked up Lucifer from the weapon's rack. She had decided she wasn't going to re-enter the house to say her goodbyes. The last thing she wanted was to run out of steam and change her mind about staying.
 
As she picked up her Legendary weapon, she noticed from the corner of her eye that Steve was reaching into one of the cabinets. Turning to face him fully, she saw him retrieve the strange weapon he had her build. Since it was of such an unusual shape for Kiria, it did not fit in the standard weapon's rack suited for swords and staves, and it seemed Pertogan had it stowed in a cabinet instead.
 
She frowned, wondering why the man would need his weapon. “Why are you retrieving your weapon?” she asked curiously.
 
The foreigner smiled at her. “I'd think that's obvious,” he answered roguishly. “I'm going with you.”
 
Her frown deepened slightly in displeasure. “I cannot, in good conscience, take you with me,” she replied, voice terse. “Despite your weapon, you have no protection against what is coming.”
 
He approached her, still wearing that roguish grin. Her body tensed, not receiving the angered response she was expecting. “I am going with you,” the pilot declared.
 
“You are not,” she stated, putting the tip of her staff on the ground and straightening her spine. He was close now, too close. His physical superiority made her look up at him, but her Noble upbringing refused to back down.
 
He continued his approach, stepping into her personal space. Her heart hammered in her chest. Something wasn't right. He wasn't reacting as she had expected him to react, wasn't behaving as she expected him to behave. He towered above her now, his scent filling her nostrils.
 
He leaned down, her heart beat increasing. She froze, the completely unexpected behavior leaving her without a frame of reference. She didn't know how to respond. Suddenly, his one hand was at her neck – when had he done that? His lips met hers.
 
As far as first kisses went, Liane hadn't been sure what to expect, except that this wasn't it. She heard a gasp from someone, a sound that broke whatever shocked trance had frozen her.
 
Her free hand slapped his cheek, and she was sure there was some magic involved as well, as his head jerked a lot further than she had assumed it would, and the bright red imprint of her hand was a lot more defined that she had anticipated.
 
“Just what,” she demanded, “do you think you are doing?”
 
Steve was cradling his cheek, a look of respect on his face. “I am coming with you,” he said, again, ignoring the action that had gotten him slapped.
 
The shock had given way to bursting anger, and Liane drew a hissing breath through her teeth, and noisily let it out through her nose. “Should you ever feel the need to physically assault me in such a manner, it would behoove you to turn your weapon on yourself. It will be far less painful than the punishments I will enact upon you,” she said, coldly. “And no, you cannot come. Not before, and certainly not after you attempted to assault me.” She rubbed her lips with the back of her free hand.
 
“It was just a kiss,” he said, raising his hands, suddenly a lot more fearful and a lot less cocky.
 
“I do not know your society,” Liane snapped. “But here in Kiria, one does not press one's desire upon another unless completely sure it is reciprocated.” She turned to leave and caught the shocked look on Pertogan's face, the Necromancer gaping at Steve.
 
“Fine, I'm sorry about the kiss,” Steve said loudly, taking two very loud steps to catch up to her. “But you will need someone to watch your back.”
 
The anger wasn't completely gone from her system. “I am sure you would enjoy watching me, but I cannot be burdened by the thought of when you would attempt another assault.”
 
He gaped at her. “You're making me sound like some sort of pervert or rapist,” he wheedled. “That's not really fair, is it? We've saved each other’s lives before!”
 
“That was before your attempted assault upon my person,” Liane said, tersely.
 
“It was just a kiss!” he protested.
 
“It was not just a kiss!” she shouted, spinning around to face him. “One simply does not do such things in Kiria!”
 
He crossed his arms. “You're overreacting. You're making it sound like you've never been kissed before.”
 
She tried to, she really did, but she couldn't stop the blush from her cheeks. Seeing her reaction, he gaped at her, and was about to say something when she stopped him. “I do not wish to discuss the subject further. You are not coming. Period.”
 
Steve grumbled, his arms crossed angrily, but followed silently as Liane forcefully walked outside. As Pertogan had promised, a horse and its handler were waiting for her. As the Pillar was about to hoist herself up into the lady's saddle, Pertogan approached her.
 
“Perhaps, My Lady, a regular saddle would be better? If you are to be riding for days, a regular saddle is more comfortable than riding side saddle in a lady's saddle is,” the Necromancer offered, delicately and diplomatically ignoring the events of the last few minutes.
 
Liane remained next to the horse for a few moments, then resolutely shook her head. “A Lady's robes do not permit for straddling a horse, My Lord. Additionally, no lady would willfully spread her legs, and as I am most definitely a lady, I will use a lady's saddle.” With a single motion, she hefted herself into the saddle, made sure her sideways posture was correct, and placed her legs correctly to avoid injury or strain upon her new mount. She would be riding it for days, after all.
 
Her host dipped his head in acceptance. “It was but an offer, My Lady. I am sure that a set of female riding leathers could be found or produced that would fit you and permit you to ride astride rather than aside a horse.”
 
“I am aware that riding astride allows for greater comfort and control, and am grateful for your offer,” the Pillar replied, grateful that the dreadful alien Commoner was remaining silent. “However, time has come for me to depart; I must reach Philip by tonight.”
 
“I took the liberty of stocking your saddlebags with provisions that should last a single person a week,” Pertogan informed her. She nodded, already looking in the direction she would have to travel, her gaze focused on infinity. She blinked, her focus returning to the here and now, and looked down at her host.
 
“I thank you for your hospitality and aid, My Lord,” the Pillar said. “Now I must depart. There are likely to be hardships between here and the Capital.” Once more, she gazed at her direction of travel. Subconsciously, her hand tightened around Lucifer's familiar strength, and her eyes narrowed. Her magic reacted to her heavy emotions and her subconscious desire for retribution, and she could feel it well up from her chest.
 
She was aware that Pertogan took a step back, and focused her gaze upon him. “My Lady, I am aware that the Lord Milor of the Thunderstorms has proclaimed you the most frightening Mage he has ever met. I am now forced to admit that he is correct. If gazes could cast magic, I do believe you would have disintegrated my gate with the glare you had just leveled upon it.”
 
For a moment, her mind changed to more peaceful times, back at the Academy, where Milor had first given her his unofficial title. “I have no need or desire to level your gate, My Lord,” Liane replied calmly. “Thank you for your aid, now I must depart.” She saw Steve about to climb on a horse that had been brought out by one of the stable boys.
 
“You will remain here,” she told the man. It was neither a question nor an order; it was a statement of fact. Steve hesitated, one foot in the stirrup. Liane's eyes narrowed, and her magic pulsed. His foot came out of the stirrup, suddenly agreeing with Pertogan that Liane's glares made her look incredibly dangerous and frightening. Had he really seen the fires of hell burning in her eyes?
 
Whether it was a magical illusion, a play of the light, or a trick of his own mind, he didn't care. He'd seen her in battle, and was in no rush to have her wrath focused on him. She wanted him to stay, he'd stay. A sharp nod of her head indicated that she understood his new conviction. With one last wave, she took the reins of her mount, turned the horse, and gave it its orders.
 
For a moment, she debated the merit of throwing up the hood of the Pillar's robes, and allow its built-in spells to hide her identity. The thought was dismissed almost immediately, a few very large downsides apparent. First, she would have to hide Lucifer and carry it as a regular Pillar would carry her staff of office, which would cost her precious time when attacked suddenly. Second, anyone watching Pertogan's estate would immediately realize who she was anyway, anonymous or not – no other Pillars were present, after all.
 
The moment they were in motion, Liane's mind left Pertogan and Steve and the place of sanctuary, bringing magic to the fore, warping spells on and around her. The wisdom of Water had been invaluable, and with her new understanding of magic, both her own and other people's, it was fairly easy to put up a spell that would detect magic around her.
 
It wasn't as detailed as her Magic Sight, but had longer range and would drain less power. It would alert her to other Nobles around her, enough to give her warning of potential ambushes. It wouldn't do much against hostile spells that were incoming, but any advanced warning would be helpful.
 
Her thoughts were deep and focused, and she did not realize that she had crossed the boundary of Pertogan's estate until the wards fell away from her senses. She was out in the open once more. Her left hand tightened on the reigns, her right hand holding Lucifer ready should she be attacked. She had been chased here by that accomplished shadow-traveling Warlock. The man could reappear at any time, and who knew what kind of messages he had been able to send and what kind of reinforcements he had been able to gather.
 
Steve's shot had injured their opponent; a prudent Noble would have gathered medical assistance. She frowned, it had been good fortune that Pertogan had a Healer and a capable Assistant in his household. The horse's gait increased, and Liane made a conscious effort to slow it down. She could ride the trot, despite the hurt it would put on her body, but there was no way her mount would be able to keep up a canter for hours on end.
 
Plus, she had to keep it in shape for any attacks that would require her to spur it into a full gallop.
 
After an hour of uneventful riding, Liane's sense of danger started to shift. No longer did she mistrust trees, ditches, walls, or any sort of terrain that could potentially hide a person. Her detection spell was new, and had performed when she had tested it within Pertogan's compound, but until it was tested in real-life conditions, she would have to rely on her eyes and ears to make sure that nothing slipped through.
 
It was wearing, to ride a horse and maintain vigilance, and Liane could feel her body relax and her senses dull. Perhaps the shadow-walker had gone for a Healer and she was free to ride for the Capital.
 
Something pinged against her detection spell, and it took a few moments for Liane to shift back to full alert. Unsure of herself on horseback, and inexperienced in the handling of one, it took her precious time and concentration to bring her mount to a halt.
 
She frowned, focusing on her surroundings. She could see nothing, neither normally or with Magic Sight, yet her large-area detection spell reported magic in the area. It was somewhat in front of her, slightly off to the sides, like a cloud of vapor hanging over the road.
 
She grit her teeth; her spell had alerted her, but it was imprecise over its full distance, it seemed. She whispered a spell, bending light in front of her. She saw nothing further down the road, at ranges far beyond normal human eyes. That meant that she was riding into an ambush, either from one or both sides of the road.
 
Carefully, she dismounted, wincing at the pain in her body. Even a ride of slightly over an hour produced discomfort. The horse snorted next to her, and Liane had the impression that it was amused at her less than experiences actions. Reluctantly, she dismissed the notion and ignored the animal.
 
Taking the reins in her left hand, she started to walk. Her cramped legs took long seconds to ease up and restore circulation, and she was glad to be able to walk properly after they did so. It would be difficult enough to do battle without cramped legs.
 
She stopped again; reconsidering her position. She was about to do battle, and walk into a trap of her enemy's design. It wasn't the smartest thing to do.
 
Then again, she was a Pillar, she realized. Up until this mess started, there was no need for her to think of things like this, and to act with anything except confidence. Now, though... now, she was being hunted, and hunted prey should evade and avoid, not attack head-on.
 
As she pondered her position, she stood stock-still in the middle of the road. She wasn't a Warlock, trained in military skills and Combat Arts. She was a Mage, trained in Elemental Magic. Perhaps it was time for her to leverage her superior skills against her enemy? It shouldn't be difficult to raise a few automatons from the dirt next to the road.
 
Unfortunately for her, her enemies seemed to realize that she had seen through their trap, as her detection spell barked an alert and suddenly increased in precision when its focus shifted from a wide area to the immediate surroundings.
 
Five Nobles had just shadow-traveled right next to her.
 
With her left hand holding tight on the reigns of her horse, she slammed the end of Lucifer down on the ground. Magic spilled from her lips, followed by a wave of energy expanding rapidly around her. As soon as her spell broke the shadow-concealment, she saw how the five had effectively surrounded her. All but one of them were Warlocks, one of them was the man who had been chasing herself and Steve to the gates of Pertogan's estate.
 
Anger roared in her chest, and her Runescape came up while the five were still casting. The runic boundaries flashed into being immediately, a small inner ring protecting Liane and her horse, a large outer one preventing escape or outside interference. The spells of her attackers splashed harmlessly against the protective barriers of the spell, and Liane paid them no notice. Skipping the first two defensive levels, she went straight to the offensive. She grunted as her spell drained her magic, grateful that she had discovered a way to flash it in and out of being at a moment's notice, decreasing the strain on her body to something manageable.
 
Three Warlocks were ripped to pieces, caught between the inner and outer boundary of her Runescape construct, the kill zone set up by her spell. Immediately, she dropped the spell, her left hand yanking on the reigns of her frightened mount while facing the Mage, who was pale and staring in shock at the three dead Warlocks. A faint outline appeared in the air, and the woman fell to the ground in a startled, soundless scream of obvious agony, her body contorting furiously.
 
The last Warlock, the one furthest away, was the highly skilled shadow-walker, the man who had dared wound her and had driven her and her companion to seek refuge. He attempted to vanish into the shadows. Another slam of Lucifer broke his spell. At the same time, words spilled from her lips; harsh words, words of power and intent.
 
The man froze, his head turning from left to right, his hands coming up. “Is anyone there!? Why can't I hear!? What's happening!? My Lady? My Lady, please!”
 
The clopping of hooves enraged Liane, forcing her to spin and raise a spell toward the enemy approaching at high speed from the rear. She abruptly halted, breaking off her enchantment at the sight of Steve riding up at full gallop. For a moment, she felt guilty about the choice of spell she had almost unleashed upon the man.
 
He dismounted easily, slipping from the horse with the ease of a man who had practice. Irrational jealousy at the sight immediately dismissed the notion of guilt from her mind, and she pulled herself completely upright.
 
“Are you alright?” the foreigner asked rapidly, approaching her with long, urgent strides. She did not care for the intimate way his eyes traveled her, searching for non-existent injuries. Her raised hand aborted his approach before he could grab her, a fact she was grateful for.
 
“I am alright, as you can no doubt see,” she said, somewhat waspishly. “I believe I asked you to remain behind.”
 
He was staring at the three dead bodies, the contorting Mage, and the Warlock, who was now on the ground, screaming spells at the top of his lungs, spells that seemed to do nothing. “What... what happened here?” he asked.
 
“I have killed those three,” Liane said, motioning to the ripped-apart bodies of the three Warlocks. “I killed her, too, but the spell is not having the expected reaction,” the Pillar added, turning to look at the Mage, who was now quiet on the floor, her body expanded to twice its normal size. “I believed a person in a vacuum would have their blood boil and their lungs explode. It seems that there is enough pressure in the human veins to keep the blood in liquid form, so it appears that she died from the extreme pressure difference. Slow and gruesome. I do not believe I will use that spell again.”
 
Steve looked sick, and stared at her in dismay. “Do not look at me like that,” the Mage snapped. “Had you not interrupted, I would have put her and him over there out of their misery. Instead, I'm explaining things to you.”
 
The pilot swallowed deeply. “That's a flimsy excuse,” he muttered quietly enough so she wouldn't hear him. Louder, he asked, “what did you do to him?”
 
“I expanded upon the blindness curse. I believe this one will be catalogued under 'full sensory deprivation'. Since he cannot sense anything, including his magic, he cannot even attempt to spell his way out of the curse.” She approached the man calmly, who was rocking back and forth, his arms around himself but obviously unable to even feel that. One of her fingers was pushed against his forehead, a single word from her lips later, he fell over like a marionette without its strings.
 
Steve was gaping at her when she returned to her horse. “Pertogan is right. You're fucking scary.”
 
“And you're going back to the estate,” she answered him, ignoring his foul word.
 
“Like Hell I am!” he protested angrily. “Two see more than one, and you'll need someone to watch your back!”
 
For a moment, she debated his statement. Her sensor spell had failed to catch his presence, obviously there was a blind spot toward Commoners as her spell only detected magic. She would have to expand and improve on it. Unfortunately, she didn't have the time. Nor did she have time to stand here and debate his presence, really.
 
Hefting herself back into her side saddle position, she pointed back toward Pertogan's estate. “Return,” she ordered.
 
He jumped into the saddle himself, and stared defiantly at her. “No.”
 
Her mouth twisted into a grimace. She really didn't have time for this. She could force him with magic, true, but she didn't want to curse the man who had shared life and death experiences with her days earlier. It would be unbecoming; they had saved each other's lives on multiple occasions. “Fine, do not haunt me upon your untimely death,” she snapped, and spurred her horse. It was time to go. The forest of Philip was awaiting, and with the assassination squad deceased, the road should be open. Perhaps it would be a quiet ride and they wouldn't be attacked, and some company might be nice. Even if the foreign Commoner was an uncouth lout with a big mouth and tendency toward perversion.
 
He grinned boyishly and drew level with her. She ignored him, there was no way she would allow his looks to affect her.
 
They rode on, mindful of the condition of their horses, pushing only as hard as they knew their mounts would be able to sustain for long hours every day. Pertogan had been true to his word and had supplied truly magnificent animals.
 
Slowly, after a few hours, the landscape started to take on familiar airs for Liane, and bad memories surfaced when she rounded a bend in the road, only to face a familiar lake with an equally familiar center island sporting a house. The forest of Philip spread before them, the sun starting to come down on the horizon. They were nearly there.
 
“You know this place?” Steve asked.
 
“This was where I saved my friend five years ago,” the Pillar said calmly, not wanting to look at the lake and the house any longer than necessary. “We took shelter in the forest after I first rescued him. Most people believe it to be haunted, and avoid it still.”
 
“Haunted!?” Steve asked, startled. “You're joking, right?”
 
Hearing his surprise brought a small smile to her lips. “Deep inside it is a castle, a castle built a long time ago by Veyrùn the Necromancer. It is heavily protected, but I broke those protections five years ago for myself and my friend. I believed the myth would protect us for one night. Unfortunately, I was wrong. Today, I will rebuild and reactivate those protections, and once again, the Forest of Philip will become haunted.” She glanced at him. “You needn't worry; I will exempt you while I do so. You and I will be the only ones able to exist within the castle.”
 
They kept to the main road, ignoring the familiar dirt track that lead up to the bridge of the house in the middle of the lake. Suddenly, she grimaced, a wave of magic bearing down upon her.
 
“Are you alright?” Steve asked worriedly as her horse pranced skittishly. She slipped from the saddle with as much grace as a falling sack of potatoes, but managed to land on her two feet nonetheless.
 
“I'm being attacked,” she snapped angrily, feeling the protections built into the Pillar's robes deflecting the curse aimed at her from a distance. Outside of line-of-sight, the attack had to be bonded to her by blood or by some other part of her body. Her grimace tightened. Blood, she had left plenty of that behind lately. The constant attacks had prevented her from cleaning it up, and now her carelessness was going to be used against her.
 
The attack was starting to shift, and Liane realized that, whoever was doing this curse, was not just a talented amateur. Anyone with a basic schooling in Blood Magic could key a curse to blood and target a person remotely. Shifting a curse to circumvent protections took skill. Whoever was cursing her knew what they were doing.
 
As good as the static defenses in her robes were, they would be evaded at some point, and Liane knew she didn't have the time to turn the curse back upon the caster before her own defenses would fail. Quickly, she placed Lucifer upright on its tip, grabbed her athame with her right hand, and cut deeply into the tip of the index finger of her left hand. Blood welled up, and immediately the Pillar dropped to her knees, using the open wound to draw a circle around herself. Her motions quick and hurried, the circle was nowhere near straight or perfect, the Mage hurrying to complete it before the protections in her robe would fail.
 
The moment she closed her dented, oblong geometric figure, she could feel the Blood Magic seal the wound on her finger, and the protections in her robe diminish their cries for her attention. Closing her eyes, she muttered counter-curses while the fingers of her right hand touched her defensive barrier. The energy of the curse felt distinctly masculine, and Liane had no trouble thinking of her distant assailant as being male.
 
She could feel his hesitation when her defenses shifted from her robes static protections to her shifting blood-based pseudo-shield. It was a Death Curse, straight to the point and very powerful, too brazen for most Mages, who preferred subtle curses that targeted senses or created debilitations. Death Curses were powerful, going straight for the heart, brain, and magic of a target, but took a lot of power and effort to set up.
 
The energy of the attack shifted, trying to figure a way around her new protections, and Liane smiled slightly. Her opponent had skill and knowledge, but lacked the imagination required to think outside of the box. Her focus shifted, and her whispers limited themselves to mere token shifts in her defenses, her mind and her magic waiting for the correct moment. The moment she knew would come, the moment where her attacker was making a mistake.
 
There.
 
She stabbed at the weak point in the curse with a single word that was backed by her blood on the floor and the magic in her chest. For a moment, she had the pleasure of feeling his incredible surprise, before the wrenched sensation of fighting off a Death Curse fell away completely. Whoever he had been, she was sure that her unseen assailant wouldn't be very pleased with the results. Try to curse her to death, did he? He must not have been informed of who and what she was.
 
Liane straightened up, the blood of her dented pseudo-circle evaporating into the air. She was Liane, Blood Magic was something she had been doing since her first year.
 
“What happened? Are you alright?” Steve was genuinely concerned for her, she realized, and her eyes met his. She made a motion for her horse, took Lucifer from where it was faithfully standing, and hefted herself back in the saddle. It took a bit more effort than usual, she felt tired after her improvised attack.
 
“Someone attempted to put a Death Curse on me,” she explained. “It takes blood or something else from your body, such as a fingernail or lock of hair, to tie a curse into and execute it beyond line of sight.” Her horse started walking forward, Steve right next to her. “Unfortunately for my attacker, my robes carry protections that stopped his immediate assault, and I was able to get an improvised blood shield up that allowed me to resist his attack and turn the curse back. In the best case, the curse would rebound upon him, but I do believe he would have taken precautions and protected himself, so he probably got a nasty backlash and will be fine after a few days in hospital.”
 
The pilot stared at her with open mouth. “So you can curse people from a distance, and the target can actually fight back, and turn the attack back?”
 
Liane nodded. “There is no limit range for a good caster of Blood Magic. If I had your blood, I could curse you from half a world away. There is a good reason why the Nobility will make sure no blood, hair, or fingernails are left behind.”
 
The man nodded. “You were lucky you were awake. If they'd done it at night, while you're asleep, you'd have had it.”
 
“There is a good reason why all personal dwellings are shielded against such things, and why I push us not to sleep on the open road if we can help it. Being invited into a person's home automatically invokes the protection of that dwelling's wards, but it is exceedingly bad form to accept those protections without informing your host if you are being pursued.”
 
“So that's why you did what you did at your friend's house,” Steve said.
 
Liane nodded. “Since a remote curse would have been stopped by his wards, he would have been automatically notified. In most cases, the host would then become involved, due to the rules of hospitality. Anyone attacking a person's guest is attacking the person himself. Again, it is bad form to claim the rules of hospitality if you are being pursued.”
 
The foreigner nodded silently, he could understand what she was saying. Liane indicated a direction, and they stepped off the road, their horses taking them into the darkened woods. They had entered the Forest of Philip, and Steve hoped they would soon be at this mythical castle. Wards or shields or defenses or not, he would feel better being off the open road and behind some solid walls.
 




Chapter Nine

Steve sunk into the conjured seat, and shivered. Liane had driven them hard, and he had not had any time to think about the recent events until they had entered the strange derelict castle and she had reactivated its defenses. He didn't feel at ease, inside the castle, despite Liane's reassurances of its strength. They had been able to make their way inside easily, with one of its exterior walls collapsed. His companion had impressed upon him that she had reactivated the structure's defenses – whatever those may be.
 
Despite being on edge and expecting an attack, the weariness of his body made itself felt. That meant that he now had to deal with some things that deeply frightened him. It was one thing to be confronted by people with extraordinary powers. At least he could shoot people when they came face-to-face with him. It was another completely to become aware that those same people could attack him at a distance, using nothing but some blood or hair or fingernail left behind, and the first warning he would get would be finding himself cursed to death.
 
He looked at Liane, and wondered about her control. She seemed fine, except for the introspective mood and her tendency to lapse into complete silence. From the look in her eyes, the mythical thousand-yard-stare he had heard so much about, he could guess where her thoughts were.
 
“Do you have any idea who could be behind all this?” the pilot asked, suppressing another shiver and trying to distract his thoughts from dwelling on long-distance curses.
 
The Mage frowned. “There are few who could organize an insurrection on this scale, especially considering the vows and oaths required before entering any trusted position. The implications are frightening,” she answered after a few moments thought. “The power, both magically and politically, must be substantial, and yet, the person planning this must not be in any official position of power or they would be under oath, and the same thing goes for their aides and helpers.”
 
“You've told me before that oaths can be broken,” Steve reminded her. “I don't see why no official people could be involved in this. It would make perfect sense, those high in society but wanting to go higher staging a coup. It happens a lot.”
 
Liane stared at him, just long enough to make him uncomfortable. “Planning and staging a rebellion takes time. One doesn't just gather up a group of friends, break oath, and go for it. Months, if not years, of planning went into this. During that time, one cannot break their oath, or they would be found out. So, whoever planned this, has done so with the aid of those not in government or official positions, and executed it similarly without any people being under oath. Even knowing about this rebellion and doing nothing about it would violate the oaths of allegiance required by government officials.”
 
Steve nodded, still trying to keep his mind away from long-distance cursing. It was worse than being the target of a missile or other remote weapon, he realized. At least you could hope to evade a missile – simply not be there when it hits. A curse could target the blood in his veins, and he'd be safe nowhere. He shuddered again. “So couldn't someone break their oath and help out?” he asked, desperately trying to distract himself.
 
The Pillar shook her head. “An oath can surely be broken. However, such treachery is soon discovered – it is customary for oaths and vows to be inspected on a regular basis, and it is considered normal for officials to display their oaths to each other when engaging in official business. If an official were to be involved in this, their involvement would have revealed the entire plan before it even started. No, government officials aren't involved in this rebellion, at least they weren't involved in the planning or execution. I couldn't tell who broke their oath and changed allegiance since.”
 
Steve frowned. “So it's not possible to break your oath, do whatever is needed for this rebellion; then take it again to show you're still loyal?”
 
Liane gaped at him for a few moments. “How... dishonorable,” she told him. “I can see why your world struggles with government if that is the way you think.” She shook her head. “It wouldn't work anyway. If you break our oath, you're obviously going against it. It's either breaking the oath, or running the risk of falling afoul of its penalty clauses. Usually, oaths of office are sworn on life and magic. The penalty will thus be death and the loss of magic. Breaking the oath avoids the penalty, but does show you as a person who breaks their word. If you were then to attempt to re-take the oath, it would immediately drain you of your magic and kill you, as you had broken it previously and had gone against it in the past. You would have to be extremely careful that you really had a change of heart and were not planning on going against it in the future – only if you have that certainty would the oath not immediately kill you. Taking it just to show your loyalty and with the intention of breaking it again in the future will constitute as a breach of the oath and invoke the penalty.”
 
The pilot swallowed, thinking about long-distance cursing. A broken oath sounded very similar, able to kill anywhere and anytime for going against it. He shivered again, stood up from the seat Liane had conjured, and walked to one of the windows. It was a window that he expected to see in an ancient medieval European castle, it was small and open to the elements. He gazed out at the surrounding forest. At least the woods offered some form of protection, he thought. Nobody knew they were there. At least, he didn't think they did. But if they did, then they'd be able to sneak up on them...
 
Suddenly, he didn't feel as safe as he'd started to feel when he first looked. He shivered again.
 
“The interior will heat up momentarily,” Liane offered at the sight of his shiver. “I have started the fire, but these old constructions need time to warm up and drive off the damp. Probably the reason why we stopped using them.” She was aware that she was rambling now, offering useless information. She closed her mouth, and centered her mind. The stress of the last week was getting to her, the constant, unrelenting barrage of battles and fights had taken its toll.
 
“I just don't feel safe,” the foreign pilot replied, stepping away from the window, and leaning against the black stone next to it, looking at her with his arms crossed. “People can just sneak up on us through those woods, and that broken wall outside doesn't look very safe. And knowing that they can curse us from a distance, without even having to go through the trouble of going through the forest... I don't get why we're here.”
 
Liane reclined in her own chair. “I have reassured you before that the protections on this castle will defend us,” she said. “It seems that you do not grasp just how formidable those defenses are. This is the castle of Veyrùn the Necromancer. For five hundred years, this area has been protected against outsiders. I'll repeat and rephrase that. For over half a millennium this fortress has remained unmolested by outsiders, in a country that has people with tremendous skill and magical abilities.”
 
She sat upright when she noticed that she held his complete attention now. “The forest surrounding this castle is called the Forest of Philip. The reason it is called the Forest of Philip and not the Forest of Veyrùn is because Philip was its most famous victim.” He was gaping at her now. “Philip the Fiddler chose to traverse these woods rather than take the long road around the woods. He came upon this castle, and believed himself to have spent the entire night feasting and playing music with his deceased Master, as well as other musical masters that had long since perished. When he woke up the next morning, he was far from here, and he found that the bow of his fiddle had been replaced by a bow made from a human thighbone. That is the power of the protections upon this place and this entire forest. Those that enter here get confused, discombobulated, put under massive illusions, and finally, guided far away with a stern reminder never to set foot here again.”
 
She stood up and walked to the window. “Those that enter here see what they wish to see and are offered what they want most in the world, all to deviate them from their goals of entering here. When I broke these protections five years ago, it was only because my Assistant and I had our minds protected by permanent enchantments and a strong will. My friend was not as fortunate, and we had to drag him along until I was able to deactivate them. At the time I did not realize the actions I had taken. They were necessary, and I did what I had to do. It wasn't until later that I realized that I was the first to enter this place in 500 years.” She gazed at Steve. “Even now, five years later, nobody dares enter these woods or go looking for this castle. That is the level of protection we now enjoy. None shall harm us here.”
 
Steve nodded, feeling better, yet unable to suppress a shiver. “If you could do it, so could someone else, and you've just jinxed us.”
 
“True, theoretically, other Nobles should be capable of the same things I did. And yet, none shall. The reason I know this is simple.” She motioned for Lucifer, obediently upright next to her seat. “That is a work of Legend. I am the best at what I do. That is not conceit, but verified truth, acknowledged by the country.” Liane frowned slightly. “I did not cast any jinxes, however, nor would I be as unsafe as casting one upon us.”
 
The pilot shook his head. “I meant that, with all the boasting you did, you've just invited fate to prove you wrong.”
 
The Mage considered his words, and realized that she had been boasting. It hadn't been her intention, she had merely wished to reassure the man, but acknowledged the truth of his words nonetheless. “The Act-of-the-Gods factor,” she said, with a faint smile. Or an act of the elemental Spirits. “Those can never be discounted.”
 
Steve grumbled, and sunk back in his conjured seat. Heat was starting to spread into the large hall from the roaring fire, and he found himself relaxing, finally. The Mage nodded; she may have been boasting, but at least her companion seemed more relaxed now.
 
They ate in silence, each lost to thought, and went to bed early. After the hard travel, they didn't take long to fall asleep.
 
The next morning, both Mage and foreigner were up before sunrise. Liane guided them expertly through the woods, skills learned as a young orphan playing in the forests pointing her true. They emerged from the woods not far from Sevenoaks just as the sun rose over the horizon. Already, people were out and the village smelled of cooking food and hard work.
 
The town looked no different from usual, and Liane was glad for it. It seemed that whoever was behind this was limiting themselves to the Capital; likely they needed to consolidate their position before tackling the rest of the country. Whoever was behind this had isolated themselves from the rest of the nation, and was ignoring it for the time being. Liane hoped that her arrival would make a difference.
 
The people out and about smiled and nodded respectfully at her, gave Steve a curious glance, then left them alone. They were used to the eccentric Mage appearing in their midst using her strange floater, and they paid no more attention to her now that she appeared from cursed woodlands.
 
For a moment, Liane debated a mug of strong ale and a hearty meal in her favorite tavern, then decided against it. Time was essential, and the Pillar consented only to spare the time necessary to buy more provisions from the baker and butcher before setting out for the Capital. Now that they were on open road, and in the final stretch, they spurred their horses into a canter. Pertogan had assured her that the animal she was riding was the fastest in his stable, but it was a long trek to the Capital still and she didn't believe their horses would have the endurance to reach there under full gallop.
 
She wanted to return them in good health, too.
 
Liane saw Steve look around from the corner of her vision, either taking in the surrounding landscape or scanning for enemies, she didn't know which. Her detection spells were still up, and she was quite sure that no magical being was sneaking up on them right then and there. For a few moments, she debated whether to tell him or not. Since it seemed that it made him feel useful, she kept her silence.
 
As they rode, she thought back to the first time she had made this voyage, back in her eighth and final year. Her Assistant and she had been riding a cart in the opposite direction, hoping to save Milor. Unbidden, a small smile came to her lips. It had taken them a day and a half to reach Sevenoaks then. Now, with faster horses and no cart, they would be able to reach the Capital before the end of the day. Liane hoped that she would find her home city in good condition.
 
Her imagination went from the past to the present. What would she find on her arrival? A city under heavy wartime shields, two armies clashing in battle? More than likely not, there was no way to hide an army capable of taking on the Kirian forces on equal footing. She frowned slightly, and wondered how the terrorists were trying to achieve their goals.
 
She tried the communications spell. It still failed as it had been doing for the last few days. Why hadn't the city been unshielded yet? The Lord Emperor or Milor should be able to lower the wards on their authority alone. The Commander General of the Kirian army should be able to do the same. A quorum of Council members should have enough votes before magic to force them down as well.
 
How could all of them be immobilized? The strength required to do so was substantial, and brought Liane back to her initial point – there was no way to hide a force that big. Not on Kiria, the island was only so big, and there was only so much open space available. A gathering capable of achieving a strike of this magnitude would have drawn attention.
 
Her hand rubbed her chin. Something wasn't adding up. She was missing something. Liane wished she knew what it was.
 
She was working herself up now. Just what would she find? Smoking buildings and dead bodies? A city under siege, raped, pillaged, and burnt to a crisp? As her thoughts spiraled further out of control, she could feel the stress in her body wrap around her chest like a tight band. Her toes and fingers tingled with repressed adrenaline.
 
A deep breath and slow exhale later, she felt almost human. “Perhaps we should slow down a bit,” Steve advised.
 
She blinked, and looked over at the man, only realizing at that time that she had subconsciously spurred her horse into a full gallop. She nodded once, and relaxed her hold, slowing the animal back into a trot. She could feel its mighty body pant beneath her, and her face twitched in annoyance. Now they would need to rest the horses, what a stupid mistake to make.
 
“Are you alright?” the pilot asked, concerned.
 
The Pillar drew her breath again, slowly letting it out. “I do not know what I will find when I reach the Capital. Will I find it under siege? Will the people close to me be safe? Will I find the streets filled with the dead and dying, or will I find something else? I don't know, and don't have enough information to know, and now that we are closing on the city I cannot help but think about it.”
 
Steve nodded. “You're worried and anxious,” he said. “I can completely understand. I hope you'll find everything as it should be.”
 
She gave him a sharp nod. “Thank you,” she acknowledged. “Although I think we both know I will not find everything as it should be. We have been attacked too many times for it to be as it should be.”
 
The foreigner fell silent, accepting the truth of her statement. They rode without talking as the sun climbed to its zenith, then descended from it. The hours passed in silence. In the distance, the city started to rise from the horizon, and they entered the farming landscape that surrounded it. Despite being late afternoon, people should be at work, and Liane frowned slightly at their absence.
 
Liane held her horse, slowing into a trot and finally into a walk. Steve mirrored her actions, mindful of their surroundings, and not liking the small frown that appeared on her usually impassive face.
 
“That should not be there,” the Mage said, pointing at a medium-sized construction that appeared to be made from compacted dirt, a sure-tell sign of a building hurriedly raised using Earth magics. She remembered once constructing a small dwelling in the same way, and the mistake she had made in making it air-tight. This building, however, had a second story, a large floor area, and appeared suitable for longer-term habitation. Attached to it was a large earthen barrier that stretched across the road, preventing their entry into the city itself.
 
She scowled when she realized that the small building had been placed with a lot of thought in mind. Although it was theoretically possible to cut around the building, either through the farmland or the forest, it was more than likely that they had already been spotted and any attempts to go around would be useless.
 
The Pillar took a deep breath. It was too late now; they had seen the building, the building's occupant, or occupants, had seen them. There was nothing to be done other than go forward. Grateful for the fact that she was riding sidesaddle, the Pillar slipped easily from her horse. She approached the earthen barrier on foot, Steve having descended from his horse and taking her reigns as well as his own.
 
“I cannot let you pass, My Lady,” a female voice said from the building. Liane turned to face the door, only to come face-to-face with a young Mage dressed in Academy robes, her education insignia still in place. From those insignia, Liane saw that the girl was in her eighth year, and had an Assistant.
 
“Perhaps you can explain why not, Young Lady?” Liane asked, curious as to where in the strange guardhouse the student's Assistant might be hiding. She was well aware that she was focusing on meaningless details, and trying desperately not to think of that fact that she was now facing a young woman that was still in school.
 
The young Mage seemed eager to talk. “My Lady is securing the city. As soon as she has control over the nation's defenses, you will be allowed entry if you swear to the new government, Lady Pillar,” the young woman answered.
 
“Perhaps you do not know who I am,” Liane replied calmly, despite her inward anger over the situation and what was being done in the city. “I am Liane, the MagicWarper. I am Pillar of Kiria, authorized to be the Hand and the Voice of the Emperor. As of the moment that the Capital city became shielded, and the senior Pillars in Eunan were assassinated, I became the highest ranking official in the nation. At this moment, I am acting leader of the Kirian Nation, and I am ordering you to stand aside and let us pass.”
 
The slip of a girl paled slightly, and actually took half a step back, before squaring her shoulders. “I believe in what we are doing, My Lady. The government is corrupt, cares not for its people or its nation, and is determined to satisfy the status-quo. My Lady will change things, and allow anyone to act and become what they see fit without boundaries determined by magic. I can't let you pass.”
 
Liane leaned casually on Lucifer to hide her turmoil. She didn't want to fight a student, nor could she allow the heinous act of rebellion to pass. “Perhaps you can begin by telling me your name, Young Lady,” she said as she tried to get herself back under control.
 
“I am called Nadia Lightningmistress, My Lady,” the young woman said, raising her head just a little as she did so.
 
The Pillar ignored the slight posturing, and pressed on with the conversation. “And just who might your mysterious leader be, Young Lady?” She asked. The young woman wasn't a fighter, and more than likely hadn't performed in more than a duel or two. She seemed more eager to talk than to fight, and Liane wanted to keep it that way. Perhaps she could talk the young woman down, and find out more about the rebels' plans in the process.
 
The student before her seemed inclined to keep the conversation going as well, and answered, “The Lady Danulia of the Runes, Lady Pillar. She is the sister of the Lady Annjii of the Ball Lightning, Imperial Overseer of the Pillar Service. It is hoped that the Lady Annjii will consent to breaking her oaths to the old corrupt government once the takeover is complete.”
 
Liane's hands unconsciously clenched around Lucifer's shaft. After a surreptitious breath, she calmed. Danulia of the Runes. Before Liane, Danulia was probably the foremost expert in all forms of Runic Script, and had even managed to receive an honorary titled based upon them rather than her aligned element. More than likely, the woman had also used her relationship to her sister to gain access to information on the government's inner workings.
 
“And just what is the plan, Young Lady? Not even the Lady Danulia can break the protections placed upon Kiria's defenses while under siege from the entire Kirian government,” Liane said.
 
Nadia shrugged. “She probably could,” she answered with the kind of utter conviction that the young had in their chosen heroes. “But she doesn't need to. She's ramped up the tax wards. Everyone not exempt has had their magic taxed so heavily that they fall asleep. Even the Commoners are affected by it. It's brilliant!”
 
Despite the girl's adherence to the Decorum, the last part had her raising her voice in obvious hero-worship, and it grated on Liane's nerves that this girl could be so callous about the destruction of their nation. “Let us hope they do not need food or water, or a lot of people will die,” the Pillar found herself answering, despite her best wishes to keep the conversation neutral and keep the girl talking.
 
The student paled slightly, obviously not having considered that before. “I'm sure My Lady has considered that,” she said, her conviction overcoming her sense.
 
“I'm sure she has,” the Pillar replied coolly, hoping to mask her annoyance at the lack of independent thought. “It must have taken quite a bit of planning to pull this off,” she went on, hoping to extract more information. Parts of the puzzle were starting to fall together, and she wanted to get some confirmation on the conclusions she was drawing. “Especially considering that she first sabotaged the Great Barrier.”
 
The young Mage shrugged. “I don't know about the Barrier or anything. I've just joined recently, all I've been told is to raise this guardhouse, create a barrier, and not let anyone pass. So I'm not letting you pass.”
 
Liane wanted to use a few chosen words of foul language that she remembered from her youth as an orphan, and wished that Decorum allowed for it. It seemed the girl in front of her had no more useful information to pass on, their conversation was drawing to a close. “So the Lady Danulia is probably at the Imperial Palace, trying to circumvent the Blood Magic on some of Kiria's protections,” the Pillar said, conversationally.
 
The young Mage shrugged again. “Probably. I don't know, I never took Runes, Glyphs, and Magical Symbols. Not that it matters, really, My Lady. I cannot let you pass.”
 
“You intend to stop me, Young Lady?” Liane asked, raising one eyebrow and sounding vaguely amused.
 
The girl swallowed. “If I must, My Lady.”
 
“You will fail,” the Pillar stated with conviction. “I do not wish to fight with a student in the Academy.”
 
“I do not wish to fight with a Pillar of Kiria either,” the younger Mage answered. “But, I must do as I was instructed.”
 
“It seems we both have our duties,” Liane said, and stopped leaning on Lucifer. Calmly, she took her staff in hand, and started walking to the barrier.
 
Two voices sounded as one, and Lucifer pulled Liane out of the field of fire from a spell that was beyond most Academy students. The magic struck the ground beyond the road, and ate a deep hole in the ground, disintegrating the material into air. It was the spell-based counterpart to the ritual Liane had once used to remove Steve's airplane.
 
Frowning, she looked at her opponent, and found her joined by a thirteen-year-old girl, who was looking frightfully at her. “Do not make me do this, Young Lady,” Liane said, focusing on the Proctor rather than the Assistant. Bad enough to have to fight an Academy student in her final year. It was unacceptable to fight a thirteen-year-old Assistant.
 
“We do not have a choice, My Lady,” the eighth-year student said. Again, her voice joined with the younger voice of her Assistant. Liane dodged the spell, and deviated a follow-up spell. The duo wasn't stopping now; they weren't going to talk or be reasoned with. The spells came too hard, too fast for Liane to interrupt them.
 
“Please don't make me do this,” the Pillar managed when the duo went for a deep breath. They didn't react, and Liane could see how the casting was drawing the Assistant empty. The girl looked pale now, her skin an ugly grayish color, her eyes deep and sunken. She wouldn't be able to last much longer.
 
The next spell wasn't aimed at her.
 
It was aimed at Steve. Steve, who was holding on to the reigns of their horses. Steve, who was pinned between the two large animals. Steve, who couldn't get out of the way in time. Steve, who struggled with two horses that were suddenly panicking at the sight of magic racing to kill them.
 
The Warlock spell of accelerated time took hold with hardly a word, and Liane reached out with her magic, breaking the incantation. Anger took over her heart and clouded her emotions, the synesthesia meshing her senses together. A lethal spell snapped from her lips and hands.
 
The young Proctor let lose a scream, the shrill sound rising over the horrible, disgusting sound of snapping bones, before wrenching off.
 
The Assistant looked at her Proctor with wide, disbelieving, shocked eyes, her mouth open at the disgusting mess of flesh and bone that used to be an eighth-year Mage. Liane approached, sadly. The child did not react when the Pillar placed her hand on top of her head. Nor did she react when Liane spoke. The girl's eyes drifted closed, and the Pillar lowered her gently to the ground.
 
“What was that?” Steve asked from behind her.
 
“Gravity manipulation. A hundred times normal gravity will kill a person,” Liane sounded disgusted with herself. Tenderly, she reached down and picked up the sleeping thirteen-year-old. “I'm going to put the little one in bed and break her bond to this... this...” her voice faltered as she stared at the remains. “She dragged her Assistant into this. There is no excuse.” She left without turning to face Steve, hoping to mask her inner turmoil and guilt over her actions with anger and bravado. She remembered the guilt she bore over allowing Amy to accompany her while rescuing Milor. Her Assistant had insisted; she still wished she had had the courage to break the bond and save the girl the misery. Did Nadia feel the same thing? Had she faced the same doubts and worries regarding the young girl's future?
 
Liane put the young Assistant in the bed on the second floor, broke the Proctor-Assistant bond, and slunk back downstairs. Her anger was spent. She just felt sad now. Sad, and disgusted with herself over the life she had been forced to take. Honorable combat between equals was one thing. Combat between a trained Pillar and an Academy student was not.
 
Steve was shaking his head over the remains when she emerged on the ground level.
 
“She didn't give you much of a choice,” the pilot said when he noticed the look on Liane's face.
 
Liane stopped when she saw the remains again. The results of her actions seemed to slap her in the face, and she suddenly felt ten times worse. “By all the gods above, what have I been forced to do?” the Pillar muttered.
 
She swallowed, feeling her throat constrict. Something stabbed her eyes, she wiped at them. “She was someone's child. Someone's Proctor. She probably was someone's Assistant as well, at some point. She should be at the Academy, learning magic, enjoying time with friends. Not standing here, futilely trying to play at guarding the city.” Her voice sounded hoarse through her constricted throat, and a hiccup escaped her. Her eyes stabbed again. She wiped again. “It's all so useless. So very useless.”
 
A single motion of her free hand had the remains levitating. As gruesome as they looked on the ground, in the air, they looked even worse. The stresses caused by a hundred-fold gravity had broken just about every major bone, and had reduced the girl's internal organs to mush. Liane looked away, unable to look at the results of her combat spell, and walked outside with the body bobbing obediently behind her.
 
Steve followed in silence, not sure whether his presence or his reactions would be welcome right now. Liane very rarely displayed her emotions, and this was the first time he realized that she was suffering from the deaths she had been forced to cause.
 
To his surprise, Liane simply crossed the road, and placed the young student's remains in a freshly formed hole. The Pillar swiped for the earthen barrier that stood, barring their entrance to the city, causing it to dissolve and its materials to flow over to the grave.
 
Leaning on her staff, Liane closed her eyes, and spoke the spells to set and complete the burial ritual she had learned so long ago in Rituals & Ceremonies. She had once married a couple as a final test in that course. Now she had recalled the burial rites and had invoked them over a girl, a fallen enemy who never should have been an enemy.
 
The floating debris from the broken barrier filled the grave, then solidified into a black marble grave marker shaped like an obelisk that stood to man-height. Steve frowned, the translation spell seemingly refusing to translate the Kirian writings on the stone.
 
“Here lies Nadia Lightningmistress, a victim of those that would make war and forget the lives of those caught up in it. She died, another lived, and nothing changed. May her marker stand as a memorial to the pointlessness of war,” Liane read for him. The man swallowed, and nodded.
 
For five minutes, they stood there, staring at the marble obelisk and its text. “Come, we should go,” the Pillar whispered.
 
“I've never seen you react like that before,” the pilot offered. “I'm sorry if any of my remarks hurt you.”
 
Liane dipped her head. “In battle, one tries to outdo the other. It is one thing to be engaged in a fight where both sides know about battle and what is at stake.” She glanced over her shoulder to the retreating obelisk. They were walking, the horses following obediently on their leashes. “It is another altogether to fight a student still in the Academy, untested and unsuited for battle. She did not know what she was doing, nor what she got herself involved in.” Her throat closed, and she needed a deep breath before she could continue. “I do not blame her for forcing my hand. I blame those that brainwashed her into sacrificing herself and her Assistant to this pointless endeavor.”
 
“Blame the bosses, not the underlings,” Steve said, nodding. “It's a good policy.”
 
The Pillar nodded. She glanced behind her once more. “I just wish that it helped more.”
 
The pilot fell silent, knowing there was very little he could say to help, and hoping that his presence was some form of comfort to his companion.
 
They didn't walk for very long, and within a few minutes, Liane pulled them to a halt. “This is where the wards of the city begin,” she said, superfluously. Before them stretched the countryside, reaching up into the sprawl of the city's outer limits. No human stirred on the road before them.
 
Holding up her hand, she touched the shield bubble, halfway using her ability to see magic, and halfway feeling the magic in the wards through her own. “I am Liane, the MagicWarper,” she whispered to thin air. “Pillar of Kiria. Lower yourselves.”
 
The wards and shields that covered the city and inhibited its population seemed to ignore her. Scowling slightly, Liane said, “You will allow me passage.” Steve had seen many things during his time on the strange island. Before his arrival, he probably would have dismissed a woman with an outstretched arm, talking to empty air, as something he didn't want to get involved in. Now, he merely waited for Liane to let them advance.
 
The Pillar studied the magic through her Magic Sight and through her spread fingers. The wards protecting the city finally yielded to her touch and her voice; the ones behind that did not. “You will release the city!” she said, louder, pushing some of her magic into her voice. The shields ignored her, having already bowed to her authorization. The Tax Wards did nothing but ignore her.
 
“I am the last remaining Pillar of Kiria loyal to its government,” Liane snapped. “You will obey me!”
 
Something wasn't going according to plan, the pilot realized. Steve looked around, shifting the reigns of the horses to one hand, and digging for his weapon with his other.
 
Liane dropped her hand, scowling furiously. “We must hurry; this is worse than I believed previously. Some of the protections of the city have been compromised severely, and no longer listen to their rightful leaders.” She strode over to her horse, took the reins from Steve, and lifted herself in the saddle. It was getting easier now that she had been forced to undergo so much practice in a short amount of time.
 
“So, you can't get in?”
 
“Oh, I can get in,” Liane replied as they left the road and started off at an angle that only Liane seemed to know, straight through a farmer's field. “The protective shields inhibiting magic refuse to lower, but they will allow me through. Unfortunately, should I cross the city line, I will be rendered unconscious. Not even I can destroy or circumvent city-level wards.” A smile appeared on her lips that made Steve very glad he was on her side. “Not without help, anyway.”
 
“Help? There is someone else who can help you breach the protections?” he asked, nudging his horse to increase its pace to keep up with his guide. It seemed that the Pillar once again wasn't paying attention to what she was doing, and driving her horse into higher speeds.
 
“Not someone,” she answered, shaking her head. “Something.”
 
“Okay. So, where is this something?” Steve asked, giving his horse another nudge.
 
“It's on the beach,” the Pillar answered, her usual calm voice clipped and short. The pilot fell silent at the curtness of her tone.
 
They rode in silence. By the time they reached the beach, the horse was in a full gallop, panting and sweating. Liane slipped from her saddle easily, while Steve followed stiffly. Liane looked left, then right, then left again, as if searching for something. Finally, she picked a direction, and walked determinedly to the high water line. She spoke urgently, yet clearly. She was Pillar Liane, the MagicWarper. Her authorization sunk into the flowing winds, the blackened sands, and the lapping waves.
 
A massive obsidian block of enchanted rock rose itself from the black volcanic sands at her command in total silence. Despite the many surprises he had seen over the last days, it wasn't something Steve had been expecting.
 
“What is that?” he managed to bring out, staring at the massive cube of rock that sat, calmly, on the beach.
 
“That is an anchor for the Great Barrier that tried to keep you out of our lands,” Liane replied deftly. “Please remain silent and under no circumstances interrupt me.”
 
The pilot nodded. Liane stared at him for a few moments, then accepted his silent agreement, and turned back to the anchor. Drawing a deep breath, she placed her one hand against the anchor, closed her eyes, and willed herself to connect.
 
Ward Anchor number two yielded to her authority, and expanded its available information into her mind. Immediately, she knew that the Great Barrier was in perfect shape, and there was no drop in output. Her protective modifications had held; none had been able to breach them or the Great Barrier since her finding of sabotage over a week ago.
 
Her thoughts went to the Capital, and its impressive vista filled her mind's eye. The siege wards, the shields on the city designed to protect it in times of war, had been turned up and prevented all magic, including magical communications, from crossing the city line. She was grateful for the Great Barrier's ability to bypass it regardless, thanks to the primary anchor buried beneath the Imperial Palace.
 
The Siege Wards also prevented non-government personnel from crossing the city line physically. Something had been done to their control structure, and they refused to lower. Thankfully, she was still recognized as a government official, and thus would be able to cross the line. Steve, under her banner of protection, would be allowed to do the same. It was as far as the good news went – who had turned them up, and why did they refuse to lower when she, as last active Pillar of Kiria, told them to?
 
She frowned slightly as she turned her attention to the Tax Wards ramped up to impossible levels, levels that were not even part of the original matrix of the spells. Which meant that someone had either written a completely new matrix, or someone had adapted the original matrix to include the current settings. She didn't know which was more impressive, the ability to write a new matrix from scratch and replace the existing one with it, or being able to take an existing ward matrix and adapt it to this degree without anyone finding out about it until it was too late.
 
Either was equally impressive, she decided. The Capital drew her attention again. All its inhabitants were rendered asleep. Deeply asleep. Her thoughts went to the population. The exact amount of people living on the island was one million, one hundred fourteen thousand one hundred and twenty. The exact amount of Nobles was nine thousand seven-hundred eighty-six.
 
She blinked her non-existing mental eye. The Great Barrier informed her of the number of deaths that had been occurring in the city, and that the process would start to accelerate soon. The people asleep right now would remain asleep and start thirsting to death. Hundreds had already succumbed. Many more would follow within the next day or two.
 
People were dying. People had already died. Her people. People she had sworn to protect. Her constrained magic no longer bubbled and raged the way it used to, but she could feel its anger mimicking her own nonetheless.
 
Liane attempted to swallow her rage. It was a horrifically callous thing to do, to render people asleep and simply let them expire, and her attempts to calm herself failed. She drew a breath. And another. Slowly, she managed to come back to herself, her furious rage abating.
 
She attempted to override the Tax Ward, return it to its normal state. For some reason, it no longer accepted her authority, nor the authority of the Great Barrier through which she relayed her orders. For a moment, she toyed with the idea of turning the full might of the Great Barrier on the errant ward.
 
With seemingly great relish, the Barrier informed her of the results of such an action. The ward stone anchoring the enchantment would fail catastrophically, would detonate with all the force and might that it had stored. The resulting devastation would level half the city, and Liane immediately withdrew her thoughts from that direction. As fluently as her thoughts shifted, the Great Barrier fluently followed her.
 
She could be added as an exception, Liane was informed by the Great Barrier's pseudo-intelligence. For a moment, she debated on adding Steve as well, then thought against it. She was going to infiltrate her own city. His presence might be a distraction, and his lack of knowledge of magic and Kiria would make him a liability rather than a help. As much as she wanted a companion, as much as she wanted help, she couldn't justify to herself to bring a foreign Commoner into a Kirian matter, not when the man was so woefully underprepared and lacked any knowledge of what he would face. She would get him killed if she brought him, of that she was sure.
 
A small part of her wondered if she would have been able to save Nadia Lightningmistress if Steve hadn't been there to be targeted and forcing her to defend him. She shook the thought away. He'd saved her life once, it wouldn't do to place that disaster on his shoulders.
 
No, she decided. It was better to leave him behind. It would be safer for him, and she could focus completely on killing the opposition rather than constantly keeping an eye out to protect him.
 
The Pillar thought about circumventing the Tax Wards by simply adding everyone as an exception. The Great Barrier informed her that no, that wasn't possible under the current context. She would have to bring each person, individually, to the anchor and have them touch the Great Barrier anchor stone to have their unique signature read before they could be added to the exceptions list.
 
Liane frowned angrily. So that was why she, and potentially Steve, could be added. The Great Barrier almost sounded smug as it confirmed her thought. It was strange how prolonged contact with the anchor gave her greater insight into the Great Barrier's emotions and intentions. As far as a pseudo-intelligent magical construct could have emotions and intentions, anyway.
 
She ignored her own thought, and focused back on the task at hand. She had to get to the Emperor and to Milor; they were probably the only two people who would be able to subjugate the Tax Ward apart from Danulia of the Runes. The Pillar had to wake them up somehow.
 
The Great Barrier remained silent; it had nothing to offer on her current thoughts. It was the protector and defender of Kiria, and had direct contact with most of the wards and shields. It could affect them, and in most cases it could override them. It couldn't help her circumvent them beyond what it had already done.
 
Liane would have to come up with something in the time it would take her to find either the Emperor or her best friend. Already, her mind was working. Absentmindedly, she thanked the Barrier, and disconnected.
 
Steve, meanwhile, had been scanning about to make sure nobody disturbed Liane while she worked. Nobody did, the black beach was deserted. From the corner of his eye, he saw her move away from the large stone.
 
The next moment, her left fist balled, and it was as if the sun burned the red of blood, casting the entire skies in purple-hued shadows. She appeared to float, risen into the air on torrents of wind and black sand.
 
The next, she just stood there, one fist balled, one hand clenched her staff, glaring in the direction of the city. He opened his mouth, but remained silent, unable to articulate what he had just seen.
 
“They killed people,” Liane whispered. Her voice seemed to carry on the wind itself, and came from all around him. “Their trickery with the Tax Ward has already killed hundreds. It will kill everyone if not turned off within the next 24 to 48 hours. The longer it's on, the more people will die from hunger and thirst.” She turned, and waved her hand.
 
A dome-like structure rose from the sands. “You will remain here. I can enter the city without ill effects now, you cannot.”
 
Irrational anger rose up in him. “Hey now! After everything that's happened, you still don't trust me to help you take back the city?”
 
Liane's free fist tightened further. “This is not open for debate. Follow me if you wish, but be prepared to fall asleep when you cross the city line.” She pointed to the structure she had just erected. “Or stay there.”
 
He glowered at her, crossed his arms, and for a few moments, actually seemed to debate whether or not to follow her to see if she was bluffing. In the end, he scoffed loudly, and strode to the structure, not even bothering to wish her luck or grant her a word of parting.
 
Not that she had expected such. She knew she'd been curt and had basically forced the decision upon him, and that it would likely have hurt his male ego. She lifted herself into the saddle. She threw the small building one last look, but Steve had already vanished inside.
 
“I wish you luck and safety,” Liane spoke on a loud tone to the small building. “You should be safe here.”
 
No answer came, and if she had been expecting one, she gave no indication of it. Spurring her horse, she was quickly underway, leaving her companion behind. Part of her wanted to turn back and apologize, add him to the exceptions, and take him with her. A larger, more logical part, rehashed her old arguments.
 
She was no more convinced by them as she had been last time, but things must what things must. She already had hundreds of deaths in the city. She wanted to ensure at least his safety. If she should fall, at least she would have saved one life.
 
Her changes held when she crossed the official city limits. The shields yielded to her, allowing her physical entrance, while her exemption from the Tax Wards allowed her to remain awake. She rode into the outskirts of the city, feeling rather surprised at the lack of victims visible. It wasn't until she had entered the city properly that she realized why.
 
The signs were subtle; windows were closed and barred, trash was standing outside, waiting for collection, corner lamps were lit despite it being broad daylight.
 
The Tax Ward had been broken sometime during the night. Those asleep had sunk deeper and remained so. The few people outside during their normal duties had fallen where they were. Night guards rested at their posts, city employees responsible for maintenance and trash collection had slumped mid-stride.
 
Liane rode through the sleeping city, deserted of its normal activity, and she was struck by the total alienness of it. No stall was manned; no shop was open. No people to bustle about; no sounds of voice or animal. Her heart sank. This wasn't the Capital she knew. The Capital she knew was bustling, filled with life and activity. It may not be glorious, and it may have its dark side filled with crime being fought bravely by Noble and Common authorities, but it was her home.
 
What she rode through now was a perversion. For a moment, she entertained the idea of riding to her home and checking on her people. She ignored it almost as fast as it had arisen. The Pillar had no time to waste. She had to get to the Palace and stop Danulia and her people from taking control over Kiria.
 
The Lower City gave way to the Upper City, the roads widening as the palatial homes of the Nobility replaced the stately homes of the upper class Commoners. Her horse cantered easily, and Liane rode it without conscious thought. Her mind was elsewhere, focusing on what she would find, what she could find, and what to do once she found what she was going to find.
 
She tied the animal in the stable of the Imperial Palace, and regretted having to leave it without brushing it down or taking down its tack. Time was of the essence, and she hoped that she would either have a chance to do it herself, or if one of the stable hands would be able to do it for her.
 
The palace wasn't as empty as the streets had been. Those that had been about on nightly duties now lay where they had fallen, in corridors and rooms, as if they had simply gone to sleep in the middle of their shift.  She checked a few, they were weakened, yet firmly asleep. Vaguely, a plan started to form on how to wake a person from the sleep of the Tax Wards, yet she realized as well that the procedure would take time and a considerable amount of magical energy.
 
Energy she couldn't spare, if she were to do battle with Danulia of the Runes.
 
She stopped, and changed directions. If there were one person she should have to wake, it would be either the Emperor or his son. Whoever she found first, she decided. Milor's office was closer, and despite everything, she preferred talking to her childhood friend rather than to his father. Her decision made, she strode urgently along.
 
Rounding a corner, she received a flash of warning from Lucifer, right before her world exploded in a raging inferno of reds, blues, and yellows, a thunderous noise filling her ears. Pain seemed all-encompassing, and she wasn't sure whether she remained conscious or not.
 
One thing she did know was that she blinked her eyes open while lying on the ground, curled into a fetal position. When trying to untangle herself, pain burned across her entire body. Slowly, she looked at herself, managing to raise her head and behold her body.
 
Smoke curled from her Pillar's robes, her Magic Sight immediately telling her that they had expanded a vast amount of stored energy in protecting her. Her exposed skin was red and blistered, her body covered by what felt like a combination of pulled muscles and deep tissue bruises. Lucifer lay not far away, and she managed to grab hold of it to push herself to her feet. Her blistered hands had trouble holding the weapon, and even more trouble supporting her weight.
 
And yet, she had to continue. Closing her eyes, she whispered the words to invoke a shield of hardened air in front of her, then cautiously glanced around the corner. Her Sight still running, she studied the corridor, and found a ward of some kind had been anchored to the ceiling. Studying it for a few precious minutes gave her both a chance to recover some energy and the opportunity to figure out how the ward worked and what it did.
 
Based upon an esoteric application of Runes that was completely new to Liane, the protective ward wasn't anchored. Instead, it seemed to convert energy directly, and reacted to motion beyond a threshold. Liane frowned; she herself had developed miniature anchor stones that continuously charged off the environment as a way to power non-permanent enchantments. It seemed Danulia had found an alternative way – rather than providing perpetual power tokens, she had developed enchantments and charms that powered themselves off the environment directly.
 
It was something she hadn't yet contemplated, and its evidence in front of her was unnerving. If Danulia could convert energy from one form to another this easily, what else would she be capable of?
 
She stepped halfway around the corner, then hurriedly yanked herself behind it when her Sight warned her to the ward's attention being focused on her. The air grew cold as the ward drew in the ambient heat, immediately followed by the detonation of fire and energy unleashed at the corner. The whole process answered a few of Liane's lingering questions. It wasn't the attack that was loud; it had been her own blood pounding in her ears that had sounded like thunderous noise.
 
That was good, it meant nobody could have heard what had happened and come to investigate. On the other hand, the attack was powerful, far more powerful than what her shield would be able to handle. In fact, the one attack that she had sustained had drained her robes of their reserves, and had overwhelmed her innate resistance to magic.
 
She glanced at her hands, and the blisters upon them. Maybe she should abandon her idea of waking Milor, and wake up a Healer instead. She shook her head at her own silliness; Kiria was at stake and it was far more important than some blisters and some pain.
 
Liane drew a deep breath and gathered her magic. Invoking Lucifer, she prepared herself. She built her spell meticulously, making sure all the details were taken care of.
 
She stepped around the corner, immediately jumping to the other side, no matter how undignified it made her look. The ward had tripped at her entrance, and unleashed its attack against the location of her first appearance. It missed her by a good meter and a half, yet Liane could feel the heat and potential for destruction scour her exposed skin and tug at her blistered hands.
 
She unleashed her own spell, something based around the principles of entropy that could target magic and reduce it to its component elements. The ward unraveled quickly, and Liane stared at it while it did so. It taught her a lot, and she worried about what other traps may have been left behind.
 
The Pillar continued down the hall, keeping Lucifer in both her hands, holding it vertically in front of her as if it were a shield she could hide behind. In a way, it was, and it made her feel more protected. She stepped forward at about half her usual pace, before stopping at the next corner. Her mind's eye conjured it into a potential death trap, and Liane spent precious minutes trying to find spells that were not there.
 
Her heart pounded in her chest, and sweat pearled on her forehead. She was scared now, she realized. That ward had been beyond anything she could have made or designed, and its abilities to function without an anchor stone had such broad implications that it unsettled her to the depths of her mind.
 
Liane crept up to the next corner, once more expending precious magic and time to ensure it wasn't trapped. Her pace was slow, and her sense of urgency battled with her drive for safety. After the fifth clear corner, her heart's rate slowed and the adrenaline started to fade. Maybe that had been the only trap. After all, everyone was down and asleep, so the palatial invaders probably hadn't spent a lot of time setting up traps.
 
If that was so, then their hubris would be their undoing. Liane would make sure of that.
 
She had reached the administrative section of the palace, and pushed the door open. As it did, Lucifer yanked to one side.
 
A dozen somethings fell from the newly exposed ceiling, only one of which managed to reach her. The large and wormlike creatures hissed and spat at her, and the one that had clipped her shoulder left an acidic residue that burnt, even through her protective robes. Letting loose a cry of pain and dismay, Liane channeled power through her staff, before being forced to abandon her spellcasting when the creatures leapt at her.
 
Her combat spell changed for the acceleration spell, and she barely managed to dodge the dozen worms. They landed harshly, spitting and hissing once more, giving her time to bring fire magic into the equation. The fireball exploded amidst the chimeras; the creatures hissed louder as they disintegrated. Whatever materials they had been created from, they had woefully low protection.
 
Liane drew in a sharp breath, and used her handkerchief to wipe at her injured shoulder. The creature's slime hadn't done deep damage, but the surface damage to her skin made it a task to use the arm. With her burnt hands, and now her acid-burnt shoulder, the Pillar realized that she was in quite a bad shape. She had started to feel safe after that fire-ward, and now yet another trap had been sprung at her. For close to ten minutes, she hid in an empty corner, cloaked in darkness, both trying to catch her breath, and lying in wait for anyone to come and investigate the hissing and the spitting of the chimera-creatures. Her heart pounding, she waited, ready to kill the first person to ease themselves around the corner.
 
Slowly, she edged forward, Lucifer in front of her, a fire spell kept at the ready and in stasis. As she shuffled, she kept an eye on the ceiling for more falling creatures. She had just three more corners to go before she was in Milor's outer office.
 
She turned the corner; it was safe. The ceiling was empty. She edged forward. The next corner she had to turn was a T-section, and something drew the attention of her Magic Sight. Under normal vision, the strange runic circle written on the wall would have been invisible, but the activated sequence stood out like a lantern to her special senses.
 
The Pillar leaned to examine it, and it was only the slow way in which she did so that saved her. Her skin tingled and the follicles of her hair hurt, making her jerk back just in time to avoid a flash of lightning that exploded out of the side hallway, slamming into the strange runic construct Liane had wanted to examine. Fear and shock overrode her senses, and Liane stood there, staring. The attack had been true lightning, not the conjured-up approximation that was used by Lightningmasters throughout the island. This was true lightning, the lightning that fell from the skies – the stuff that burnt the air and caused thunder, the noise of which was still reverberating through Liane's ears, as well as rolling along the hallways.
 
Her entire body hurt with ice-cold adrenaline as Liane realized that it was impossible to miss that kind of noise. She withdrew to the other side of the T-section, and wrapped herself in the shadows. She swore she would kill the next person that showed their face.
 
To her surprise, two men came from the hallway that held the trap. Liane's eyes tightened. It meant that they had come from the area that held Milor's office, and that they had a way to deactivate the trap. Neither of them was Danulia, it meant that Danulia had built an off-switch into her traps. Good. An off-switch meant a weakness.
 
Liane kept silent, studying the men as they puttered about the area, trying to find out what had set off their trap.
 
“Something set it off,” the short and skinny man said to his taller and broader companion. 
 
“Maybe it was a rat,” the larger man replied.
 
“I hope not,” the first man answered, shuddering. “I hate rats. They don't even taste all that good, either.” The two continued their conversation about the cause of the trap's firing, but Liane ignored them. They obviously weren't that bright, or that skilled, and she was reasonably safe behind her shadows. Focusing, she studied the two men, and the magic they carried. Maybe she would find...
 
A small pulse of magic was coming from the two of them. It seemed focused on their chests, perhaps an amulet or necklace of some sort. It was unusual magic, not something Liane had seen before.
 
As the two finished up their 'investigation', and turned back to where they came from, Liane had a pretty good idea of what that magic was, and how she could reasonably duplicate it. Her lips moved, and she wove her magic.
 
The two men never knew what hit them when their protection stopped working.
 
The Pillar flinched at the sound of thunder. Ten minutes of waiting assured her nobody else was coming, and she emerged from the shadows. Making sure she duplicated the protective magic as best she could, she approached the intersection. Carefully, she reached for the connecting anchor on the wall. Nothing happened.
 
She reached closer. And closer. Until she finally was touching the runic circle.
 
Nothing happened. Breathing a sigh of relief, she strode down the corridor as quickly as she could, not wanting to end up the same way as the two burnt corpses that now littered the floor of the palace. Milor's office was right around the corner.
 
Despite herself, she pushed the doors open to his outer office, and barely managed to avoid getting hit by more dropping worm-chimeras. Obviously, they were listening to a different magic, and had reacted to her despite the spell that stopped the lightning cannon. The Mage burnt them immediately, and cursed herself for not being more careful. Part of her had started to think of these rooms as being safe places, and she hated herself for allowing her focus to slip.
 
The ceiling was safe, and the Mage took a few moments to study the outer office. The doors to the inner office were wide open, and the provisions strewn about showed where the two men had come from. They had been guarding this room.
 
That meant there was something here worth guarding, and Liane took two long strides toward the inner office. Before crossing the threshold, she looked up. The ceiling was clear. She peaked around the corners. Nothing on the walls. The office appeared trap-free.
 
Liane slowly stepped inside, and kept her staff and her magic up. Nothing else flashed, burnt, or leapt at her, and finally she was standing next to Milor, slumped over his desk. A slow scan around showed no further traps were present, and she closed her eyes, reaching out with every sense of magic that she possessed.
 
The oppressive Tax Wards ignored her, the powerful protective barriers of the city prevented her from communicating magically, and the even more impressive protections of the palace itself were... she frowned. Where were the protections of the palace itself? Now that she had time to think about it, none of the traps she had experienced since entering the palace should have been possible – the powerful shields would have prevented anyone from harming her, an official of the Kirian Government.
 
Those protections were gone. They were not just dormant – they were gone, broken. She could feel their remnants as their energies dissipated harmlessly into the environment.
 
Her fists balled; Danulia had a lot to answer for. Coming out of her focus, Liane looked back to her childhood friend. She had hoped that he, as crown prince, would have been able to command the palace's protective shields to expel the traitors. While she should have been protected by them, he could command them. Instead, she found those protections broken.
 
She was out of her depth now, her lack of knowledge of the Imperial protections hampering her decisions. As good as she was with magic, enchanting, and all manners of Runes and Glyphs, she never spent a lot of time investigating the protections that were outside her routine duties. She knew the Great Barrier because she was expected to repair and maintain it, and she knew some of the Capital's protective schemes because they directly affected her. Now she wished she had taken advantage of a Pillar's access to restricted information and investigated what manner of protections were available to the Kirian Empire.
 
Milor would know.
 
For a moment, she debated on summoning an elemental spirit to revive him, and sacrifice some of her lifespan to do so. The old arguments and warnings returned, and the Pillar sighed. She couldn't summon the spirits every time she had trouble, there would come a time where she simply wouldn't be helped if she did. While her sacrifice of blood would gain their attention, every spirit could simply deny her plea afterward.
 
Reviving Milor was within her capabilities, it would simply take longer. And yet, she still took thirty seconds to debate the issue with herself, before sighing and making her decision. She closed the doors, and sealed them.
 
A small spell floated him from his slumped position to a prone position on a clear section of his office floor, before a runic circle engraved itself on the floor around him.
 
Kneeling down, she closed her eyes, and placed her fingertips on the engraved writing, making contact with her runic construct. Similar to her deep meditative trance used for healing her magic, the world fell away and Liane found herself in darkness. Darkness that was broken only by the magical glow of the construct in front of her, and the weakening flame of her friend's magical core.
 
It took her a few minutes to exempt him from the Tax Wards. His flame stopped its weakening flicker. She could feel it starting to heal and refill, slowly and surely. It didn't take her at all long to confirm her initial suspicion that it would take him almost a day to wake up on his own.
 
Looked like her runic circle was needed, then. Despite what she had seen Danulia's traps do, Liane knew of no way to filter external energy without the use of some kind of anchor, and her circle served as such now. Slowly, surely, and with increasing pace, she used her improvised anchor to filter the energy from the broken palace protections into her friend's core. She knew him and his magic well. For years, he had allowed her to experiment on him using tracking and protection spells, and it was no stretch to imagine that she probably knew his magic better than he knew it himself. She knew exactly what frequency to modulate the converted energy to, knew exactly at what pace she had to feed it to him, knew exactly which elements and properties to give it to make it completely compatible with him.
 
She could feel the energy trickle into his exhausted reserves. While it wasn't as fast as she had hoped it would be, it was at least steady and she could take her complete focus off the process. While he reloaded, her mind was free to wander.
 
Danulia's magic was far outside her conscious knowledge. With it, she had been able to devise traps that drained energy straight from the environment. There seemed to be limits; the fire-trap had used the heat from the environment, while the lightning trap had required a positively and a negatively charged circle in order to create a jump of current.
 
The ability to create spell-like effects without needing an anchor or a magical core to power them was unheard of. It was well-known that an anchor had limits to the amount of energy it could convert, and how efficiently it could do so. She herself had experienced that first hand when her first-ever construct, a glass-like snake called Ouroboros, had been powered by one when fighting a berserk experiment of hers that had gone wrong. In theory, the anchor should have given Ouroboros an unlimited, inexhaustible source of energy. In practice, the output of power from an anchor was severely limited, and once the drain of energy exceeded its ability to generate, anything anchored to it would fail immediately.
 
The ability to tap into the environment directly would mean that, at least theoretically, a person's reserves would expand greatly; the only energy required would be the energy to do the conversion itself, while the environment would supply the energy from the actual spell-result. It would help immensely if a Mage would no longer be required to expand enough energy to create a fireball, but instead be able to gather the ambient heat to create the fireball.
 
Her mind worked on the problem, and once more she thought about invoking the elemental spirits. Water would give her the wisdom needed to understand the problem, yet she risked earning its ire by calling upon it too often.
 
She mentally glanced at Milor. He was about halfway to waking, and her focus shifted. Liane hadn't been able to glean a lot from the two traps she had encountered, and reverse-engineering the spells' components would be all but impossible.
 
The Pillar continued to work the problem until she felt Milor start to wake. A shift in focus revealed that yes, he was waking, and that it had taken her almost an hour to do so. She pulled herself from her trance and blinked her physical eyes open, glad that she hadn't been found by Danulia or her henchmen while under so deep.
 
“The Tax Wards!” Milor shouted, abruptly sitting upright, before frowning in confusion.
 
“Yes,” Liane said, drawing his attention. “Someone breached the protections on the Tax Wards, wrote a new Spell Matrix into them, and turned them up to the level where they rendered everyone unconscious.” She slowly stood up, and offered her less-burnt hand to the confused Warlock. “It is good to see you awake, My Lord.”
 
The young man stared at her for a few moments, absorbing what she had said, then grasped her hand and allowed her to pull him to his feet. “It is good to be awake, My Lady. Although I must admit that I did not even realize I was asleep until you woke me.”
 
“It is likely that Danulia of the Runes was quick enough in her actions to render everyone comatose before anyone realized what was happening, My Lord,” Liane offered.
 
Milor nodded, then glanced at her, and paled noticeably. “You are injured,” he stated. His tone was glacial, as if affronted personally by her injuries.
 
She shifted uncomfortably, not liking the reminder of her near death experiences. She turned, grasped Lucifer from where it was balancing upright, and made to leave. “We should find Danulia, My Lord. Who knows what else she is doing?”
 
“Who did this to you, My Lady?” Milor demanded. His tone, if possible, was even colder now.
 
“I have been under constant attack since the city became incommunicado,” Liane replied. “The Pillar Safe House at Eunan was destroyed with explosives, three Pillars deceased. I was accosted on the open road, challenged, and offered the chance to walk away and wait for the replacement government. I refused to break my oaths, and was attacked again, again, and again. Three times I had to seek shelter; once with the Druids, who refused; once behind the walls of Lord Pertogan's dwelling, who sheltered me, and who had his household treat my wounds and ease my stay. The last time was in the Forest of Philip, where I reactivated the protections on the castle of Veyrùn the Necromancer.”
 
Milor had his eyes closed, then slowly shook his head. “They dared... they dared,” he muttered, as if repeating it to himself would lessen its impact. “I am going to bring the full might of Kiria against them.” The Crown Prince sighed deeply. “Danulia of the Runes. Who would have expected?” his fists balled, and he looked at her. If he hadn't been her friend and if she didn't have absolute faith in that he would never harm her, she would have taken a step back. Despite Decorum, the man looked absolutely furious.
 
“May I ask what has happened here, My Lord?” Liane asked, hoping to distract her friend from going on a rampage. With the traps out there, blindly running along corridors would get a person killed.
 
Milor drew a deep breath, grabbed control over himself, and turned to face her. He motioned for one of the visitor's chairs that were still stood in front of his desk, then perched against it as she sat.
 
“The first notion of trouble came when you reported that Lord Marcel of the Rising Trees had broken his oaths and involved himself in treacherous acts. We did not know it yet, but in hindsight, it was obvious. The sabotage you found in the Great Barrier would have propagated, and it would have taken every Pillar out of the Capital in an effort to repair the damage. The fact that you were the one dispatched, and that you were able to repair the damage, then confronted Lord Marcel obviously derailed the plans of Danulia. Again, obvious hindsight. We thought it an aberration, and continued the investigation, which was focused on Lord Marcel up until then.”
 
He sighed. “We did not realize the extent of the treachery. When the city's shields were wrested from our control, and were lifted to their full power, that was when we knew that this was far broader in scope than we knew. We focused our attentions as best we could on both the investigation and bringing down the shields. The Lord Master of the Academy was most helpful. Thankfully, high government officials were still able to temporarily allow access through the shields; communications may be interrupted, and none were able to travel freely, but we were at least able to bring food and produce into the city.”
 
Her friend looked awful as he pinched his nose. “Unfortunately, we spent our efforts in the wrong places. While we focused on the investigation in the city and on bringing down the shields that had escaped our control, we should have focused on the palace. The last thing I remember was the Tax Wards slipping from my control. The next moment, you woke me up.” He opened his eyes and looked at her. “Your report?”
 
“After Lord Marcel, I was gravely injured and Master Xard spent some time healing me. I believe I reported in after this. On my way home, I was accosted by villagers who claimed to have captured a demon.”
 
Milor choked. “A demon, My Lady?”
 
“Thankfully, it was not a demon, My Lord, take no fear. What they had captured was a man from beyond the Great Barrier. The sabotage had weakened the anchor I investigated, and the man was able to cross through... erroneous circumstances. Did you know that men beyond the Barrier have some sort of flying machines? Unlike our floaters, they do not seem to be built for safety, and are able to reach far greater speeds and heights. The Barrier, once back to full power, disabled his... airplane, he called it... and forced it to crash. The man is white, unhealthily pale for us but it seems to be his natural skin color. I saw many of them while in New York City. I contacted the Overseer and alerted her to the presence of the foreigner, and received permission to investigate. After administering Truth Serum, I found the man to be clear of malicious intent. I called the Overseer back, reported my findings, and reported that I would be escorting the man back to the Capital myself. I was logged as being on duty doing so. After I ensured his crashed machine did not injure anyone or damage anything, I took him with me to the Capital for proper processing. I know I was within rights to execute him for breaching the Barrier, yet I firmly believe him to be harmless and with some memory adjusting, he should pose no threat.”
 
The Crown Prince nodded. “I can understand your reasoning. Only use violence when necessary, not when other avenues are available.”
 
Getting uncomfortable looking up at him, perched on his desk, Liane got up from her chair and perched next to him.
 
Milor didn't seem to mind, and now more or less face-to-face, she continued. “I started escorting him back. We took shelter in the safe house in Eunan, then proceeded on our way. That was when I was first attacked. This attacker had three constructs with him. Needless to say, I was victorious, but dispatching three constructs injured me while the attacker fled. I attempted to report the attack. That was when I found that communication was impossible. I contacted Eunan. Lord Morden of the Weeping Willow investigated, and spelled me back – in the middle of our conversation, the spell broke. I was then unable to reach him, and the spell failed in a known fashion. Lord Morden was dead.”
 
Her friend looked grave. “That was when we were confronted by the same Warlock, and the question of what happened to the Pillars in Eunan was answered. The safe house was destroyed, apparently through a catastrophic sabotage of the defensive wards.” She explained about the multiple attacks, reaching the Druids, being denied, receiving help from Lady Monolith regardless, more attacks, reaching Lord Pertogan's house, and finally being able to catch a breath and get some healing.
 
Aware that Milor didn't like Pertogan for some reason, Liane didn't dwell too long on the amount of help the Necromancer had given her and her magic-less companion, before explaining how they managed to reach the Forest of Philip, where she protected them by reactivating the ancient protections. Milor shared a tiny smile with her when she recounted the ease of restoring them after being the one to have broken them in the first place.
 
When she finally finished, Milor looked grave. “We must stop Danulia and regain control over the city's protections,” he said, standing up from where they had been perched on the desk, as if they had merely shared a talk. “First, we must go to the Imperial quarters,” he stated, starting to walk. She followed immediately.
 
“What do you require, My Lord?” she asked. “I thought we would go to the throne room, where Danulia is most likely at work trying to break the protections on the throne and claiming the imperial title for herself.”
 
“There is something there we both require, My Lady,” her friend answered calmly. “Before we confront Danulia, we must make sure you are in a good fighting shape. As such, we will heal you. At the same time, I require guidance, so we will gain said guidance.”
 
Liane ignored his statement about needing guidance, and focused on her healing instead. “You wish for me to wake a Healer, My Lord? I must say that I may be able to exclude people from the Tax Wards, but the only reason I was able to wake you was because of my intimate knowledge of your magic. Years of blood magic experimentation has made sure I probably know your magic better than you know it yourself,” Liane said. “I am not sure if I will be able to wake anyone else. I will try, of course, if that is what you wish.” She knew she was babbling, but was unable to help herself. After the week she had just had, just being near to Milor made her giddy. Milor was awake and uninjured, he would take care of things now.
 
“No, My Lady,” her friend said, a faint tug at his lips indicating that he was amused at her speech. “I do not want you to wake a Healer. As you only woke me, I halfway expected you to have a good reason for doing so, rather than waking my father, for example. No, My Lady, there is something in the Imperial quarters that can help you.”
 
“Mostly I decided to come to you first because your Lord Father scares me,” Liane admitted, and for a moment it looked as if Milor would burst out laughing. “What would be im-” she broke off her question, grabbed Milor, and pushed him out of the way just in time to avoid another fire-trap.
 
“Next time, My Lady, a verbal warning will suffice,” Milor replied, halfway amused and halfway angry at how she had manhandled him. He glared at the trap. “They dare to trap my palace?”
 
“The palatial protections are down, My Lord; It is part of why I am so injured now,” the Pillar informed him. She closed her eyes, and blind-cast her entropy spell. She could feel it connecting something, and felt the magical signature ebb away. “It is gone now.”
 
Milor looked at her. “Did you just cast a spell at a target you could not see, My Lady?”
 
She shrugged. “Yes, My Lord.”
 
He shook his head. “You turn ever more frightening, My Lady. And I mean that in the nicest, most sincere way.”
 
The Mage smiled faintly; it had been quite some time since he had complimented her ability to come up with new spells. Her happiness vanished immediately when she thought about the trap and the way Danulia had set them up.
 
He drew a breath. “I must let go. This is no longer my home. It is unprotected and has been trapped by the enemy. My complacency nearly got us killed.”
 
“I almost fell to such a trap myself, My Lord,” Liane spoke gently, looking at her blistered hands. “This is no longer the palace we knew.”
 
Milor glanced at a fallen Assistant, the young man still clutching the documents he had been ferrying to an unknown destination. He breathed, shallowly. “I know, My Lady. I know,” he just said, continuing to walk.
 
They went on in silence, and Liane had to disable a further two fire traps before they reached their temporary destination. A quick sweep revealed it to be empty of traps.
 
“We are lucky that our enemies seem content with merely trapping corridors, and not rooms,” Milor said as he closed the large double doors.
 
Brandishing her staff, Liane threw a barricade spell at it, and the two large doors, made from the most expensive wood in Kiria, vanished into the wall. For a moment, she shook her head at having forgotten to use those spells earlier. Both of them would have been far safer if the barricade had been up while she revived Milor, or during their conversation. At least this time, her oversight hadn't cost them anything.
 
“Follow me, My Lady,” Milor said, nodding once at the sight of the unending wall where a set of doors used to be. She merely dipped her head, and followed. The willingness to talk had left her. Now that she had reached Milor and the imperial quarters, she felt an immeasurable weight fall from her shoulders. He would be the one making the decisions now. She was no longer the one upon which everything rested.
 
There was a reason why she detested politics; she had no stomach for making hard decisions.
 
She watched Milor open a safe, protected by both blood and word, and withdraw a glass bottle containing some murky red-glowing liquid. He said nothing, and simply motioned for her to follow. Obediently, she followed.
 
He showed her to a bedroom, and for a moment, Liane thought that her friend had some dishonorable intentions toward her. She must not have hidden her thoughts well enough. “This is one of the bedrooms in our guest quarters, My Lady,” her friend said. “Please drink this and lie down. It is Panacea.”
 
She blinked at the offered bottle. Panacea? The mythical cure-all created from the Stone of Magi, the Philosopher's Stone? The highly regulated, strictly controlled substance that would heal any injury or illness?
 
“The cost of this,” she whispered, releasing Lucifer and accepting the bottle with both hands, suddenly extremely nervous about dropping it.
 
“It is indeed extremely expensive and very highly restricted, My Lady. It is likely that single bottle could purchase you half the Lower City. Luckily, being of the Imperial Family of Kiria has its advantages,” her friend replied. “Now, please rest so that your wounds may be healed. Also, be aware that it will not touch your magic, and that it will treat scars as damage, so you will lose those as well.” For a moment, it looked as if he wanted to say anything else, then refrained.
 
She had noticed, however, and tilted her head slightly. “My Lord? You were about to add something else.”
 
His blush was bright, and it caught her by surprise. “As a woman,” he said, turning and staring at a wall that held a decorative glass cabinet displaying various nick-knacks, “You will also find that... that is to say... if you have been with a man...”
 
She was grateful he was looking away, or he would have caught her own explosive blush. “Say no more, My Lord,” she said urgently, and turned to the bed, away from him. So she hadn't been with a man yet. Her chosen profession was difficult and required frequent travels, so what?
 
She eased herself into the comfortable bed, on top of the covers, and pulled the stopper out of the bottle. The Panacea smelled vaguely of unidentified fruits, somewhat citrusy and fresh. She drank the two mouthfuls of liquid, and barely managed to put the bottle on the nightstand before her eyes closed and she felt herself fall to sleep.
 
Her sleep was not deep or restful, her overtaxed mind conjuring images of magic and traps, of the unique way Danulia's spells seemed to work. Fear that had been kept at bay while awake struck at her now that she was asleep. As if caught in feverish nightmares, her mind cast about, trying desperately to understand how and why, trying to conjure up the theory behind Danulia's spells. The unknown struck fear into the hearts of the strongest of people, and Liane's fitful dreams would cast away that unknown, to bring it into the light of understanding. There was a reason her Legendary Work was named The Light of Knowledge battling the Darkness of Ignorance.
 
In her sleep she did not think or reason, she slept and dreamed and felt, her subconscious working its way around blocks of ordinary thought. Runes and glyphs and magical symbols battled before her mind's eye. Caught in the nightmarish scenarios of broken dreams, Liane was halfway aware that she was dreaming, yet halfway not. She wanted to wake, yet did not. She wanted the dream to end, yet not. She felt pain, yet it did not register, as if the pain was a mere image, a ghostly image of pain done to another.
 
Finally, Liane awoke, alone. Her robes were clammy with sweat, and she wiped at her damp forehead. Slowly, she lifted herself from the comfortable bed. Her hands were free of wounds. She felt her neck – the sinewy scar left by the robber's blade had vanished. As she stood, she became aware of subtle differences in her body. She was slightly taller, felt stronger, and all the little aches that accumulated even at the tender age of 22 was completely absent.
 
The Panacea had done as Milor had said, yet Liane wouldn't voluntarily use it again unless she was literally at death's door. Her rest had been anything but restful, and her plagued mind had spent the disturbed time trying to work out the secrets of Danulia's magic. Most of what it had done was lost to her in the light of full consciousness.
 
Was it her broken magic that had created the broken dreams, or had it been a side-effect of using the cure-all? If it was normal, why had Milor not warned her? Perhaps he didn't know, she reasoned. If the medicament was as expensive as her friend had alluded to, perhaps it was to be used only in the direst of circumstances.
 
She sighed. Wondering would not help her now. She shivered, her damp clothes drawing away her body's heat. It took a minor spell to dry them and restore herself to warmth. Wearily, she looked at the room. Where had Milor gone? The quarters were sealed; he could not have left them. Not without breaking down a wall, which would have drawn unwanted attention.
 
And yet, she felt off; a subtle tang in the air pricking at her magical senses, alerting her that something was just not right. She closed her eyes, and felt. The intangible feeling remained as it was, a faint presence at the very edge of her senses.
 
For a moment, she thought about conjuring Blood Magic. Releasing the thought as quickly as it formed, she stepped to the door of the guest room, cracked it open, and listened. Faint noises reached her, but they were too indistinct to separate friend from foe. Had her barricade been breached?
 
“Epter,” she whispered quietly, her faithful construct leaving its hideout in the collar of her robes. While the city's protections prevented communication from passing the city's limits, they did not prevent her from contacting her construct. Navigating the tiny flying piece of magic, Liane scanned the corridors and rooms of the imperial quarters, reaching for the nearing sound. As the tiny construct flew, the Pillar cursed herself for not using it earlier, in scouting out traps. Had she been that tired and addle-brained, or had the Panacea done something to her brain?
 
Liane's thoughts ended as Epter found the source of the sounds. They came from a room with a door cracked similarly to her own, and Epter slipped easily inside. Milor was present in the room, talking to a wall that held a number of recesses; each recess holding an ornate vase. She immediately realized why her friend had left the door ajar. While she could see him, and could easily identify that he was speaking to his strange wall, his speech was garbled into madness. She frowned, there must be a seriously powerful spell at work. She navigated Epter, and noticed that her friend's lips made the nonsense words of scrambled security. 
 
Her friend was obviously working some strange form of magic, and Liane recalled Epter even as she left the guest bedroom and navigated out of the guest quarters and into the private residence of the Emperor and his family, toward him. Reaching the ajar door, she knocked politely. “My Lord?”
 
She was expecting her friend to bide her to enter, and her hand was already on the door to push it open. To her surprise, she found it pulled open beneath her hand, her friend suddenly appearing before her.
 
“My Lady, you awoke quicker than expected,” Milor said, stepping out and subsequently forcing her to back away to allow him to do so. He closed the door behind him. Liane looked at her friend curiously. He was often secretive, but not often so blatantly. She knew him well enough to know that, whenever he was this secretive, there was a big secret that he was hiding and it was usually above and beyond her.
 
“I would have you enter, My Lady, but before you do, I must have your vow and your oath that you will not reveal what you will see or witness,” Milor said. His face was grave, his voice resolute. She dipped her head, recognizing the shift from Milor-her-friend to Lord Milor of Kiria, Crown Prince of the Imperial Throne.
 
She did not have to think for long. If Milor wanted a vow of secrecy, she would give it. Being a Pillar had made her used to such things. “I, Liane, known as the MagicWarper, hereby vow on life and magic never to reveal the secrets that are about to be revealed to me, unless given leave to do so by Lord Milor of Kiria or his father, Lord Elija of Kiria. I give my oath on my life and my vow on my magic. So I will it, so mote it be.”
 
She felt a twinge as her magic accepted her oath, and she made to raise her right hand to prove it. Her friend raised one hand, warding off the gesture. “There is no need, you have taken the vow; that is enough. Please enter.”
 




Chapter Ten

When she entered the mysterious room, Liane wasn't sure what to really expect. She had seen inside, through Epter's eyes, yet the major security and the requirement to make an oath of secrecy just added to the mystery.
 
“This, My Lady, is probably one of the largest secrets of our country,” Milor said as he preceded her inside. Liane was eager to follow, and found herself in a room that was larger than what she had originally thought. Epter's narrow point of view had warped the dimensions, and the Pillar found the room to be far larger than she had originally anticipated. The wall with niches stretched on, their number far exceeding her original estimation.
 
The young woman eyed the wall with its large number of recesses and vases, trying to determine the reason for all the secrecy. The vases were ornate and quite beautiful, while the wall, although bare, was of extreme quality.
 
“My Lords and Ladies, allow me to introduce, Liane the MagicWarper, our foremost magical theorist and Pillar of Kiria,” her friend said, and Liane looked sharply about, trying to see who he was talking to. “My Lady, please meet, my honored ancestors, the Emperors and Empresses of the sovereign Island Nation of Kiria.”
 
Liane refused to gape, but she did give him an incredulous look. Just as she was about to speak, her heightened magical senses alerted her to another presence in the room, and the Pillar span about, her hand tightening around the shaft of Lucifer.
 
A ghostly male figure approached them, and Liane immediately realized what was going on. She blinked, gaped, realized she was doing so, closed her mouth, and looked at the wall. Those weren't vases.
 
They were urns.
 
Powerful Necromancy was at work, able to bring back the spirits of those deceased rulers of bygone days, ready to give counsel to the current heirs and heiresses of their line. She found herself bowing without realizing it. “My Lord Emperor,” she said to the figure, who was now walking around the two of them, as if judging or weighing.
 
“Lady Pillar,” the figure said. His voice was a soothing baritone, not nearly as frightening as the deep bass of Milor's father, and yet possessing the same strength and power. The deceased Emperor faced Milor. “So this is the one of which you spoke, Descendant.”
 
Milor opened his mouth to reply, yet received no chance to do so as the ghost turned to look at Liane one final time, and said, “You spoke well. Already, she has deduced our nature.”
 
Liane didn't know whether she had just been insulted or complimented, and so kept quiet. The last thing she wanted was to offend an Emperor – even if it was a deceased one.
 
A tingle alerted her, and she turned her head in time to catch a whiff of ghostly energy come from the very first urn, the niche on the very left side of the wall. The energy coalesced into a female figure. “Stop scaring the lass, Barrion, my lad,” the female said as she strode quickly toward the group. Liane felt out of her depth when she realized the figure was speaking in the Latin of the ancient Templar tongue. Her voice sounded twice, once in a whisper in the original words, and a second time, louder, almost-drowning the original, in the modern day Kirian language. Liane tried her best to ignore the ghostly lips forming different words than the ones the Pillar listened to.
 
“Don't forget I knew you since you were but a twinkle in your father's eyes,” The new ghost finished, coming to a stop in front of the group. She stood barely to Liane's neck in height, and yet the Pillar knew without a shadow of a doubt that this woman was powerful. Not just Emperor-powerful, but real powerful. This ghost was of a woman who knew how to fight, under her own strength.
 
“You've got good instincts, lass,” the Empress said, and Liane forced herself to listen to the modern Kirian rather than try and puzzle out the whispered-Latin of the old tongue. “I can see it in your eyes. You're correct, of course. I was the first one. I was in battle, and lots of it. I didn't have the fancy protections and country magics. I had to fight for myself and my people.”
 
Liane swallowed deeply; that had been a compliment for sure, but at the same time she had been judging a previous Empress. The first Empress. The one who had united the country of Kiria. Suddenly, she felt really small and helpless. “Thank you, Lady Empress. My apologies for-”
 
“None of that crap, lass,” the Empress interrupted her. “I didn't need that fancy Decorum crap back then, and I don't need it now. If what Milor says is true, you've been under constant attack for the last week. I respect those that have been in battle and fought for their lives.” She waved further conversation off, and turned to Milor. “So, what else has been happening? And where's your Da?”
 
“My honored father remains asleep, caught in the same trap that has ensnared the rest of the Capital. My Lady Pillar woke me, as experiments in Blood Magic made during childhood gave her an intimate working knowledge of my magic, enabling her to not only override the wards and exempt me, but to also provide me with sufficient energy to wake me,” Milor said. “Our country is under attack, and with just myself and My Lady, I am in need of counsel.”
 
The first Empress was grinning openly. “Experiments in Blood Magic, you say?” she asked with a tone angled precisely to indicate that she believed something of a more carnal nature. “I am pleased to see you took precautions during your 'experiments' to ensure there was no illegitimate heir to the throne.”
 
Milor looked red with either embarrassment or anger, while Liane drew pasty white, unable to believe or comprehend the insinuation made by the ghost. Emperor Barrion, the male ghost, just shook his head. “You always were a most uncouth person, My Lady,” he admonished. He turned to both of them, and added, “Please ignore her insinuations, Descendant, Pillar.”
 
Milor cleared his throat. “As we have only conjecture on what the traitor is doing, I do not know what the best course of action is,” the Crown Prince said, blatantly changing the subject. “We know that the traitor is somehow planning on taking over the country-wide protections that govern the Imperial Seat, and to place herself as Ruler. We do not know how she is planning on accomplishing this, nor how far she is in her efforts. We also do not know the extent of her forces present in the Palace, although we do have first-hand knowledge of her placing traps within these halls.”
 
Voices spoke through, over, and under each other from the urns, each and every deceased ruler voicing their objection to what was happening. The desecration of the imperial palace, it seemed, was an extremely sore spot with the Emperors and Empresses of the past.
 
“Silence,” the female ghost spoke. She didn't raise her voice. She didn't have to, for silence descended in the room regardless. “Placing traps is a perfectly valid tactic when up against a force superior in number, training, and power. Yet to do so against one's own country, in the palace of its rightful ruler, that is something I cannot forgive.” She focused on both the young man and the young woman. “The best way to accomplish this would be from the throne room, and break through the protections placed on the Imperial Seat. Most likely, she is attacking the near-sentient magical intelligence known as the Arbitrator of Ascension. Should she succeed, she will have elected herself as Empress and be magically, as well as legally, in charge of the nation. She would then be able to make changes at will and whim.”
 
Both Liane and Milor were silent at that. It made a warped, perverted sort of sense, and neither liked to think through the implications should Danulia succeed. The first Empress drew a deep breath. “Since the entire government of the Kirian Nation is down to just you two officials, we will need to make do to prevent her from succeeding.”
 
“My apologies, My Lady,” Liane interjected. “One of my friends, Lord Pertogan the Necromancer, is drawing together all the Nobles outside of the Capital that are assuredly loyal to Kiria, and is organizing them to do what is necessary – be that assistance, or stepping into leadership positions if required.”
 
“I knew the lad chose well,” the Empress said, smiling widely. “Every man needs a good woman to organize things behind his back.” Liane just dipped her head in gratitude for the words, while next to her, Milor stiffened at the implied insult against his gender.
 
“Knowing we've got a force readying outside the walls is of good comfort, My Lady,” Barrion said, turning his ghostly head to look at Milor. “You have done your country a great service, it seems that my young Descendant did indeed chose his friends and allies well.” He paced a few moments, then turned back once more. “The point made by our honored ancestor remains, however. You are the only capable Nobles left in the Capital that are loyal to our nation.”
 
The as-yet unnamed first Empress nodded. “Lad, you must extend an offer of championship. Hoping your lady friend accepts, you must then seek out the traitor, and stop her. There is one last thing that you can do should you fail to stop her, however, I shall not speak of it until you have extended the offer and your friend has accepted. Even with an oath of secrecy, it must never be revealed.”
 
Liane frowned, not liking where this was going. What did they mean with an offer of championship, and what more could she offer but an oath of secrecy?
 
“I would hurry, Descendant,” Barrion said with a teasing lilt in his voice. “It seems your friend is beginning to become annoyed.”
 
“My Lord?” Liane asked, turning to Milor. He looked as surprised and as confused as she had ever seen him. He looked at her, at once understanding the question she was asking.
 
“Championship is something that was used often in the old days, but has fallen out of favor in recent times, My Lady. These days, the government is well organized, with various departments overseen by department heads taking care of the business of day-to-day minutiae. Back in the old days, the Rulers were involved more directly, often able to rely just on themselves or their close personal retinue. Those days, when the Emperor was needed in one area, yet his presence was also required in another, a Champion would be chosen. This Champion would swear themselves to the Emperor, keeping his secrets, and acting with his authority. After the task was done, the Champion would be released, but the secrecy involved in the role would prevent the former Champion from divulging them – and contrary to present-day vows and oaths, those cannot be broken.”
 
Liane swallowed deeply. While she had no intention of ever going back on her word, the knowledge that, should it be necessary, those vows and oaths could be broken was a comforting thought.
 
“A Champion cannot act against the word or will of the Ruler, and because of it, acts as the Emperor. While today's Pillar service claims to be the voice and hands of the Emperor, those are mere words. A properly sworn Champion acts with the authority of the Emperor, and can therefore command Kiria's magic like the Emperor,” Milor explained. “Kiria's magic will obey a Champion as it would the Emperor.”
 
“But you are not yet Emperor, My Lord,” Liane reminded him. “Your father is Lord Emperor.”
 
“My father is incapacitated, My Lady,” her childhood friend said. “I am Emperor until he is once again able to fulfill the role.”
 
Her blood-pressure dropped. She had been behaving as normal with her friend, not realizing that she had been talking to the ruler of Kiria. “My Lord, I-”
 
“I do hope you were not about to apologize, My Lady,” Milor interrupted her. “If it were not for you, we would not be here.” He turned to face her formally. “Lady Liane known as The MagicWarper, Pillar of Kiria, will you accept the position of Imperial Champion to me, Lord Milor of Kiria?”
 
The young woman blinked, the speed of change in subject throwing her slightly off her game. “Just for the duration of this crisis, My Lord? I do not enjoy the thought of being bound to your will.”
 
Her friend smiled faintly. “You chose well,” the Empress encouraged from the sidelines.
 
“Thank you, My Lady,” Milor spoke to her, then faced Liane once more. “Yes, just for the duration of this crisis, My Lady.”
 
The Pillar drew a breath, held it, then noisily let it out, trying to get it to carry her stress with it. It worked, somewhat. “Very well, My Lord; I accept the position.”
 
He seemed relieved, and smiled slightly. “Kneel, My Lady.”
 
She was about to remind him that he was the one who taught her a Noble should only kneel to the Emperor, then remembered belatedly that he was the Emperor. It was going to take her some time to change her perception of him.
 
Liane went down to one knee.
 
Milor stepped closer, standing just outside of her personal space but still uncomfortably close while she was in a supplicated position. “I offer to you, Liane known as the MagicWarper, the position of Champion of Kiria. Do you accept, completely, unequivocally, of your own mind and free of coercion?”
 
The analytical part of her mind wondered at the reworded repetition of both clauses. “I do, My Lord.”
 
His right hand dove down to the handle of his weapon, and Liane tensed. She knew she was within striking range of his sword, she had built it herself. She knew DawnBreaker better than Milor knew it. The blade came free of its scabbard, as unblemished as Liane remembered it being when she had first created it, when she warped it out of pure magic, desperation, and two swords taken from fallen enemies. It had been her Masterpiece, the one item that showed her worth of being called a Master Mage.
 
And now that same weapon was being brought up. Curious, her eyes followed its tip when Milor brought it up. “Then, in my name and the name of my ancestors, rise and take up your position as Champion of Kiria,” the sword came down, tapping her right shoulder. “Voice and Hand of the Emperors,” she was aware of the sword being lifted and moving over her head to tap her left shoulder. “And all of the rights and responsibilities it entails.” The sword tapped her head, and Milor sheathed it with the fluid motion of someone who had spent countless hours practicing.
 
“You may rise, My Lady,” her Emperor instructed.
 
She rose, yet barely heard him. Deep inside, she could feel the magic, her magic, connecting to something else. Almost as if she touched the Great Barrier, yet somehow not, she felt herself expand. She could feel the magic of Kiria, taste it; smell it; hear it; see it. As if suddenly the three primary colors had gained a fourth, the world around her was more than it was.
 
She drew a breath as if it were her first ever, accepted the magic of Kiria filling her lungs, diffusing into her body. Milor, standing before her, glowed with this magic, and she could see the tendrils of his magic diffusing into the surroundings. He was of the island as much as the island was of him.
 
Something else tickled her expanded senses, like a strange combination of heartbeat and breathing rhythm. She looked down, beyond floor and basement, to something... else. Something that slumbered deep beneath the surface of the country. It slumbered deeply, as if in a coma, and yet she knew that it had detected her newly found scrutiny, had weighed her, judged her, and determined her to be insignificant of its notice. She could see it, feel it, understand it – its energy did not come from anchors. It came from something else, something... different.
 
Something subtle, yet familiar. Suddenly, it clicked. The Druids had explained to her how they transformed the energy of nature, using that energy to fuel their spells. This strange and powerful magic was running on similar principals, transforming energy from one type into another. Liane blinked; it was exactly what Danulia's traps were doing. She took a long, hard, look now that she had the opportunity to study the process in detail.
 
Whatever it was, it was draining a minuscule amount of energy from every primary and secondary element around it, and gathering it inside of itself. Its stores were vast, Liane could feel. All of that power, all of that energy, lay resting beneath her feet, guided by a sense of intelligence that slept continuously.
 
Continuing to stare, the Pillar whispered, “What is... that?” her voice sounded tinny to her own ears, her heart beat in her throat. Whatever it was, she could feel its intent despite its slumber; the powerful malicious drive to unmake, to destroy, to rend. The stores of energy made it powerful, its intent made it supremely dangerous.
 
The first Empress let out a breath that sounded like a humorless chuckle. “That, lass, is what we could not divulge without the Champion's bond of secrecy upon you. Lad, you'll want to listen carefully because you don't know this either.” Liane looked up from her study of the thing beneath the ground, and focused on the strange magic that synchronized modern Kirian speech over the ancient Latin of the Templars being spoken by the Empress. It was beautiful and subtle.
 
Milor dipped his head, focusing on his ancestor. “When I ascended the throne,” the ghost began, “my rule was far from secure. I faced adversity, both from inside and outside the nation. What I needed was a failsafe, a last resort, something that would allow me to do what was required to defend my rule. I gathered my finest battlemages and together, we built what you detected, lass.” The ghost came to a standstill and faced them. “It is no less than a guardian magic, primed with near-sentient intelligence. It will awake only for those of my blood. Be warned; once awoken, any may command it. It was designed as a safety measure, in case of attack and should the ruling Emperor fall.”
 
“How is it that I did not know of this before, My Lady? I believed my honored father already explained all of Kiria's defenses to me,” the young Crown Prince turned Emperor asked.
 
“That is for a very simple reason, lad,” the Empress stated calmly. “Your father didn't know. I'm well aware that security through obscurity is not a good practice; however, obscurity makes a good first line of defense on its own. Your father did not tell you because your father did not know. The true secret about Kiria's sleeping guardian is known only to those that built and guarded it in the early days, or those that needed to use it. Case in point, Barrion knows, as do the four rulers after me.”
 
Milor dipped his head, while Liane nodded to herself. Even if the guardian was well protected, keeping it a complete secret would increase its security even further. The Pillar looked at the two ghosts and the rows of urns in the wall. Especially if the secret was kept by the dead, and revealed only when necessary.
 
“You wish for me to awaken this guardian, My Lady?” Milor asked.
 
“Only if you see no other option, lad. You must face this usurper and destroy her. Repairing the damage will be lengthy but doable. Should that prove impossible, you must awaken the guardian magic and turn it loose upon our enemy and her cronies. The guardian magic owes no allegiance safe to the one who commands it, it does not adhere to chains of command or magical authorizations. Shields and wards will be brushed aside; it has been collecting energy for over seven hundred years, its reserves are so vast they may well be infinite and its power so large it may be described as omnipotent.”
 
Liane noticed a tiny frown line creasing her friend's forehead, a frown line she recognized from school. “How would you have me go about awakening the guardian magic, My Lady?” he finally asked.
 
“There is a door, now that you know of this secret, lad. This door is located in the living area of the ancient imperial quarters, the ones that I had built seven hundred years ago. Open this door, descend the stairs. It will be deep. You will find a large cubical stone room. On the floor is a large runic circle, in the exact center of it stands a pedestal. You will stand in front of that pedestal, place your hand upon it, and command the guardian magic, the incarnation of the will of the island, to awaken and obey your commands. A drop of your blood will be taken. You will feel the magic judge you and determine your lineage. After you have been accepted, the guardian will awaken. It will take half an hour to do so; you cannot move nor take your hand off the pedestal until it is done,” the Empress explained.
 
The ghost turned to Liane, not giving Milor another chance to speak. “Lass, should it become necessary to awaken the guardian magic, the lad must go down alone. It'll take about half an hour for the guardian magic to awaken. You must prevent anything else from following him; should anyone else manage to command it, all will be lost.” the Empress sighed visibly. “It was always envisioned that the magic would be employed before the enemies breached the palace. Its ability to accept any order was designed as safety in case the ruler fell after awakening it. It was never thought that the enemy would overwhelm us this completely and without notice.”
 
“Let's hope it does not come to that, My Lady,” Liane replied. “Somehow, the guardian's intent seems incredibly focused. It wants to destroy, to tear life asunder.”
 
“It has been asleep for seven hundred years,” the female ghost answered. “Its focus drives its intent, and after that period of time, intent must have become obsession. Do not worry, it will still listen to its orders. It will be extremely enthusiastic about executing those orders, however, so word them carefully, lad.”
 
Milor dipped his head to his ancestral ghost. “I will, My Lady.” He looked at Liane. “Shall we depart?”
 
The Pillar frowned, and thought. “It is transforming energy, My Lady,” she said, addressing the first Empress and ignoring her friend's suggestive question. “It is similar to what Danulia is doing in her traps. How is this possible?”
 
The Empress looked impressed, despite her semitransparent state. “I can see why the lad is so taken with you, lass. That kind of intelligence and knowledge of magical theory is invaluable.” The ghost sighed. “I would love to explain the process to you, unfortunately, we do not have time. After this crisis has passed, I would be glad to educate you in what we did and how we did it. For now, just remember that all energy is the same, and it can be transmuted as easily as matter can. Of course, just like transmutation of matter, each energy state has its own nuances that must be taken into account.”
 
Liane nodded, ignoring the statement about Milor being taken with her, and swallowed her disappointment at received only a partial answer.  She understood the need for time and speed.
 
Remembering Milor's request to go, she glanced at the door. The magic of the palace was still there. Broken, but the remnants of it flashed before her expanded senses. She couldn't repair the palatial protections, not this quickly, but she may be able to... her right hand moved, her lips formed words. Energy channeled itself into the Ward Hammer portions of the protections. Without them being tied into the overall protective scheme, Liane had to drive it manually while pulling energy from the palace's anchors and routing it herself to the necessary intake runes. It was a quick and dirty patch, temporary until she released her focus, but it activated the Hammer nonetheless.
 
Danulia's traps were designed to halt personnel, under the assumption that the palace's protections would be inactive. They were never designed with a Ward Hammer in mind, and it took just a few seconds' application to shatter them completely.
 
“I have broken the traps placed in our way, My Lord. I manually took control over the Ward Hammer and was able to temporarily route energy to it from the core anchors. The traps are rendered into dust,” she stated.
 
Barrion gave a raspy chuckle. The male ghost had remained quiet for so long that Liane had forgotten the previous Emperor was even there. “And there is that impressive control over magic that you have described, Descendant.”
 
Liane gave Milor a subtle look, and did not give him the opportunity to say anything. “It seems that you have been telling quite a lot about me, My Lord.”
 
“I merely explained the unusual circumstances and the companion I found myself with, My Lady,” Milor protested, yet he had turned to face the door.
 
It was a decent enough explanation, but his evasive body language irked Liane. Maybe it was the after effects of the Panacea running through her body. Maybe it was her exhaustion. Maybe it was her mind that had finally had enough after a week of constant life-or-death struggle. Whatever the reason may be, annoyance flared in her magic, and before she realized what she was doing, she said, “Perhaps I may remind you, My Lord, that it was I who came to the Capital, and it was I who woke you up. I believe that should make you my companion rather than the other way around.”
 
The first Empress laughed loudly, and Barrion curiously turned away with shaking shoulders. Milor stiffened, and turned to face her. “You are correct, of course, My Lady. My apologies.”
 
She shrugged, and decided to let him off the hook. “Let us depart, My Lord.” Without giving him a chance to reply, she turned to the unnamed first Empress and Lord Barrion. “My Lady. My Lord. It was my honor to make your acquaintance.”
 
“The honor was ours, lass,” the Empress replied, nodded at Milor, then fell apart in ghostly whiffs of smoke that returned to her urn. Barrion just nodded, still looking very amused, and vanished in similar fashion.
 
For a few moments, both Liane and Milor stared at the wall, before leaving in silence. No words were exchanged; they were completely unnecessary.
 
Liane trusted Milor to get them where they needed to go, and simply focused on the magic. A tantalizing problem had been dangled in front of her nose and her obsessive drive for knowledge simply refused to let it go. How did Danulia, and the battlemages of the first empress, change one type of energy into another? She knew alchemy and transmutation; she had graduated the course after all. And yet, neither transmutation nor alchemy ever implied it was possible to simply transmute one form of energy into another. Store magic, yes. Convert matter, ditto. Energy? Not so much. The closest she could guess would be the infamous Philosopher's Stone, the Stone of Magi that was the pinnacle of alchemy.
 
And even that was a mere physical representation of the magical energy used in creating it, useful only for those few limited applications that needed a boost.
 
That sent her off on a tangent. Magical energy could be used to form physical elements. And yet, they remained magic at its base, without magic there was no element. She remembered her magical theory, and flashed back to when she had asked this exact question of Amy's unusual male mage Assistant. Magical energy propped up the physics to create the elemental representation desired. Without magic, no fireball, blade of wind, or shard of ice.
 
And yet, Danulia's trap broke that fundamental rule, using magic to draw from the physical world to create a spell's result. It was still magic, yes, but on a fundamentally different level. Normally, one used magic to create fire. Danulia used magic to gather heat to create fire. One took a lot of power. The other used a lot less, and caused the world to create the ball of fire. The amount of control that required was... astronomical.
 
She honestly debated which was stronger, and then realized that she was thinking about this all wrong. The idea was to use less power to get the same results. When the same amount of power was used, Liane could imagine drawing a lot of heat from the ambient air, enough to make it intolerably, unbearably cold, and create a ball of fire that was as hot as a furnace.
 
The implications of that were staggering.
 
And yet, she had no idea how it was being done. The magic she had been taught did not allow for it. She would have to look further, broaden her scope. The guardian slept far beneath her feet, and she looked at it, studied it; tried to unravel its secrets even while Milor guided them ever closer to Danulia.
 
The Pillar frowned deeper, struggling to understand what she was seeing. Suddenly, it reminded her of the Druids, who drew energy from nature, only to return it. She didn't know how they did things, either. So far, all she had been told was the what. They converted energy from one form into another. What she hadn't been told was the how – how did one transform one type of energy into another? For a moment, she imagined explaining the color green to a sightless person.
 
Hang on... diametrically opposed angles, she reasoned. She had been going at this from the completely wrong angle. The first Empress had given her the answer.
 
All energy is the same, just as all matter is the same.
 
They aren't converting energy. They are changing energy states. Energy is energy, just as matter is matter. She closed her eyes, trusting her ears to keep her next to Milor, and focused on her magic, trying to increase the strength of her mystical sight while staring at the guardian magic.
 
It was drawing energy from the nucleus of Mount Sina. It was drawing on the strength of the rocks and on the fluidity of the ground water. It was taking that energy, and storing it. It was all still energy, energy in motion or at rest and yet still energy.
 
She cupped her free left hand. Her spell was long and complex, and was basically her chanting the runes out loud instead of forming them into a proper spell. Milor startled when she started to chant, yet resumed his rapid pace toward their goal.
 
The magic took hold, reaching not for the elements or for the physical world, but rather, reaching out for the energy state of the world. It ignored the air, but touched instead of one of its properties; the energy it contained in the form of heat, and called it to gather.
 
The amount of magic she expelled was about half of what she would have used to call a ball of flame without any fire present to draw upon. Milor startled again, and froze. Biting cold pushed her out of her focused state, and her eyes saw nothing but a pure white mist that reached through her Pillar's cloak and through the robes she wore underneath. The cold made her teeth chatter and her limbs tremble.
 
Except for her left hand, which was nice and warm, thanks to a ball of heat that rested a dozen centimeters above it. Her analytical mind noted that she only fed it enough magic to be contained, rather than feeding it power to keep burning. It wasn't exactly the ball of fire she had imagined; it was a ball of energy, of heat, and not a ball of the physical manifestation of the element of fire.
 
The cold front she had unwittingly created caused a low pressure zone, and hot air rushed in from the surrounding rooms and corridors. Wind drew up, causing the uncomfortable cold and stinging mist to draw yet more precious heat out of their bodies.
 
“My Lady?” Milor asked. His voice was deceptively level, but Liane had known him long enough to detect the undercurrent that made it more an order than a request.
 
“I believe I have found the answer, My Lord,” the Pillar explained, looking at the carefully contained ball of heat. “How Danulia set up her traps. How the guardian draws its power.” She dispelled the orb, and its contained heat was uncomfortable as it spread. The mist vanished as quickly as it had appeared, now that the air was warm enough once more to contain the moisture. “Unfortunately, it is a new discovery and I do not believe I will be able to match our opponent's expertise with the technique. Not with five minutes of experimentation with first-generation principles.”
 
“Then, My Lady, I suggest we make haste and forget about your new discovery until after we have saved the island,” the Crown Prince stated. His voice was still contained, but this time she could detect an undercurrent in it that reminded her to stay on task and not get side-tracked.
 
She dipped her head, and they started moving again. Annoyance filled her chest and her magic. She had just cracked one of the most difficult problems ever put before her, had probably re-discovered a lost form of magic, and he believed her to be distracted. Sometimes, she wondered about her friend and his lack of vision when it came to the beauty and intricacy of magic.
 
She admitted to herself that she had no head for politics, which was what Milor seemed to be best at, but honestly, would it inconvenience him that much to dig just a little deeper into the mysteries of magic?
 
Liane glanced at him. Perhaps that was why they made a good team. She did the magic and the theory. He did the politics and the strategy. Her annoyance left when she realized that he was probably just as annoyed at her inability to understand his strengths and expertise as she was at his inability to understand hers.
 
Continuing their silent voyage through deserted hallways, both Mage and Warlock sunk back into their own thoughts until Milor stopped them. Liane abruptly returned to the real world, realizing that they were not far from a room that was seared into her already formidable memory.
 
They were close to the majestic throne room, where she had once returned Milor to after their hurried escape from his kidnappers. It had cost her two pints of blood to summon the Major Spirit of Air back then, and for a moment Liane debated on getting some elemental spirit backup. She declined the thought just as quickly; she had the feeling she would be needing every drop of blood soon.
 
She grasped Milor's arm, causing the Prince to frown at her. She held up a finger to ask for silence, then motioned for him to join her in the shadow of a wall. Around the corner, further down the hall, was the throne room, their final destination where Danulia was more than likely attempting to break the protections of the Arbitrator of Ascension. She hoped they would make it in time, yet they both required intelligence first and foremost.
 
She sat down, and Milor cautiously sank next to her, his expression halfway between frown and question.
 
Her lips moved in near-silence, and her friend shifted when the air took on a subtle vibration around them. “Sphere of silence, My Lord,” Liane explained. “The vibration in the air will prevent sound waves from traveling beyond the reach of the spell, we are now silent.”
 
He nodded to indicate his understanding, then asked, “Why have you stopped us, My Lady?” He hesitated for a moment, then added before she could respond, “Are you injured?”
 
She smiled faintly at his concern, touched by the thought. “I am fine, My Lord, thank you for asking. We do require intelligence, however. Epter.” the magical fly-like construct flew from underneath her collar, and bopped silently up and down in front of her. Milor stared at it, then shook his head.
 
“Only you, My Lady, would build a construct this size and find a use for it,” he said with admiration.
 
She straightened up, pleased with his response; then stated the communication spell to connect to Epter's magical senses. Steering the little construct around the corner, Liane attached it to the ceiling. After so long, she was used to inverted or skewed perspectives. From the way Milor turned and twisted his head to try and get the image right-way-up, he was finding it a lot more difficult.
 
She ignored her friend's acrobatics, and focused on the closed double doors that went to the throne room. Her eyes narrowed. Magic required straight eye-contact for direct spells. Even remote-targeting spells required a focus, blood, hair, nails. Using Epter's eyes as a lens, she focused on the doors, and whispered. The door clicked ajar, as if opened by the wind.
 
She had already detached Epter from the ceiling, and righted it while on its way to the small gap, when she froze.
 
The door was pushed open, and a burly Warlock stepped out, grouching as he looked left and right with a scowl on his face. Taking advantage of the open door, Epter buzzed inside at top speed, the door slamming shut as the Warlock yanked harder than necessary on it.
 
Releasing a breath that she did not know she was holding, Liane resumed control over her tiny construct. “Well done, My Lady,” Milor whispered from right next to her. She dipped her head, then ignored him. While Epter was small and silent, it was still a fly-like construct, and therefore quite visible. Doing her best, she steered it outside of any fields of vision as she explored the throne room.
 
She felt Milor stiffen at the sight of a Warlock lounging on the Imperial throne. He was leaned back with one leg thrown over one of the armrests, halfway dozing. The burly Warlock that had checked the door grouched some more, plainly audibly even though Epter was on the other side of the throne room, as he sat down next to a second Warlock, against the wall of the Arbitrator of Ascension that was facing the door.
 
Three Warlocks, check. The small fly flew further, examining the other side, and finding three Mages, heavily involved in a discussion regarding Milor, and what they would enjoy doing to the Crown Prince after they had taken over the country. Liane could feel her friend trembling next to her. She hurriedly steered Epter away. The discussion had amused her for some reason; while she had thought of Milor as a best friend, and occasionally as a brother-figure, she herself had never considered the acts the Mages had been laughing about in their discussion.
 
It was amusing to hear what they wanted to do with Milor, simply for the fact that she now had something to use for teasing material in the future.
 
“Do not be too amused, My Lady. Perhaps the Warlocks discussed yourself earlier,” the Crown Prince muttered from next to her; she must not have been hiding her amusement well enough.
 
“I am well aware that my looks are considered 'plain', My Lord. Luckily, that means no man will ever discuss me as a...” she trailed off, trying to find the correct phrasing.
 
“A piece of beef?” Milor suggested.
 
She nodded, granting him the point. “It's highly doubtful those Warlocks would be fantasizing about me,” she finished, pushing Epter toward the Arbitrator of Ascension. Strangely enough, its door was open, and Liane got a very bad feeling. Next to her, Milor was leaning in as well. The levity had gone out of their conversation immediately, this was deathly serious.
 
Epter landed outside, sticking to the support above the door, and walked in, sticking to walls and ceiling. Liane couldn't risk flying it, not in so narrow and confined a space.
 
Inside, an elder Mage was working diligently. She looked to be in her mid-sixties, and was in turn staring at a wall that had its runes exposed, and scribbling on some paper. Liane couldn't risk Epter going in too close, so the work on the table was beyond reach. The runes on the wall hitched Liane's breath; she had seen similar ones on the Arbitrator of Elements that had stuck her forever with the name of MagicWarper.
 
“She is trying to break the control matrices,” Liane whispered to Milor. “Those govern the Arbitrator's judgment on who to name as Emperor or as successor. Should she succeed, she will be able to name anyone she pleases as Emperor, directly cutting yourself and your honored father out. Thankfully, it seems the Arbitrator is fighting her; the runes keep changing.”
 
“How much longer do we have?” Milor asked.
 
Liane winced. She had no good answer to give him. “Unfortunately, I do not know. It could be an hour. It could be a week. There is no way to tell how close she is without risking discovery and alerting her to our presence. Epter is unprotected, should she find and capture it, it can be traced with no effort at all.” She started withdrawing Epter, and looked at her companion, who was looking unusually grave. “My Lord? What's the plan of action?”
 
“Danulia is inside the Arbitrator,” the Prince muttered, half to himself and half to her, before looking up, right at her. “I will go left and engage the Warlocks. Please go right, My Lady, and engage the Mages. Feel free to experiment with your unusual magic.”
 
She stifled a smile, he really must have disliked the conversation the three women had been having about him. Suddenly, she froze, Epter freezing with her. Danulia's gray-haired head filled the communications circle, staring straight at the little construct, and by extension, herself and Milor.
 
“It would be considered impolite to spy upon another using these methods,” the Mage said. “However, considering the circumstances, I will merely invite you to enter the room and have a conversation in person. Whoever designed this little Construct did a remarkable job on it, I do not believe I have ever seen one so small. I almost missed it – and probably would have, had I not been looking at magic itself in order to complete my mission. I will allow the Construct to leave, please enter and have a conversation as civilized Nobles.”
 
Liane remained frozen, unable to move or act. Epter had been discovered, despite her extreme care. Danulia knew she was here. This was catastrophic. She startled violently when Milor stood up.
 
“My Lord?”
 
“Let us have the conversation, My Lady,” the Crown Prince stated in a level tone. A level tone that did not fool Liane for a moment. Her friend was seething. She just nodded, looking back at the communications circle, still open on its link to Epter and looking straight at Danulia, who had resumed her work. She made a motion, the fly Construct's vision shifted when it lifted off. Danulia spared it a glance and a tiny smile.
 
Epter navigated out of the Arbitrator, and out the door. An order from Danulia sounded through the throne room, and the burly Warlock looked visibly confused when he stood and opened the door a crack. Epter flew right past him, he didn't even see it. Liane's hammering heart relaxed when the tiny Construct settled under her collar and she disengaged the communications spell.
 
“I apologize for getting us caught, My Lord,” she whispered, hanging her head.
 
“Never bend your head, My Lady,” Milor stated. “I believe I taught you that.” He drew a breath. “It was not your fault your spy was discovered. It seems our opponent possesses superior skills. Let us go.”
 
She nodded gratefully, stood as well, and started to follow him. He had drawn DawnBreaker, and was whispering under his breath. Her magic sight could see the spells taking hold of him.
 
Her hand clenched around Lucifer's shaft, her Legendary weapon still in its fully displayed form. Milor caught her gaze, and gave her a nod. She nodded back. They might be going to go into battle. Together, they rounded the corner to approach the double doors to the throne room.
 
“It is likely that they will surround us. I will take any diplomatic option to resolve the situation, but it is still likely to come to battle. When it does, feel free to employ your unusual magic to its fullest extent,” Milor said.
 
Liane felt her magic surge. “My Lord, should they have us surrounded, I would ask you not to move from my side unless I have given you an indication that it is clear to do so.” Her knuckles turned white around Lucifer's shaft. “Should they be within my range, surrounding us would be a foolish, foolish thing to do.”
 
The Prince lifted one eyebrow, then gave a tiny smirk. If Liane hadn't known how deeply angered her friend was, she would have sworn he was enjoying the thought. Suddenly, he took two rapid steps, and slammed his hand against the large metal double doors, smashing them open with large force. They banged against the stops, and remained in their full open position, framing him and Liane as the occupants of the throne room stared at them.
 
Milor's finger pointed forward, to the Warlock lounging on his father's throne. “Remove yourself from the throne at once,” he ordered, his voice glacial. If Liane hadn't seen him cast the spell, she would have been very impressed with the way it bounced off the walls in a resounding effect.
 
The Warlock practically jumped. The other magic-users stared.
 
Danulia emerged from the Arbitrator. “I am glad to see that our Crown Prince is susceptible to reason. I had so feared that this would turn out violent. I have lost too many people already.”
 
“Perhaps that was because you have sent them against us, My Lady,” Liane said, unable to stop the sarcasm from flowing into her voice. “Perhaps people would not have died, had you not instigated a cowardly attack upon a Pillar safe house, paralyzed our country, and attacked every man, woman, and child in the Capital.” She swallowed the rest of the anger that had blasted into existence from somewhere, aware that she was potentially endangering not only herself and Milor, but her entire country. She cursed her magic for influencing her emotions.
 
“Nobody would have come to harm, had you not resisted, My Lady,” Danulia replied calmly. “Now, while we are all talking, I would like to offer-”
 
“You are in no position to make offers,” Milor said, through gritted teeth. “You are the rebel. I make the offers.” He looked at the other people present in the throne room. “Lay down your weapons and surrender, and I will be gracious.” Liane planted Lucifer's tip on the ground, and leaned on it. It seemed her friend wasn't as in control as he would have liked. She wondered what, if anything, she could do to diffuse the situation. In one thing Danulia was right; if they could talk this out without resorting to bloodshed; that would be best.
 
Danulia smiled faintly. “And still convinced of your own superiority. This is what is wrong with our country – the ruling elite believe themselves better than others. It's the reason why so many of us try to change the system, try and make sure there is equality for all.”
 
Liane felt as if she had been slapped in the face. It had been the point Steve had made in many of their talks, and she had dismissed him. “And yet, you have killed hundreds within the Capital,” the Pillar said, her anger at herself making her magic rise in her chest once more. Kiria wasn't bad. Kiria was good. People were being taken care of!
 
“I have not,” Danulia snapped, sounding insulted. “I have merely made them sleep!”
 
“For days,” Liane answered. “Without a chance for food or water. Or medicine. Hundreds have already died.”
 
The elder Mage scowled. “It wasn't meant to take this long, I thought I had more leeway. It's regrettable.” She drew a breath, and looked at Liane and Milor in turn. “Surrender and you will not be harmed. You are the famed MagicWarper, your skills and abilities will be very useful in the reconstruction. Join us, and you will not lose anything you have now. Prince Milor, you are a decent Warlock, with no exceptional skills or abilities. However, your training in the inner workings of the government should be useful in untangling everything and building a new, better, government. Surrender, and you will have a high position. I do not wish to fight you; too many have already died.”
 
“A revolutionary with a code of honor,” Milor said, shaking his head. “Unfortunately, I cannot agree. Instead, I will restate my offer. Surrender now, and I will ensure leniency.” Danulia's underlings shuffled, but not in the way Liane would have liked it. The Mage closed her eyes, and focused on her magical senses. The six Nobles had formed a dirty circular perimeter around them. She resisted a smile – the fools had positioned themselves exactly as she would have liked it.
 
“Prince and lapdog to the very end,” the old mage whispered, sounding sad. “I tried. Kill them.”
 
The words still hung in the air, and Liane could feel Milor tense next to her. Her own words left her mouth, already overlapping the last of Danulia's kill order. The Runescape flashed, and Liane skipped both first and second defensive levels, going straight for pure offense. Three Mages and three Warlocks vanished into the maws of Liane's powerful spell.
 
As quickly as it appeared, so quickly did it vanish.
 
Liane opened her eyes, remaining in her leaning position. This time, it wasn't just for show, and she was struggling not to show how quick her heart was pounding or how much air she really needed.
 
Danulia, who had remained in the back and outside of Liane's range, stared aghast. “That was-”
 
She got no further, Milor unleashing himself from the position he had kept at Liane side. DawnBreaker screaming through the air, preparing to cleave the rebellious elder Mage in half. To Milor's immense and obvious surprise, the striking edge of the weapon hit a protective barrier, a flash of light and the sound of a gong accompanying the complete and utter arrest of the blade.
 
Liane was still leaning on her staff, out of breath and struggling for physical stamina, but her eyes were wide open. Right as the weapon was about to hit Danulia, a spell had intercepted... Milor spun, blade extended, attacking from the side rather than the top. Once again, magic intercepted the strike. Now that she knew to pay attention, Liane could see the magic intercepting the strike, once more diverting the energy into light and sound.
 
Three, four, five, six more strikes were diverted in similar manner before Milor jumped back, carried on the back of a hasty spell word to enhance his leap.
 
“As I was saying,” Danulia said, her arms crossed. Despite her earlier words, it seemed that the elder Mage was unaffected by the loss of half a dozen of her people. “That was an impressive spell, My Lady. It saddens me to see you chose a stance opposite our viewpoint. After all, you too came from humble background, and should know the plight of the Commoners. It is not right that they have no say in government, and are used for nothing but labor and trade.”
 
She could see Milor building up his magic from the corner of her eye. Liane didn't know what magic protected the Mage in front of them, but she trusted Milor. If he thought a stronger attack could break through, she would buy him the time for it. “I do not see what my background has to do with your rebellion, My Lady. You are about to replace the Emperor with yourself, and nothing will change except that you were not chosen by the Arbitrator. At least, not voluntarily. That makes your capacity to lead highly suspect.”
 
Danulia scoffed. “I would only be in charge until the election. Besides, the Arbitrator was rigged; none of the royal bloodline would ever be denied.”
 
“That is not true!” Milor grated out. “History has noted the instances where a member of the royal family was denied, and was killed for it!”
 
“I never disputed the fact people died from the thing,” Danulia snapped. “I am simply stating those people were not a member of the royal family. Either they were illegitimate children, or adopted, or anything else. If they were not a member of the family, the Arbitrator would have killed them if they did not pass its tests. I am simply stating that the Arbitrator would have never executed a member of the Royal family, no matter how badly they failed. I've been studying it for days now, remember?”
 
Milor apparently refused to answer. “Perhaps My Lady has misunderstood the runic sequences,” the younger Mage offered. She had to draw the older woman's attention...
 
Danulia scoffed, and was about to reply, when Milor let out a barely articulate yell that may have, at one time, been construed as a word. A rampaging torrent of magical lightning burst around Danulia. Light and sound and magic raged and howled, detonating into a twisting cacophony of elemental energies. Liane winced, and tightened her eyes, attempting to see through the maelstrom of conflicting wills, trying to discern what was happening. What she saw filled her with dread.
 
When the spell finally died down, Danulia was still standing, in the same position, arms crossed, not a hair out of place. The woman sighed.
 
It was Liane who broke the silence first. “My Lord, her defense is absolute,” she said. It didn't matter now, her friend had to be informed. “It is based upon the same principles I have barely begun to understand on our walk here. It pulls the energy out of your attack, and diverts it into harmless light and sound. It is probably uncomfortable for her to be in, but it will not harm her. It will just as happily pull the kinetic energy out of the swing of a sword as it will pull the magic out of a spell.”
 
“Impressive, My Lady,” Danulia said. “There are very few who could understand my defense so quickly as you. You are indeed correct. No attack will harm me, and the amount of magic it uses is negligible, especially as the protection will fuel itself off of the attacks it negates. You cannot harm me. I suggest you leave; too many have already died, and I will still entertain the notion of important positions for you should you join me.” The elder Mage shrugged. “Well, after the necessary oaths, of course. You did turn me down initially, I can no longer trust you at your word.”
 
The jibe ignited Liane's magic. So she couldn't be trusted, could she!? She was untrustworthy because she was loyal to her country, was she!?
 
Liane took two steps forward, and planted Lucifer. Danulia frowned slightly. “My Lord, remember my warning,” the Pillar said. Danulia looked confused, but Milor sprinted as quickly as he could to stand right next to her, even as her eyes dropped closed. “Protect me, My Lord,” she managed to whisper just before her angry magic filled the spell construct held in her mind.
 
Forget Runescape’s initial levels. She was going to destroy the older woman!
 
Level 5, Annihilation, Liane's lips formed.
 
Darkness fell, and Liane's eyes opened. Magic lashed out, trying to accomplish its primary directive, to kill all that was being seen by Liane's eyes. Her annihilative magic smashed against Danulia's protective barrier, and for a moment an irresistible force met with an immovable object.
 
Feeling the energy being drained from her attack, Liane bit out a growl, the vision of her eyes narrowing, tunnel vision focusing increasingly narrow upon her target. The howling magic could no longer be heard, colors started to fade. The pounding in her chest was felt, not heard, and her magic's scream filled her mind.
 
Her right knee hit the ground, and the sudden jolt dislodged her supreme focus. The shield around Danulia glowed as white as burning magnesium, and the moment Liane's spell fell away, it unleashed a torrent of sheer, raw, unformed magic straight up. The ceiling of the throne room vanished, obliterated into dust, before rampaging on, bursting clouds and vanishing into the skies above. Danulia slowly stood from where she had dropped into a huddle, her hair, clothes, and body caked with sweat. A few patches of skin were raw and blistered, evidence that even her protection could not contain all of the energy called up by Liane's spell.
 
For a moment, the Warlock and the two mages stared at each other.
 
“What kind of spell was that!?” Danulia shouted, the first to break the tense and stunned silence.
 
“Annihilation”, Liane muttered, unable to believe that her ultimate attack had just failed. “Should have obliterated your soul.” If their enemy wanted to be a fantasy villain, and talk in the middle of battle, then Liane was more than happy to oblige her. Especially as said talk would give her a chance to get some energy back.
 
“You would have destroyed my very soul?” the old Mage managed, her voice fearful for the first time.
 
“I would,” the younger woman declared.
 
Danulia raised one hand, and Liane could feel the air temperature plummet as the old woman drained the ambient temperature. She tried to force herself upright, and managed nothing more than an explosion of pain. She closed her eyes as the fireball launched her way. Despite her closed eyes, her magical senses still beheld the magic.
 
Suddenly, the ball was intercepted, dispersing against DawnBreaker. Startled, the mage opened her eyes, looking straight at Milor's back. “Do not worry,” he said, right before launching himself back at their enemy.
 
Maybe it was the remains of the Panacea in her body, but Liane could feel how her magic and her body were pulling together, stitching up the damage done by the Annihilation level of Runescape. Last time, she had been out of commission for days, and it had taken a Master Druid to save her life. Perhaps she hadn't been as injured before using it, or perhaps it was the Panacea, or perhaps a combination of those facts, but Liane was happy that she could at least remain conscious.
 
Slowly, she pushed herself to her legs. The protections around her magic had been badly damaged, and she spent twenty long seconds pulling the worst of the damaged areas back together while Milor engaged the old Mage. The woman was engaged in battle now, unable to be hurt by Milor's weapon, and yet unable to hurt him due to the same weapon.
 
A smile tugged at her lips in pride. She had built that weapon, and like any proud parent, she was happy to see it perform well.
 
She didn't have a lot of magic left. Annihilation had proven that Danulia's protections could be overpowered. Overpowered, or broken. Liane didn't have the time she needed to build up the mental picture of the runic construction required to create Danulia's protective effects, so she had no hope of finding a hole she could exploit, or a way to break the protection permanently.
 
All she could hope to do was overpower it, do enough damage, either knock the woman out or kill her.
 
Overpower...?
 
Liane blinked. The woman was breathing. That meant air could get through the shield. She dredged up the last remains of her power, and removed all the oxygen from the air in a bubble around the woman's head. Danulia wavered; DawnBreaker hit the invisible protection half a dozen times, before the woman muttered something. Liane felt her spell shatter.
 
“Good work, My Lady!” Milor shouted, going after the older woman once more.
 
Liane just nodded, panting deeply. That last spell had hurt to cast, her reserves now completely depleted. She needed power. She set a power-raising chant, and anchored it into her depleted core. Not even waiting for the first round to complete, she anchored a second chant, two phrases into the first, staggering them.
 
The moment magic hit her core from the first chant, it felt like ice freezing through her core and all over her body. The sensation was alien, painful, and completely unexpected. It surprised her so much she wasn't even able to cancel the chants before the second chant hit its first completion. The second injection of magic was as hot as the first had been cold, and Liane screamed.
 
Her hand slipped from Lucifer, and both her knees hit the ground right as she vomited blood. Her body had torn itself to shreds, both chants finally cancelled as her body rejected them and the magic they had conjured.
 
She vomited again. More blood.
 
“That was a bad idea, My lady. Power raising chants don't work well when your core is completely depleted,” Danulia said, her voice barely making it to Liane's brain.
 
The Pillar cursed silently. Damn her anger for making her go for the big spells! Had she kept herself calm, had she thought things through, she would have known to go for indirect attacks! She needed magic if she was going to defeat this opponent.
 
There was one last thing she could try, she suddenly realized, and closed her eyes, trying to focus, and slip into a trance. If she could summon an Elemental Spirit, she may be able to trade some days of her life for a boost of magical energy. Liane, known as the MagicWarper...
 
Her trance shattered at the sound of a word, and the Mage looked up. Danulia waggled her finger as if faced with a naughty child. “I'm sorry, My Lady, but I can't let you do that,” the older mage admonished. Milor growled angrily, still unable to penetrate her defenses, and utterly enraged at how the Mage barely paid attention to him.
 
Milor shifted away when Danulia raised her hand and threw a fireball at him. The air shuddered when the old Mage drew on its speed, and suddenly the woman was standing right in front of the Warlock. A groan spread through the walls as she borrowed from its strength, and Milor grunted in surprise when her bare-handed strike hit the edge of his blade and forced him to his knees.
 
The moment his mobility was impaired, Danulia spun and threw a second fireball at Liane; this one fueled by conventional magic rather than heat from the environment.
 
It was strange what a person's mind did when faced with death. Time slowed to a crawl as the fireball approached, and Liane could do nothing but stare at it. The Pillar was down, her magic depleted and her body injured internally from her ill-fated attempt at recharging it. She stared at the slow-motion of the fire spell, wondering why the old Mage had chosen to charge it with magic rather than from the environment.
 
She abruptly understood when a shiver went through her ailing body. There was not enough heat in the air left to charge a proper fireball.
 
Not that it mattered, but at least she had broken this one last secret before the fire incinerated her. She was too injured to move properly. The fire was going to burn her. It was going to hurt. If she survived. She sighed, and reached deep inside, making ready to break her containment of her magic. Disassembling her magical containment would release the power she had stored in it. It would return her to her previous power levels, but it was going to be the last magic she ever did. After her magic destabilized, it would fall apart completely and be forever denied to her.
 
Her grip on her containment slackened. Did she really want to live without magic?
 
Suddenly, time jumped to its regular speed when Milor threw himself between her and the fireball, catching the spell on the flat of DawnBreaker, shattering it. “I will defend you, My Lady. Recover as best you can,” the Warlock ground out, his voice far from the usual placid, Decorum-inspired tones.
 
Liane stared at his back. There was no way Milor would be able to best Danulia, all Warlock spells were based on direct-damage spells and attack spells. No energy would be able to cross that protective field, which meant that it was only she, Liane, who had a chance of doing their opponent damage.
 
And she had no magic left. Except if she released her containment field, at the permanent cost of her magic. 
 
Milor stood, and charged the older Mage once more. Liane dry-heaved, and swallowed. At least there was no blood this time. Another wave of pain hit her body. She crawled, slowly, to a corner. It would take her magic days to recover from this. If only there was a way for her to access magic... suddenly, she remembered how she had once shared magic with Amy, through the Proctor-Assistant bond. If she could do something similar, temporarily, she would be able to borrow magic from Milor.
 
She closed her eyes, and trusted on her friend to protect her. Danulia shouted that word again, but there was no spirit trance to break. Liane took as deep a breath as she could, which wasn't very deep at all, and focused on examining the bond of Championship that she now carried. She should have done that from the start, she reasoned. She cursed herself for getting caught up in her discovery of energy manipulation.
 
The bond extended from herself, to Milor, and through him, to his father and the entire Kirian Island. She could feel the Great Barrier, far away and focused on the island and keeping it safe from external threats. She could feel the census charms built into the island's protective matrix, and could access the data that the Great Barrier had once provided to her on the number of the living, both Commoner and Noble. The Tax Wards were still up above their maximum potency, and were set as read-only, even to her new state as 'Champion of Kiria'. They refused to lower.
 
She drew her consciousness back, dimply aware of how Milor covered for her. His grunt was deeper than she was used to, and it took her a few instants to realize that he had been hurt. She receded further, focusing solely on the bond that existed between them now.
 
It was designed for the passing of authority, so magic itself would recognize her as his word and his hand; it was never designed to allow the passing of actual magical energy. It was ethereal, this magic, based in word and thought and intent rather than motion and rune. Like a vow or an oath, there was no base inscription for her to modify and it would take her time and energy to do, both of which she no longer possessed.
 
She could feel something on the other side of the bond, maybe a twitch or a tickle. Excitement clouded her purity of thought for a moment when she realized that the bond was expanding on its own, recognizing the need of both of the involved parties. There seemed to be a base intelligence behind the process, an intelligence able to expand and to build when required.
 
Liane sucked at the bond as if it were an empty straw, trying to make the bond realize what it was that she wanted of it. She felt a hesitation, followed by another twitch, before confusion. The basic intelligence was unable to communicate, and was too basic to be really called 'intelligent'.
 
Milor let out another pained grunt, and Liane's concentration shattered when she heard his body thump to the ground. He was a few meters away, covered in sweat and blood and panting deeply.
 
“Now stay down,” Danulia snapped. “I do not wish to bloody my hands. Desist!”
 
Milor had gotten up to one knee, DawnBreaker held securely in his right hand. “Then perhaps you should not have instigated revolution. You cannot lead if you are unwilling to dirty your hands.” Liane forced herself to move, hoping that Milor kept Danulia's attention. She had to get to him. Physical contact would help; she was sure of it. Her friend went on, “Besides, hundreds have already perished. Their deaths are on your hands and head. You have already been stained, My Lady.”
 
Danulia twitched. “They needn't have died, had the government peacefully surrendered! It was you who resisted!”
 
“It's always someone else's fault, isn't it?” Milor commiserated. “So few realize that it takes both sides to have an argument, and it only takes one not to have one. The government is in the right; it was you who instigated the revolution.”
 
Liane had reached her friend, finally, and Danulia eyed her strangely for a moment, before turning to the Crown Prince. “And yet, you could have avoided this by surrendering!”
 
Milor refused to glance in Liane's direction while she slipped in behind him. He even refused to acknowledge the fact that she suddenly leaned against his back, a clear invasion of his privacy. Instead, he focused on the revolutionary. “Will you? Should you find yourself in charge, will you surrender to the first uppity person to approach you with dreams of conquest and demands of capitulation?”
 
Danulia grimaced again. “Of course you won't,” Milor said. “Demands are not how a government is run. There are channels, there are procedures. Those in charge do what they feel is right for the country.”
 
Liane's hand was in the middle of Milor's back. She closed her eyes, and whispered. She had no magic with which to cast, but rather, appealed to the bond to grant her access to Milor's magic. Her friend's large body twitched, and something snapped into place with a suddenness that surprised both of them. She could feel his gasp when his core was suddenly drained, trying to equalize the pressures between his nearly full core and her completely empty one. Unable to help herself, the memory of a poor Assistant, drained by her Proctor, flashed before her mind's eye. She hoped that she wasn't about to damage her friend in a similar way, and that he would forgive her.
 
Her core filled, and her dark thoughts vanished as if they had never existed. Instead, the Pillar wanted to cheer. The amount of magic Milor had available to him was staggering, compared to the thimble-full her own damaged core seemed to hold, and she opened her eyes to glare at Danulia. Words slipped from her tongue, chaining spells together in intricate patterns. The old mage was suddenly encompassed in a cylindrical tube holding a hard vacuum, while the gravity was increased a hundred fold.
 
The increased gravity was annulled by her protective shield it seemed, while the hard vacuum certainly did its damage as the woman started screaming silently. With no air, there was no sound. Knowing her opponent's abilities, she did not stop to watch, and Liane pushed on. She knew how much this must be hurting her friend, yet she dared not stop. Once again, she hoped he would forgive her later.
 
She pulled more energy, and formed an acid cloud, which snapped into place just as the elderly mage had broken the vacuum and was drawing in big gulps of needed air. The acid splashed and was denied by the robes the woman wore, but found fertile ground on her exposed skin. The woman's screams were audible through the restored air, right before she managed to cancel the acid and neutralize it.
 
Milor incanted a spell, and suddenly all the pain in Liane's body was gone. Spells cast were shared! Milor had numbed his senses to pain, and because she was sharing his magic, her pain had been dulled as well!
 
Liane lifted more magic from Milor's core, and thanked the bond for having given her a base of her own upon which to build. She anchored a single power-raising chant, and braced herself for the influx of energy.
 
It was as smooth as a cup of Iron Belly tea, and she could feel Milor twitch when the power she raised fed him. Already, she ignored the power chant, and started forming her next spell.
 
Danulia, injured and hurting, wasn't about to just let them kill her, raised her hand, and vocalized a sound that made Liane shudder, right before the air thickened around them. Knowing the tricks she herself used, she held her breath and broke the enchantment. Milor shuddered against her hand, yet didn't pull away, allowing her to continue to use his magic for herself.
 
Once again, she tried to form her spell, a major reworking of the laws of biology within a localized space. In effect, she wanted to change the absorption factor of oxygen, preventing lungs from diffusing it into the bloodstream. Unfortunately, her spells took words, and while she had learned how to do some basic magic nonverbally, her damaged core still prevented her from actually casting combat magic without speech.
 
And so, Danulia broke her spell again with a nonverbal sound that seemed to trigger some form of magic. The hairs on her arms stood up, right before Lucifer shoved her. Hard. Hard enough to force both her and Milor away, sending both early-twenties warriors tumbling over the ground in a tangle of limbs. Behind them, lightning impacted the ground, blackening the floor and leaving a deep hole behind.
 
The air thickened again, and Liane broke another air-based spell, before having to dodge out of the way of a piece of rock hurled in their direction. From the corner of her eye, she saw Milor doing the same. It seemed their opponent had stopped playing around, and was now determined to kill them, and do it quickly.
 
Grateful for Milor's magic jumpstarting her core, Liane focused on the power raising chant that continued to fuel her magic. Without access to Milor's magic, she was now more than ever aware of just how small her own reserves were, and just how much she was able to do with it.
 
Now faced with two targets, Danulia was forced to split her attention between them. When the first few area of effect spells were either canceled or broken by Liane, the older Mage focused entirely on the Pillar, correctly noting how it was Liane that was able to find holes in her defenses.
 
The room grew cold when Danulia drew another fireball and hurled it toward Liane, and Lucifer once more had to shove her away. Her injured and hurting body was nearing its limits, and the Panacea effect seemed to have completely run its course. Without access to Milor, the pain-numbing spell had slowly vanished as well, and the full extent of her injuries once again made itself known.
 
The shove from her staff caused the fireball to miss, but it made her stumble with the sudden flare of pain it caused. Despite herself, she screamed when she hit the ground, hard. The revolutionist Mage grinned, and cast something short and vicious at the fallen woman, intent on finishing her off. For a moment, Liane wanted to close her eyes and await her fate.
 
Instead, Milor jumped in between the two combatants, and intercepted the fireball with DawnBreaker, and Liane had to resist the urge to cheer. She was hurting and tired, but the battle was still on, and despite Milor's determination to do so, he would not be able to shield her from Danulia's spells indefinitely.
 
The woman was no longer playing around now, and Liane knew their primary plan had failed. She doubted they would be able to kill the old woman, not with that incredible defense that made direct attacks useless, and especially not with most of Liane's spells taking such a ludicrously long time compared to Danulia's own.
 
“My Lord, keep her busy,” Liane whispered pleadingly. She might be able to attack the woman while Milor kept her engaged, but that was bound to fail after a spell or two. She doubted she would be able to do enough damage with two circumstantial spells to keep Danulia down, so she had to try something else. She hardly noticed Milor giving a sharp nod and charging the woman, making sure her field of vision was always interrupted. It wouldn't last for long, they both knew it.
 
Drawing a breath, Liane started waving her hands. Once, it had been a childish game taught to Mages, and while she had successfully used offloading of physical energy in her first duel, she had regularly used sacrifice of physical motions while enchanting Milor's swords. Now, she would use both to speed up a ritual. Channeling the runes through Lucifer, she successfully managed to get a circle of them around Danulia.
 
The Old Mage tried to jump out of the circle as soon as she noticed them, but Milor, the taller, broader, physically stronger Warlock, just shoved her back. At the same time, Liane's mangled words were accentuated by one arm waving in complex patterns, right before her right hand disengaged from Lucifer. Smashing her hands together, the Mage ended with,
 
“Prison of the Stone Golem!”
 
The circled runes flashed, and the ground wove up to encase Danulia. It did no damage, but would encase a target in a stone prison. Panting at the magic exerted, Liane hoped it would hold the mage long enough to engage plan B...
 
A murky red glow pooled from unseen seems between the rock casement, and Liane knew the old Mage would not give them the time. Forcing herself up, she grabbed Lucifer, formed a new circle around the original prison, and started again. Reaching for the throne, the Mage shouted, “Prison of the Metal Golem!”
 
The metal from the throne glowed with magic, transmuting itself from beautiful ornate blacksmithing into impossibly strong titanium alloy, winding itself around the original stone prison and taking the heat from Danulia's attack. For a moment, while the metal was still forming, it seemed the prison exuded an air of surprise, right before the burning increased. Liane at once realized that not even titanium alloy could withstand heat for long, and they needed Danulia encased as long as possible.
 
Both hands wrenched in the direction of the double prison, more words spilling from her lips. “Guardian of the Phoenix, Protect!”
 
Bands of runes corkscrewed around the bars of metal, and immediately the red heat dulled and vanished while the runes glowed. The air of the prison turned outraged instead of surprised, and Liane cursed. The Mage was crafty, and not even the double enchanted prison would hold her for long. Closing her eyes, she thought back to the single most formative event of her life. Before her mind's eye, with perfect clarity, formed the runic sequence that had been engraved on the magic-nullifying bracers that had once stripped her of her power.
 
Hands waving through the air to speed up her casting, the Mage engraved the magic-nullifying sequence onto the stone prison.
 
Immediately, it turned inert. No magic escaped it, and Liane let out her breath. “I do not know how long that will hold her, but I have encased her in stone and metal, reinforced both against heat, then engraved magic-suppression sequences on the stonework. I do not know what other tricks she has, however, so we should make haste and awaken the guardian.”
 
Milor dipped his head sharply, and they left immediately. “Epter, observation mode,” Liane whispered once they had left. The tiny construct wove through the crack in the door, and attached itself to one of the upright pillars now that the throne room no longer had a roof. At Liane's direction, it was able to see the entire room, yet be high enough to be impossible to see.
 
The communication circle bopped up and down in front of the Mage as she walked, as quickly as Liane's injured body would allow, through the Palace. Milor placed one hand on her shoulder, and she was about to jerk away from the unexpected intrusion into her personal space, when she felt him cast a spell. The pain vanished again.
 
“Be careful, My Lady,” he spoke gently. “The pain is hidden, that does not mean the injuries are not there. You can easily hurt yourself worse.”
 
“Thank you, My Lord. That is quite helpful,” she replied, grateful that the pain was gone.
 
“Once again, I am left with many questions regarding the things you did, and with notes of awe regarding the frightening displays of magic you have performed,” Milor said. “I wish that we had the time to discuss them.” He glanced at the prison in the middle of the destroyed throne room. “I also believe that my father will not enjoy what was done to his throne room.”
 
Liane tried to stop herself, she really did. But the spell Milor had cast felt so good, and she felt so free of pain, that she was unable to help herself when she blurted out, “I believe this is the reason why many parents refuse to allow their children to have a party while they are away. Inevitably, something gets destroyed.”
 
The glance Milor shot her was either amused, or highly sarcastic. He did not reply verbally, and they made their way in silence through the deserted hallways of the Imperial Palace. Once again, Milor was their guide and Liane merely followed obediently, her mind already detaching itself from reality and focusing on the magic instead. Diligently, she started dissecting what she had seen Danulia do, trying desperately to figure out the theory behind her spells, building upon what she had already learnt. For a moment, Liane wondered where the older Mage had been able to acquire her knowledge.
 
Then the circle drew her attention, and with a single motion she turned up the volume of Epter's pick-ups.”.. Crush! Kill! Destroy!” Whatever earlier words had spilled from the now clearly deranged woman encased in Liane's prison were lost, but the last three sent chills down Liane's spine. Next to her, she felt Milor tense as well.
 
Epter's visual pick-up panned the room, to a forgotten corner, where the air suddenly wavered and seemed to fall apart.
 
Liane could see the power in the cloaking and containment circles that failed, even through Epter's remote eyes, and what those spells revealed made her blood run cold. Despite the difference in build and properties, she instantly recognized the four-legged creature, the distant cousin of which still haunted her occasional nightmare. Who knew where Danulia had brought up that piece of arcane and sealed knowledge?
 
“By all the gods above and below,” Liane muttered, her free had grabbing Milor and yanking him forward. “Run!” she shouted at him. “For all you're worth! Run!”
 
Milor's initial jerking reaction was to free his hand, and yet he failed to break her grip. His longer legs easily caught up with her. “My Lady? What is the meaning of this?”
 
Liane glanced over her shoulder, imagining the creature bearing down upon them, despite the communication circle clearly showing the strange construct sniffing around the doors of the throne room, trying to pick up their trail. Once more, Danulia's deranged voice shouted, “Find them! Crush! Kill! Destroy!”
 
“My Lady?” Milor attempted again, not at least encumbered by what was clearly Liane's fastest speed.
 
“Blood construct,” Liane replied tersely between heaving breaths. “That. Is a. Blood Construct. It will. Destroy us.”
 
“I do not understand, My Lady,” Milor answered calmly, sending a spike of annoyance through her at his lack of reaction to their running. Despite their speed, they rounded a corner without problems. “What is a Blood Construct?”
 
Liane panted, her mind struggling with the task of explaining the concepts with as little words as possible. “A Blood Construct. Is not. Like a construct,” she panted. “It can. Use Magic. Lots of Magic.” She looked at the communication circle. The Blood Construct looked up, at Epter. The next moment, the circle went white, then vanished; at the exact same time they were thrown off their feet when the ground underneath them danced furiously, their eyes filled with roaring magic and groaning walls.
 
The Pillar had but a moment to lament the loss of her faithful companion before she tried to get her feet back underneath her, her entire body hurting despite Milor's free-pain spell from earlier. Her large friend was already upright, and had no problem pulling her up. “I understand,” he told her, his voice completely flat. Seemingly without effort, he yanked her forward, his longer legs eating ground at a rapid pace. She floundered behind him, exhausted, in pain, out of breath, and unable to match his speed, yet somehow keeping upright and moving forward, pulled through his strong grip and supported by his magic.
 
They raced through a nondescript door at the end of the hallway, and arrived in a large hall with high vaulted ceilings. “I must pass through that door,” Milor told her, indicating the door in question. He seemed to want to say more, but floundered suddenly, as if he were unable to find the words.
 
Liane made a decision, and stepped closer. “I will buy you as much time as I can, My Lord. Please hurry,” she told him, her free left hand going forward, reaching for DawnBreaker.
 
His hand intercepted hers. “My Lady, despite it being your Masterpiece, it is my sword, bound by blood and magic. It will harm you should you attempt to use it while it is bound to me, and you would lose all advantages it could give you if you broke the bond to me.”
 
She smiled faintly at him, and grabbed the handle of the weapon despite his restraining grip. “My Lady,” he cautioned her.
 
The Mage pulled the sword free. “No weapon I have built will ever harm me,” she assured him. “Nor would I ever break a bond between wielder and weapon.”
 
He clearly wanted to say more, but she had already turned away, facing the door. He saw her point the sword – his weapon – to the entrance, and shout out her magic. At once, the hallway beyond collapsed, before the door slammed shut and blurred into the walls, and a large barrier seal appeared to strengthen the barrier. He didn't have time, he realized. “Good luck, My Lady. Please be safe.” He didn't wait for an answer, and vanished through the door leading down.
 
Liane smiled faintly; the demonstration she had planned had worked perfectly. Using his sword to cast her spells had shown him that she could indeed control her own Masterpiece despite it being bonded to him, and had reinforced the sense of urgency. It was time to prepare now. Hopefully, the Blood Construct wasn't as powerful as the one she had unwittingly created. Failing that, she hoped that it was at least subject to reason, as it seemed Danulia had been able to exert some measure of control over it. Somehow.
 
Letting her magic flow between the two weapons she now wielded, she felt for the first time the massive amounts of magic DawnBreaker had amassed from Milor. Denying herself the right to feel envy for her friend's humongous reserves compared to her own, she focused instead on the goal she attempted to accomplish. The limited intelligence built into her Legendary weapon, Light of Knowledge battling the Darkness of Ignorance reached out to her Masterpiece, Light of Dawn breaking over the Shores of Hell. At the same time, the barely-intelligence of DawnBreaker met with Lucifer.
 
Liane could feel the sword heating up in her right hand as the properties of the weapon changed, and she was pretty sure that Milor would forgive her the cost of the magic she was about to expend in exchange for the upgrade of the intelligence of his weapon he was going to get in its place.
 
She could feel the knowledge the weapon had accrued from Milor; knowledge it had been unable to use until Lucifer upgraded its intelligence. At the same time, it released the vast stores of energy it had accumulated, re-filling her damaged core. She knew how to use the sword now, really knew how to wield it beyond 'sticking the pointy end in the target'.
 
All of this took mere seconds, the pace of magic far outstripping the pace of the real world. The Blood Construct was nearing, targeting her and Milor through extraordinary magical senses. She didn't know if that huge blast of magic that it had used to destroy Epter had killed Danulia, and without her faithful construct, she had no way to find out.
 
Still, she could feel it nearing. Whatever Danulia had used to hide the construct, it had been powerful and effective; completely hiding its awful presence from her senses; now that it had been unleashed she could feel it nearing with every breath she took and every beat of her heart.
 
Closing her eyes, she focused on her staff. She had collapsed the ceiling into the hallway, and she had sealed the door, creating additional barriers for the artificial creature to get through. Neither of them would be very effective, she knew. Stepping forward, Liane built the runic script in her mind before tapping her staff to the ground. A line of script spread out across the breadth of the room, flowing up the walls and across the ceiling before meeting up in the exact middle.
 
She took a step back, and repeated the process. Now that she knew the runic paragraph, she no longer had to think about it, and repeated it again and again and again, over and over, until her back had hit the far wall. While she placed down her lines, her magic was already reaching out to the broken palace enchantments. It would still take her days to reconstruct the defenses.
 
It was time she didn't have. Instead, she ripped out the entire power delivery structure, abusing her status as Imperial Champion to its limits, and simply hooked up her new protections to the Palace Anchors directly. The runes flashed, and vanished from normal vision; her Magic Sight showing them glowing and twinkling with many times the colors of the rainbow.
 
It would have to do for now, and focused on where she felt the Construct approaching. Had this been a fantasy novel, she would have time to strike a heroic pose and make a dramatic declaration about standing her ground and not letting it pass; instead this was reality and she would have to fight for her life and the life of her country the moment the creature breached her defenses. Her left hand clenched Lucifer, her right hand clenched DawnBreaker's handle. The fingers on both hands popped.
 
Her heart pounded now that she was waiting. A Blood Construct. Her one and only encounter with one, a Blood Construct she had built herself, still haunted her nightmares. It had frightened her to her core, frightened her so much it had scared her away from the entire area of Elemental Construct research altogether. Once, she had hoped it would be her Masterpiece. Instead, it had scared her off and forced her to throw away her research, very nearly costing her the title of Master. If Milor hadn't been kidnapped, and if she hadn't gone to rescue him, she never would have built DawnBreaker in a fit of desperation and she very likely wouldn't have been able to gain her Master's title at the end of her eighth year of study.
 
She wished she hadn't destroyed her research, hadn't stopped thinking about it. And while she had thought about finding a way to destroy one, she had never really pursued it.
 
Now she wished she had.
 




Chapter Eleven

Liane waited, her mind in turmoil but her body at rest, trying to give herself as much time to heal as possible. This last week, she had been hounded, attacked, hounded again, and attacked some more. Her magic had been repeatedly drained and recharged and she had been forced to delve deep into her reserves, costing her greatly. She had been healed, but not been given time to let the healing take, had taken Panacea and gone into battle right after. She was hurting, mentally, physically, and beyond all, magically.
 
She wondered how long it would take the Blood Construct to track them here, how long it would take it to get through the rubble of the collapsed ceiling beyond the barricaded and sealed door.
 
Her right leg trembled, and she could feel her knee-joint click repeatedly. She drew a deep breath and tried to force down her heartbeat and respiration. Her fear made it difficult, adrenaline flooding her system with primitive fight-or-flight responses.
 
She had once conjured up a Blood Construct of her own, her foolish youthful exuberance making her feel invulnerable. In return, it had nearly destroyed both her and her Assistant, and if it hadn't been for Amy forcing her magic through the Proctor-Assistant bond, Liane never would have been able to put down the fledgling creation. This time, she faced a Blood Construct that was fully grown, doubtless a lot stronger than her own had been.
 
Her mind touched on the Deep Secrets, and she wondered if she should contract with the Major Spirits for the power, or the knowledge, or the speed, or the strength, to face what was coming. The knowledge that she had already abused her knowledge enough to have spent almost a decade of her lifespan stayed her hand.
 
The palace shook again, and despite knowing the protections she had erected, Liane started to duck when the door disintegrated. For a moment, she debated reasoning with it, before it took the choice from her.
 
It launched a vicious attack, which effortlessly penetrated the first layer of the multi-barrier ward. Her hands started to rise and her lips started to form words by their own accord, deeply ingrained muscle memory starting to cast protective magic before her conscious mind registered the second and third layers of her protection falling. With each additional layer, the creature's beam-attack slowed, until finally, stopping completely somewhere in the middle of the room.
 
Liane's casting interrupted at the unusual sight of the beam-weapon, suspended in mid-air. The spell destabilized fractions of a moment later, turning the world white and forcing her to close her eyes and avert her head. She could hear the destructive energy being channeled upward by the failing barriers, making her realize that yet another room of the palace had been destroyed.
 
She turned back and looked through watering eyes. Her normal sight was blurry and unfocused, but her magic sight was unhindered and provided her with enough information. The beast attacked again, this time using a bolt of energy the likes of which were just as unknown to her as the beam-weapon had been. It swept aside her previously erected barriers, causing them to fail-safe with outward-facing explosions in an effort to diminish the approaching strike.
 
The remaining walls of room took the brunt, and Liane managed to dart aside just in time to cause the bolt to streak passed her. The room was almost gone now, the roof disintegrated after the first, failed, beam-attack, the walls blasted outward by the subsequent bolts triggering the fail-safes in her protective barriers. Lifting Lucifer in her left hand, she returned with a hex of misfortune. To her consternation, a protective barrier flashed into visibility, deflecting her hex.
 
A returning bolt of pure magic made her dart aside under the influence of full Warlock acceleration. Ease of long practice made her ignore the dizzying effects of synesthesia, and she attacked the floor beneath the creature. Before the ground could erupt into vicious blades, the Construct had jumped aside, launching a barrage of attacks at her. Liane cursed to herself as she dodged three consecutive blasts. The Blood Construct could see magic just as easily as she could, obviously, and was able to dodge magic-in-progress.
 
For the first time, she realized how unfair of an advantage it was.
 
During a lull in the barrage, Liane charged her favorite gravity-increasing hex, attempting to swat the creature with a hundred-fold increase in gravity. Her spell completed, and the look of consternation on the Construct's visage as it was mashed to the ground would have been funny if Liane weren't fighting for her life. Immediately, she raced in, bringing Lucifer down in a vicious downward strike while preparing to destroy the Construct's runic enchantments. To her surprise, the tip of her Legendary Staff hit the magical barrier, and slid off before it was able to reach the actual physical body.
 
Already, Liane could see the creature preparing to unravel her spell. Her mind worked overtime in an effort to find a way to penetrate her foe's defenses in turn, and she could feel the enhanced DawnBreaker tremor in her right hand. Without thinking, she lifted the magical blade. To her enhanced senses, what happened next was both beautiful and disconcerting, as her masterpiece warped the laws of physics around it.
 
As she brought the weapon down, the tip suddenly seemed to weigh a dozen times its actual weight, causing the sword to come down with tremendous force. The magical shield shattered like glass, the mystical blade striking against the Construct's body. It did very little damage against the enhanced body, but it did supply Liane would the opening she needed, and Lucifer struck out immediately.
 
With its shields still broken, and its body immobilized by a hundred-fold gravity, the Construct was unable to stop the legendary weapon from connecting and allowing Liane to start breaking its enchantments.
 
Already, she could feel her mind and magic unravel the spells that made the Construct what it was, only to feel herself pushed aside by Lucifer's precognition, just barely out of the way of the ground underneath her erupting into vicious spikes.
 
The force of the shove had broken her concentration, causing the gravity spell to fail. She managed to get some distance between herself and her foe, and she found herself eyeing the Construct wearily. It could not only see magic in progress, but it was obviously intelligent enough to learn her spells and use them against her. She hoped that she hadn't just made the mistake of teaching it her gravity-manipulation spell.
 
It had gotten to its four legs, and was now staring at her with equal fervor, its glowing red eyes filled with hatred, its wolf-like nuzzle dripping saliva. Big and black it was, covered with runes that glowed the same murky red as its eyes. It stood nearly tall enough to look her in the eyes, and it filled her with fear and loathing, a deeply primal part of her psyche recognizing the wrongness of the existence of the creature before her.
 
“Why?” she demanded, hoping to appeal to its obvious intelligence, hoping against hope that it would give her time to recover.
 
It just growled at her, the runes on its body glowing with rolling red colors. Magic erupted around her, and she broke the spell with Lucifer, only belatedly realizing that it had, in fact, just tried to use her own spell against her. This was becoming more and more dangerous, and she edged a step back. The more she could distance herself, the easier it would be for her to avoid its attacks, despite the fact that it would be giving the same advantage to the unnatural being as well.
 
Its attack came with a sudden ferocity that took her by surprise, and once more it was Lucifer's precognition that barely got her out of the first few bolts in time. Her right hand, still holding DawnBreaker, came up, catching the last bolt on the edge of the blade. She remembered how the weapon had once safeguarded Milor in battle, dispelling magic as long as it had magic available to it.
 
At the time, the sword had been newly bonded and had been draining Milor; right now it was a bonded weapon that had been charging for years. Rather than draining her, the sword drained its reserves and cleaved right through the bolt, destabilizing the spell and causing it to wither into nothingness. She couldn't spare the time to glance at the meticulous blade, but she knew she had just found a secondary way of protecting herself. Lucifer would protect her magically, DawnBreaker would protect her physically.
 
The Construct lashed at her with gravity again, and she unraveled the spell just as quickly. Her attempt to turn the spell back on her opponent failed as the creature unraveled it, and she realized that she had inadvertently just shown her enemy how to do just that.
 
Cursing, she threw caution to the wind, and turned her entire arsenal against it, catching it in a vacuum-sphere before leveling a misfortune hex, catching it, and the still-resent vacuum sphere in her Runescape. 
 
For a moment, the Construct was caught within her greatest combat achievement and she hoped that it would be enough. Instead, she found the creature unaffected by the lack of air pressure, and starting to break her Runescape entrapment. Relying on Runescape to hold the Construct for a few more seconds, she started to drop into the meditative trance required to contract with the elemental spirits.
 
Her concentration shattered when a noise, a noise that wasn't remotely speech or intelligent, ripped through her. The lapse in concentration was so great she lost her hold on Runescape as well, and the creature was once again free. Immediately, it leveled a barrage of magic at her, and Liane threw herself, still holding both weapons, to the ground. A desperate spell warped the floor upward, holding and cocooning her, shielding her from the furious attack.
 
The Pillar cursed to herself; of course the creature would know how to break the trance – Danulia had demonstrated that ability to it during the earlier fight. Of course it would know how to stop her from contacting the spirits.
 
Liane felt her heart pound, and for the first time, she wasn't sure she would be able to survive this encounter.
 
She drew in a breath, and tried to ease her pounding heart. She was a combat veteran, both in formal duels and in all-or-nothing fights to the death, and it never got easier. She didn't want to be a combat veteran. She wanted to explore magic, to delve into its deepest secrets. Her job as a Pillar allowed her nearly limitless access to all of Kirian research and knowledge, but it also forced her into dangerous situations; situations she would rather avoid.
 
And yet, here she was again, fighting, not just for her own life but for the existence of Kiria as a whole.
 
The Construct rampaged above her hardened shell, she could hear it tearing through the remains of the Imperial Quarters. She hoped desperately that nobody else was present. She closed her eyes, and focused her awareness. The Construct hadn't yet found the door through which Milor had vanished, and it surprised her. That door had been right there... Liane suddenly remembered the words spoken by her friend's ancestors – the door was hidden and would only be visible to those party to the secret. For a moment, her beleaguered mind wondered how that had been done.
 
Another blast above her returned her to the present. She made a promise to herself; if she got out of this alive, she was resigning her post. She would raise a tower as she had promised herself, heal her magic using the new principles of magic she had uncovered, and spend the rest of her days locked inside of it, researching to her heart's content. Forget Pillars and Emperors and Kiria; she had had enough.
 
The Construct howled, and Liane released her held breath, then drew another. Let the creature be frustrated. The longer she could hold it, the better. If Milor could get that horrible sleeping force of magic to wake up and take back the country, she would have won. She didn't need to defeat the creature, she had only to hold it.
 
Liane's closed eyes opened and focused on the all-encompassing darkness of her protective cage. She had been going about this all wrong; her hubris and self-confidence leading her to believe that yes, she was capable of defeating this creature here. All she had to do was stall it, give Milor the time needed to activate the guardian.
 
The ground shook, and Liane could feel her protective shield start to crack. The Blood Construct was unraveling her spell; it wouldn’t take long before her temporary shelter became her permanent grave. She released her breath and drew another one. Her heartbeat had slowed with her long and deep breaths, and her panic had receded. It was time to change her method of battle. This was more akin to a formal duel than a lawless brawl. There were rules, rules that both she and the Construct had to obey; both had a job to do. Hers was to stall or defeat her opponent. The creature's was to get past her and find or destroy Milor, preventing him from freeing the country.
 
With one last breath, she broke her own shield before the creature could, and jumped out while reapplying the Warlock acceleration spell with hardly a thought.
 
Her voice tasted like fresh strawberries and smelled like the winter's dawn as she chanted her spells. Forget war and jumping about, this was a duel. There was no need for her to be constantly on the move to dodge incoming spell fire from more than one opponent. The air thickened as her magic gripped for her artificial opponent. It had already lobbed its favorite spell at her, creating a sextuplet of energy bolts that would gladly obliterate her.
 
While her first spell tried to destroy the creature's enchantments, her second spell in the chain had hefted six blocks of debris from the destroyed ceiling at the incoming bolts of spell fire, causing them to explode in mid-air. Already, her voice worked a third spell, warping the floor into razor-sharp obsidian blades, attempting to skewer the creature.
 
Recognizing that something had changed, it broke her first counter-enchantment, dodged out of the way of the blade-floor, and attempted to turn her own spell against her. Lucifer warned her, and it took her a mere two steps to be outside of the field of influence of the floor-warping spell; all the while she chanted her own magic. Gravity started to bend to her needs, before it was cancelled. Glad for the creature's insistence on canceling most of her magic, the opportunity allowed her to continue the offensive.
 
Raising her twin mystical weapons to the heavens, she broke out a larger spell. The floor twisted upward, encasing the monster in its grasp. Immediately, the stone prison shattered before Liane had a chance to solidify the ritual, a single beam of energy lashing for her. Lucifer pushed her aside; allowing the initial barrage to miss. At the same time, her right hand holding DawnBreaker came up, somehow under Lucifer's influence. The beam of energy shifted faster than she could have hoped to continue dodging, angling for her new location, and the borrowed Masterpiece caught the incoming energy on the flat of its blade.
 
Again, Liane was reminded that she would come to no harm as long as there was magic left in the sword. A scream of pain tore from Liane's throat, the sword's battle against the weapon resounding through her magic, and she closed her eyes, gritting against the shared pain. She could feel the creature drawing more energy from the environment, shaping it into the weapon it was now using to bear down her defenses.
 
Energy swelled around her, and Liane's right knee hit the ground, as if trying to hide behind the flat end of the sword. Desperately, her mind reached for a solution, any solution. She was drawing a blank, and was starting to resign to the fact that she was going to die there and then, when the beam cut off suddenly, and Liane was thrown to the ground when the sudden pressure released its hold on her.
 
Immediately, she threw herself aside, before clumsily coming to her feet now that she had no free hand with which to push herself up. DawnBreaker was still held aloft, and Liane barked out a botched ritual. Who needed a wand to perform rituals when they had access to Liane's Masterpiece? Using the sword as her anchor, she channeled the required ritualistic movements and incantations straight through its magic. Had her old Rituals & Ceremonies Doctore been here, he would have immediately revoked her license.
 
The creature looked astonished when her broken ritual shattered its defense and started dispersing the elements in one of its legs. For the few moments that the creature was stunned into inaction, Liane brought up Lucifer while ignoring the pain caused by the backlash of a badly executed shortened ritual. A long-term misfortune curse left her legendary weapon.
 
Somehow sensing the incoming curse, the creature broke its own trance and managed to dissolve it in midair. Immediately afterward, it cut off its ever-dissolving leg. The loss of the limb caused it to waver unsteadily, and Liane once again used the momentary distraction.
 
Her voice tasted like dark and bitter chocolate as she brought the purest incarnation of the element of fire to bear upon her target. Ignoring the sudden bloom of white-blue fire that immolated the creature, Liane raced in, bringing DawnBreaker up. She knew no mere fire would be enough to destroy the creature, but she hoped – there!
 
The creature dispelled the fireball, but by that time Liane had reached it. It tried to jump away, but its lost leg hindered it. Lucifer's precognition allowed her pin-point accuracy, and she could once again feel the law of gravity submit to her will, worked through DawnBreaker. The sword hammered down with the force of a meteor, carving a deep cut through the creature's body.
 
Immediately after, gravity inverted, and Liane's following upward strike was just as fast and devastating as the original downwards slash had been. The creature moved, howling angrily, as the upwards cut created a second deep wound upon its body. A bolt of pure magic forced Lucifer to push Liane aside, saving her life but breaking her stance and concentration in the process. The creature howled and barked, and to Liane, it literally felt as if its voice was grating her skin. The synesthesia was getting uncomfortable, and Liane knew she would soon have to cancel her acceleration spell or risk permanent damage to her body.
 
A second bolt of magic made her dodge once more, forcing her to divert attention to staying alive and easing up her assault upon her artificial target.
 
As she danced for her life among the barrage of incoming spell fire, she was forced to watch, helplessly, as the creature healed its wounds and enchanted rubble from the destroyed ceiling into a partially functional leg, making her question how it was performing two feats of magic simultaneously?
 
Then she remembered; she, too, had done feats like that. She had once anchored multiple power-raising chants within her unstable magical core, and had used the gathered magic to perform outrageous feats of magic.
 
Did the creature have a core as unstable as her own, or had it, somehow, figured out the same tricks that she had?
 
It barked a beam of magic at her, and Liane took two steps aside and watched it pass her by. For a moment, she was glad it didn't have the time to build up the same humongous attack that had destroyed her compounded shield wall and had taken out the ceiling. If the creature unleashed another spell like that, it would have likely destroyed the far wall – which would reveal the staircase leading down.
 
She risked a glance over her shoulder; the wall was damaged and had multiple holes in it, but the secrecy magic was obviously still hiding the door from the creature. Liane herself could see the door quite well, but the creature obviously couldn't, judging from its searching actions while she had hidden herself.
 
It wouldn't take it long to figure out that something was hidden, and start tearing down the walls. She had no choice. She had to keep it busy.
 
Somehow, there was a lull in the battle. She was panting deeply, physically, mentally, emotionally, and magically exhausted. The creature, too, seemed affected. They stood quiet, studying one another, each waiting for the other to make a move.
 
Liane panted, trying to recover stamina and magic. The Blood Construct stared back, trying to gather itself as well, supporting itself on three fully functional limbs and one in-situ enchanted piece of rubble that acted as a support mechanism. It had obviously decided that she was more dangerous than she had first appeared, and was now weary of her next trick.
 
For a moment, she thought about dropping the acceleration spell and giving her overtaxed brain a rest, then she decided against it. When the creature started moving again, she would need every edge she could get. The Blood Construct was faster than her, seemed to have an inexhaustible reserve of magic, and possessed a high intelligence that was capable of unravelling her spells and copying them if required.
 
Feeling her breath ease rather quickly, the Pillar was grateful for her insistence on walking everywhere rather than taking a horse of a carriage. Her body was well-used to exertion and recovery.
 
Her magic, though, was another thing. She drew a breath, and the creature grew still, eyeing her. Deciding that she would just have to take the risk, Liane focused herself and her awareness into her next action. She would have to be ready for when her enemy attacked her.
 
She opened her mouth and slowly started to chant her favorite power raising spell. The creature startled, and for a moment, Liane was sure it would attack her. Then it stilled, studying her as her spell started to take hold and the surrounding area's magic was funneled into her core. Immediately, she started to feel better and felt relieved that her opponent had decided not to act as she had expected.
 
If the Blood Construct would continue to study her, she was determined to give it something to study. Just as she had once before, she fell out of step with herself, her voice dropping into a canon rhythm with itself, following half a verse behind. A double-tap of magic hit her core, and Liane could feel her core starting to fill rapidly. When she had done this last time, she had brought all her control over the elements to bear, forcing them to subjugate the very forces of nature into a single spell against her target.
 
Deep within her mind, behind her split consciousness, she started to build her spell. If it was powerful enough to break through a fully-implemented runic bunker shield, it should be able to do serious damage to a Blood Construct. Her mind started slipping the elements together, building up the spell before she invoked it. Liane knew she had to hurry, her magic wouldn't be able to continue this pace forever and the synesthesia of the acceleration spell was getting worse, a tell-tale indication that she was nearing its maximum limit.
 
Somehow, the creature realized something had shifted within her, from simply gathering power to actually gathering action, and attacked her instead. For just a moment, her attention had been diverted, and the creature took use of her lapse of attention, charging her at full speed.
 
Lucifer actually made her move before the creature reached her, causing its pure physical attack to miss and skid across the floor on its three-and-a-half legs. The forceful nature and the sudden appearance of the attack made her lose hold over her building spell, but somehow allowed her to keep hold over the double power-raising chant. Without a spell to funnel the magic into, her core hit its maximum capacity. Immediately, Liane could feel the excess power flowing into Lucifer and DawnBreaker, her Legendary staff starting to work in the background.
 
She was forced to ignore her weapon's intelligence, as the creature was ignoring its skidding motion across the debris-stricken floor and was now aiming a point-blank barrage of magical bolts at her. Lucifer was able to make her dodge the first two strikes, but the last three hit DawnBreaker. All of a sudden, the blade's ability to protect her was no longer limited to its own reserves.
 
Before the Pillar was able to make use of her new discovery, she felt something give deep within her chest.
 
Her core was straining under the flow of magic, the damage that was being done was substantial. Synesthesia hit in full force, all her senses jumbling together. Colors denoting sounds and sensations, touch and taste and smell and sight and sound turning into a cacophony that overwhelmed her. Her power-raising chants broke as her awareness and concentration vanished, and she was forced to release the Warlock enhancement spell.
 
The headache felt like someone had taken an axe to her head, and the sudden spike of pain was so unexpected that her weapons slipped from her hands.
 
Through the white-hot haze of pain, she saw the creature exploit her sudden weakness, and magic detonated around her. Pain exploded through her body, her right arm coming up uselessly as if trying to block the attack. Her magic ripped and tore, pain upon pain upon pain...
 
The spell broke early.
 
Liane stared at the blue sky through the destroyed ceiling, completely spent. Once again, her magic had saved her, just as it had once turned a Death Strike in her first-ever duel. Again, it had suffered enormous damage doing so. She could barely feel it over the sheer physical agony, and yet she was aware of the fact that most of her clothes had been ripped away, and that smoke was curling lazily away from her.
 
The sky wavered. Something within her gave further. Was this what it felt like to die?
 
The creature's vague outline filled her vision as it stared down at her. She stared back, its presence having blocked her view of the no-longer-there ceiling.
 
Apparently dismissing her as a threat, the creature turned and started to hunt for Milor. Liane tried to turn. She failed. The blue skies darkened. Was night falling? Then she realized that the center was still clear, and the darkness was encroaching from the sides of her vision. What was happening to her?
 
Her vision was dulling further. Where had the colors gone? She tried to draw a breath and failed. Was she dying? She tried to focus, tried to meditate, but there was no heartbeat for her to focus on. Liane tried to close her eyes. It made no difference. Were they already closed, perhaps? Or was her vision completely black now?
 
Suddenly, she was standing in front of her magic. It was pulsing strangely – there and yet not, the containment grid she had built around it either keeping it there, or keeping it not there, she didn't know, and in her confused state of mind, she couldn't focus clearly to figure it out.
 
The grid was broken and shattered. Tattered remnants held to the clear blue and red anchor lines that she had built, her magic straining against itself.
 
Her body was dying. It may already be dead, for all she knew. She probably was, Liane reasoned. That must have been the reason why the creature didn't attack her further. She was dead.
 
And yet, her magic was still very much alive. How long would she be able to remain, even if her body was no longer present? How much time...
 
Time was out, she realized. Her body had passed away. If the lack of hostilities from the creature hadn't clued her in, then the lack of heartbeat and respiration would have. Liane drew a metaphysical breath in this strange half-present world where magic existed and her body was of no consequence. She felt better being able to breathe, even if the motion was simulated and her actual body could no longer benefit from it.
 
This was it. She was gone. Her consciousness was still here, with her magic, bound by her restraining spells. How long would she have to stay here? Until her spell failed completely? Or until her magic somehow ran out?
 
She was so very tired all of a sudden. The last week had placed a heavy toll on her, fight after fight, injury and healing and more injury.
 
Did she even want to go on? The Pillar didn't know the answer to her self-posed question, and that, in itself, was an answer. No. No, it had been enough.
 
She reached out, and her metaphysical hands reached for the anchor lines. Her body was dead. Her magic was halfway there, anchored only by the remnants of her failing spell. How much longer it would stay that way, she didn't know. Didn't care to know. It was time to end this. She'd given it her all, and she hoped she had done enough for her friend and for her country. Now it was time to rest.
 
It was strange, she thought as she grabbed firm hold of her anchors, how little she cared about dying. Maybe it was her metaphysical surroundings, or maybe it was because she knew her body was already dead, and she was just confirming it to herself? Liane didn't know, and didn't care. She yanked the anchor lines she was holding, a fleeting thought hoping that her efforts had been sufficient and that Milor would remember her fondly. Her magic would dissipate, and she would get to sleep. She was tired of the pain. The anchor lines gave, then broke.
 
Her freed magic pulsed through the metaphysical place, and threw Liane's mind from it. Somewhere, deep within her consciousness, a metallic voice started counting as her containment spell unraveled. One. Two. Three. Mechanically, her spell counted up as is released, one count per second, releasing one percent of her power. She would have an exact one-hundred count before she reached her full potential, right before it would start slipping away from her. She had mutilated it, pushed it too far, and now it would be leaving her.
 
But not before it would serve her one last time. She drew a breath. A real breath. She had a heartbeat; she heard it. The Pillar blinked at the clearness of the blue skies visible through the shattered ceiling. The voice of her spell continued counting, and magic exploded through her body.
 
Liane drew a breath. And another. Eleven. Twelve. Thirteen. Magic had brought her back, she realized. Her magic had brought her back. Unbidden, the voice of the Druid Elder came to her. The energy of nature can be used to stave off death and injury. Magic was energy. In essence, magic was life. All energy could be directed by Magic, the Arch Druid had as much as said so.
 
The voice in her mind kept counting, and she felt herself grow stronger as her containment field unraveled, releasing the pent-up power it had kept locked. Magic was life. Her life had been damaged when she was attacked at an early age, and she had kept it bound – a huge mistake, one she had made in youthful overconfidence, and one that was irreversible. She knew that now. Despite what she had thought and believed after her last interaction with the Spirit of Water, the damage to her core, to her life itself, was not something she would have been able to overcome.
 
Because that was all it was, at its very center. Magic was nothing but energy, and the ability to influence that energy. Energy could not be removed or created, only modified, from one state to another, from one shape to another. Even matter was, in essence, energy. Her mind hadn't been able to grasp the concept – no mind could, really. Even now, she knew that she wasn't able to really understand what it meant; there was a reason why the Deep Secrets allowed one to interact with 'Spirits'. There were no such spirits, of course, she now knew. There was only the energy of the universe, given shape by her subconscious in an effort to make sense of the chaos of nature.
 
All was energy, and energy was all. The ability to do magic relied on a talent of influencing the energy present in reality, of having enough energy stored within one's self to influence that outside energy. That was the reason why the Deep Secrets relied on blood and life; the requirements of working magic on that scale superseded any reserves a Mage or Warlock may have readily available. Blood opened the conduit through which one could pay the required energy... the non-renewable amount of energy a person had. A person's life-force, the amount of life given to a person at birth. It was condensed, that energy; powerful. It was the reason why it was capable of performing feats of magic beyond the norm.
 
The Mage drew a new breath, she heard the Construct rampaging in its search for Milor. She was still alive, and despite her new insights and revelations, she had to get back to work.
 
She turned to look at the destroyed surroundings. The Construct had known Milor had disappeared from this large hall, just as she had predicted, and it had started tearing the place apart looking for the concealed passageway. Liane could see it starting to descend the stairs leading down into the bowels of Kiria, where Milor was trying to wake the Guardian.
 
Her hand reached out. She had to stop him, and she started constructing an earth-based spell that would seal the passageway leading down when her magic flared and closed it for her, the walls of the stairway snapping closed and up, throwing the baffled Blood Construct from its steps and back to the surface. Her heightened senses, trained for years under adverse conditions, realized that it was a mere change in the state of energy of the walls – the amount of stone had remained the same, it now merely took up more space.
 
The Construct turned to face her, looking shocked at her sudden revival. Liane started to crawl to her legs. Her body didn't hurt, but it was stiff after reviving from death.
 
She was on her feet now, and the shocked Blood Construct finally gathered its wits and attacked her. DawnBreaker was in her right hand suddenly, and met the attack on the flat of its blade. As long as DawnBreaker had magic, it would protect its bearer.
 
Liane felt the energy in the attack meeting the energy in the weapon. And yet, energy was energy. Why then, was she using energy to counter energy?
 
Her magical senses reached out to her opponent's attack, and felt it. It was directed energy, drawn from nature. In essence, a perversion of Druidism, draining power from nature as a whole and using it to direct an attack. No wonder its power was endless – based on a Noble's blood, similar in ways one contracted with the spirits of the elements, the Blood Construct had the ability to do magic like no other Construct could, and yet it had no life of its own. Instead, it drained energy from nature to sustain itself and its attacks.
 
She drained the energy from the attack and used it to fuel DawnBreaker. It wasn't enough, the magic she had at her disposal was insignificant when compared to a creature that practically had all of nature's energy on tap. DawnBreaker charged off the spell, and turned the energy back on itself, and still Liane could feel her weapon being overwhelmed.
 
Her senses reached for a sole remaining support pillar, a lonely stone column that had somehow survived the destruction of the ceiling, the subsequent battle, and the destruction of the walls by the Construct. Her magic reached, and drew the strength from the stone. The column fell apart into gravel, yet Liane felt like an immovable object, resisting against the creature's spell.
 
The attack finally ran out, and Liane lowered her sword. Forty-six. Forty-seven. Forty-eight.
 
It was time to end this, now that she still had magic, and now that it was still behaving itself. Her senses reached out, and magic pulled heat from the air. The harsh cold nipped at her nose, and she ignored the sensation in favor of watching the bolt of flame immolate her opponent. Her magical senses analyzed the attack, and the lack of response from the Construct.
 
She could see the hardened air safeguarding the creature, at once realizing why she was having such trouble reaching the Construct – it was using magic to literally harden the air against energy of all kinds. It was why she had met with success when using DawnBreaker; the sword was a purely physical attack. It obviously took time to reconstruct, giving her a window of opportunity.
 
The Blood Construct retaliated by flinging multiple bolts of magic at her, and the wind that had picked up after her fire bolt died down as she pulled on the air's speed. Enhancing herself using the energy of the air, she wove herself through the assault, her mind in overdrive and her body and magic reacting by instinct. She had already known that DawnBreaker was her sole option to open up a window in the creature's defenses, but it was good to get confirmation.
 
Fifty-four. Fifty-five. Fifty-six.
 
Her containment spell kept unraveling, and she could feel the stores of her reserves increase, despite the load she was placing upon them. Borrowing more speed from the air, her physical senses enhanced themselves subconsciously with the Warlock's acceleration spell. Thanks to the speed of the wind, her body was now able to keep up with her brain's enhanced processing speed, and she found herself in front of her opponent in scant few moments of time.
 
Fifty-eight. Fifty-Nine.
 
DawnBreaker came up, and flashed down with super-gravity-induced speed. The Construct's shield shattered under the onslaught, and Lucifer slapped a bolt of force through the gap. The Construct screamed in raw anguish, drawing more magic from the surrounding area. Immediately, Liane attempted to disenchant the creature's body, only to find her attempt broken, unraveled before it could complete. The Construct had learned from its encounter with her, and had learned how to unravel spells in progress.
 
Her magical senses could clearly see for the first time what she was dealing with; a Blood Construct had no mind, no soul of its own. Instead, it hated all living creatures for what it lacked, and it surely would have destroyed any to stand against it if for no other reason than Danulia had built into its very core, into the very enchantments that made a Construct, the directive to obey any and all direct command she gave it.
 
Liane jumped away as the creature retaliated against her breaking of its shield, and wove through repeated attacks with virtually no effort as more wind sacrificed its speed to her need.
 
It was beyond maddening; she finally had the power and the knowledge to destroy the creature, only to find herself with a time-limit before her magic ran out and with an opponent that knew how to cancel her spells and keep her at a distance!
 
Borrowing more wind speed, she charged again and again, feeling pain spread through her chest as her unconfined magic started reacting in ways it hadn't done for years. Red tinted the edge of her vision, sharpening her focus. No longer could she feel the pain; no longer did she care about herself or her country. All she knew was her opponent before her, and that she was going to end it.
 
The Blood Construct managed fewer and fewer attacks, forced to keep up with its defenses as her offensive barrage increase in speed and tempo. Her voice fell out of step with her lips without her knowledge.
 
A ball of fire surrounding a bolt of ice was incased in a sheath of lightning and slammed into the creature's supposedly-impervious shield. The magic failed to damage it, as usual, but the contradicting electric, heat, and cold charges shattered it like a tin sheet of glass. Already, Liane's magic had aimed a disenchanting spell at it. The creature cried out in anguish as its protection failed, and was too late to cancel out all of the disenchanting.
 
Losing its tail didn't seem to hinder it much, yet it didn't have the time necessary to build a new one as it had done with its leg. The red was encroaching the center of her vision now, and Liane shouted in glee as agony turned to ecstasy.
 
Seventy. She no longer heard the voice, instead registering it on some subconscious level that was eerily similar to the trance required for the Deep Secrets. Her store of power was running low, her magic limited to what she could carry within her core. Despite her unravelling containment spell releasing ever more of her full potential back into her control, she didn't have the power needed to swat the Blood Construct out of existence in a single strike.
 
All thoughts of merely keeping it busy until Milor had released the guardian were forgotten now. With her magic released, and with her conscious mind deep in is throes, all Liane wanted to do was to utterly annihilate her opponent.
 
As she charged again and again, she knew she was running out of both magic and time. With each attack, the creature learned more, gaining speed and knowledge, while she grew slower. The Warlock acceleration spell had failed for her once before, and she realized, deep down, on some hidden level, that it was going to do so again shortly. The human brain wasn't meant to run on accelerated time for extended periods. Once again, she was going to hit her limits...
 
The Blood Construct blinked owlishly when a bastardized transmutation spell tried to release the bonds between the atoms in its body. It had barely managed to dispel it before the moisture in the air turned to acid. Being made from stone, it ignored the sizzling of the acid on its outer skin, and charged her. The ground turned to goop, causing it to sink up to its belly, barely managing to cancel the new trap before the ground crushed it.
 
It jumped, only to feel the air turn tangible, holding it. A new triple-elemental attack came racing for its face, and the Blood Construct yelped when it failed to dispel the air-trap. The attack shattered its shield and grazed its flank; three legs and one replacement spread out, the Blood Construct slid over the floor, fighting for traction. It barked two bolts of pure magic at Liane, who avoided them with airspeed grace.
 
A new attack from the Blood Construct was aborted when a bolt of lightning struck the floor right in front of it, the blinding light and deafening noise of the impact breaking its concentration.
 
Eighty.
 
Liane was losing her patience as the Blood Construct's speed at dispelling went up another notch, and it started to unravel the secrets to her speed. Already, she could feel its magic trying to reach out to the elements, trying to duplicate her tricks of speed and strength. She knew she would be dead the moment the creature figured it out. There was no way she could stand up to it without the advantage her new realization gave her.
 
They exchanged volleys of magic, the ruined palace surrounding them disintegrating further under the battle they waged. Liane knew she was running out, knew that she needed more strength, more energy, to keep going. Her vision was completely shaded in red now, the exhilarating thrall of her magic allowing her to ignore pain and exhaustion. Her containment spell was almost completely gone now.
 
And yet, it wasn't enough. The creature was just too fast for her, every time able to just make it away before it got killed. She needed strength and power, and lots of it, if she was to destroy the creature. She had to build a spell big enough to for it to be unable to dodge. What she needed was a siege weapon, a weapon of war.
 
Her mind and magic cast out, looking for energy, ignoring the awakening giant beneath her feet. Wind was fast and could allow her to dodge, but it was useless when it came to strength. Earth was strong, yet its properties lie in defense, not offense. Water could grind her enemy to dust, but it would take forever to do so. Fire... Fire was what she needed. Her magic, feeling her thoughts, touched something slumbering.
 
Ninety.
 
She stopped her attack so suddenly that the Blood Construct overbalanced and took a few moments to compose itself. Liane stared up, at the large feature that dominated Kiria.
 
Mount Sina. Mount Sina, the supposedly extinct volcano. The volcano that had a large pocket of magma lying beneath it, deep in the embrace of mother earth. She released her hold on DawnBreaker and Lucifer. Weapons would only hinder her now. DawnBreaker rotated at speeds beyond normal, sticking itself tip-down into what remained of the floor, while Lucifer merely floated down and lowered itself to its tip, remaining upright.
 
Liane backhanded the incoming attack spell from the Blood Construct... It shattered on impact. Liane ignored the backlash of pain-pleasure coming from her core, as her magic started draining energy from the pocket of fire-energy resting beneath Kiria's Mount Sina. She also ignored the tremor going through the floor beneath her feet. It was time to get this fight over with.
 
The voice kept counting up, slowly. Ninety-two. Ninety-three.
 
She was Liane, known as the MagicWarper. Her arms reached up for the skies. She danced out of the way of another attack.
 
She was Liane, former assistant of Cassandra of the Storms. Ninety-four.
 
A second tremor went through the floor. Stronger, longer, forcing the creature to widen its stance. Ninety-six.
 
She was Liane, Champion of Kiria. The skies clouded over immediately. Ninety-seven.
 
Winds howled through the shattered ruins of the Imperial castle. A new attack from the creature was slapped down by a tentacle of stone that shot up from the ground. Ninety-eight.
 
She was Liane, who co-authored the book Air as a Weapon of War. A funnel of twisting air spiraled down from the clouds, and picked her up. Ninety-nine.
 
She could feel the power building in her attack spell, a bastardized, super-charged version of the Hammer of Thor she had once seen an opposing Warlock use during a duel. Deep below her, the Blood Construct stared up in confusion, unable to believe what its senses were telling it. Despite its minimal intelligence, it realized that this was magic on a scale that it could never match.
 
One Hundred. Full power, Liane knew. This was as much magic as she would ever have at her disposal, as much magic as she would have had, had her core not been shattered at a young age. The time was now.
 
She balled her outstretched hands into fists, and pulled them down, down toward the earth, where her opponent still stood, staring in stupefaction.
 
The entire cell exploded its winds into a single strike, destroying what little was left of the palace, whipping up debris into a blender that pelted the Blood Construct. As the winds died down, Liane's magical senses registered the destruction of the Blood Construct's shield and much of its body, right before the storm cell, still hovering angrily above the battlefront, released its pent-up electrical frustration into a single bolt of lightning of enormous proportions.
 
By the time Liane's last remaining winds had deposited her gently on the ground, the creature was nothing more than a smoldering heap of cooling dust.
 
Coolly, a voice started counting down. Ninety-nine. Ninety-eight. Ninety-seven. Her magic was leaving her now; she could practically feel it unraveling. 
 
The ground shook, and Liane reached out to grab her discarded weapons, leaning on them to keep herself upright. An angry rumble permeated the air. She looked up. Smoke curled up from the top of mount Sina, and Liane could feel her blood-pressure hit rock bottom. She had caused a volcanic eruption. She'd won her battle and doomed the island. 
 
Liane had never hated herself more than in that instant. The voice kept counting down, and Liane kept staring up at the mountain at the center of the island, her mind shattered, unable to believe what she was seeing.
 
Then, slowly, surely, the tremors stopped and the smoke died down. Liane breathed for the first time since touching down – the Druids had managed to stabilize the mountain. The island was safe, or would be, as soon as Milor released the sleeping guardian to restore the wards, awaken the sleepers, and punish the guilty. She looked around; the Royal Palace had been flattened. She hoped Milor would forgive her.
 
“I see you were victorious, My Lady,” a voice reached from behind, sending shivers down Liane's spine. No. Not now. I have nothing left!
 
Liane wanted to spin around and face the speaker, but barely managed an awkward shuffle. The voice of her failing spell was a whisper now. Fifty-four. Fifty-three. “My Lady Danulia,” Liane replied, trying to sound calm. Her last spell had destroyed most of the Palace, so of course it would have destroyed her improvised prison as well. Liane was too tired and weary to contemplate how Danulia had managed to survive the blast when her prison had not.
 
“You took on a Blood Construct and were victorious through brute force,” Danulia said, casually beholding the environment. The older Mage sounded impressed as she talked, and despite her leaking magic making her more vulnerable with each passing second, Liane wasn't inclined to resume hostilities. If she could only draw enough time for Milor to finish! Already, she could feel the stirring of the massive reservoir of energy deep beneath her.
 
“I was left with no alternative, My Lady,” the younger Mage replied. “The Construct was too old; it was learning too quickly.”
 
Danulia dipped her head into something that might be described as a 'nod'. “You've learned the secret behind all magic, then,” she stated.
 
Liane shrugged, wincing at the pain shooting through her body. She leaned heavily on DawnBreaker and Lucifer. “I believe I have,” she answered, hating how weak her voice sounded, and despising how her pride in her accomplishment sounded through. She could feel a tremor beneath her, similar yet different to what had happened with Mount Sina.
 
“Good. I am pleased for you. Unfortunately, you will now have to die with that knowledge,” Danulia said calmly, and threw up her hand. Liane closed her eyes and hoped that it wouldn't hurt. Nothing hit her, and she slowly opened her eyes. The older Mage was staring, aghast, at her outstretched arm, where no spell had materialized. The Guardian magic had protected her, Liane realized.
 
The next moment, she could feel the Wards that kept the city imprisoned shatter like sugar glass, a wave of energy of unimaginable proportions ripping them out and rebuilding them. The next moment, the energy focused itself on Danulia and those that stood with her.
 
Then they were no more, dispersing into the air like fog in a breeze.
 
The young Mage sunk to the ground, her legs no longer capable of supporting her. Ten. Nine. Eight... her magic was almost completely gone now. She sunk further until her back hit the ground. The last spell of the MagicWarper. It had been a bang, and she hoped she would go out with it.
 
As she closed her eyes to sink into slumber, she hoped to never wake up. This last battle had been one too many, she had been forced to make too many decisions, had been forced to use magic that was too much, too powerful.
 




Chapter Twelve

Her eyes opened. Strangely enough, there was no pain, nor was there the curious floating sensation of being on strong pain potions.
 
Liane stared at the unfamiliar ceiling. So she'd survived, despite her hopes and wishes. She drew a breath, feeling oddly empty. Then she realized what had happened, what she had done.
 
Her magic was gone, sacrificed to stop the Blood Construct from entering the staircase leading down to the Guardian. It was strange, to have no magic, no bubble of energy sitting behind her chest, influencing her emotions. She was normal now. Already, she could feel it – the ever-present tightness in her chest was gone. Smells and colors were duller. The world had lost a bit of its focus.
 
She drew a breath; it was something to get used to. And she would.
 
“I'm glad to see you're awake, Liane.” the soft-spoken voice drew her attention, and Liane slowly turned around in her bed, looking at a seat placed in a far corner. Amy slowly pushed herself upright. “I've been coming as often as I could get away, and I was hoping you wouldn't wake up while I was out. How are you feeling?”
 
“Wretched,” Liane answered honestly, her voice breaking. The former Assistant took a few long strides to the nearby nightstand and poured a glass of water. Slowly, she helped Liane drink.
 
“Better?” the younger Mage asked.
 
Liane nodded slowly, and sunk back in the pillow. “I lost my magic,” she finally admitted.
 
Amy slowly sat down in a chair next to the bed. “I had hoped...” she started, then shook her head. “What happened? You are too good to simply lose your magic.”
 
For a moment, the former Mage felt so very old as the events of the past week and a half flashed before her eyes. A week and a half. Had it truly only been so long?
 
After a long silence, she turned to look at her former Assistant. “I died,” she said, as if it explained everything.
 
Amy blinked, then looked confused. “Proc-” she started to say. “Liane?” she corrected herself, old instincts that died hard making her feel like a little girl once more.
 
“I died, Amy,” she answered. “Lady Danulia of the Runes knew incredible magic, had delved into secrets that had been lost to the ages. Do you remember the volume of work called Elder Magic and the Combination of Elements? The volume that taught us how to combine elements into building a Construct?” As her former Assistant nodded her recollection, Liane went on, “the anonymous author reported writing a preliminary work called Elements in Reduction, which we could never locate. I believe this volume to be in the possession of the Lady Danulia, and it was the reason why she had access to hidden arcana that have been lost and forgotten to us.”
 
Amy was silent for a few moments. “That is very possible, My Lady. Were you aware that Danulia is the younger sister to the Lady Overseer of the Pillar service? I believe the Lady Annjii of the Ball Lightning had some explaining to do on how her own sister was able to be subversive to Kiria without being caught.”
 
Liane swallowed deeply, recalling a conversation with an Academy Student while on the road to the Capital. “I was aware they were sisters, not that she was the younger one,” she answered. She turned in her bed to find her comfort, then looked back at Amy. “She released a Blood Construct on myself and Lord Milor. Worse, a fully powered Blood Construct that she had somehow managed to command and contain. It was too powerful. In the end, I could not hope to destroy or contain it – yet, my failure would cost us everything. I had to stop it, or stall it long enough, for Lord Milor to...” her voice trailed off. Somehow, she could not speak of the secrets, even without magic. She sighed again. “It seems that I am still bound by oath, even without magic. Lord Milor had his own task, mine was to keep the Construct from interrupting him.”
 
Her throat dry, the former Mage reached for the cup of water on the nightstand, and Amy wordlessly helped her up. After she had her fill, Liane went on.
 
“I tried everything I could. In the end, it was not enough... so I died. I died, and I and I sacrificed everything.” Her voice trailed off as she spoke, and she turned on her back to stare at the ceiling. It was easier to talk when facing the anonymity of the ceiling than it was to look at Amy's pitying face. “As you know, I had attempted to fix the damage done to my magic. Unfortunately, I did not truly understand what I was doing, and so I made mistakes. Horrible mistakes. When I died, I could not really pass on. My magic was anchored to itself and so it could not release me. I would have been stuck in a quasi-limbo, staring at myself slowly losing my magic before it would completely peter out and I would finally... leave.”
 
Liane swallowed. “Instead, I released my magic. It taught me... taught me what magic truly is.” She looked at Amy. “All magic is the same, and it all comes down to sacrifice. The more you sacrifice, the more you can do.”
 
The younger woman frowned slightly. “I'm afraid I don't understand,” she admitted.
 
The former Mage nodded. “All that the universe is, is energy. Matter is densely compacted energy, and yet, it is still energy. Magic is a talent that allows us to use our own energy to change the energy of the universe around us. The bigger the change we want to make, the bigger the amount of energy we have to put in to make that change.”
 
“That makes no sense,” Amy protested. “Think of the Deep Secrets, Proctor. You're basically stating that the Spirits of the Elements don't exist.”
 
“Well reasoned,” Liane replied. “They don't exist. What we see when we invoke the Deep Secrets comes from ourselves. We invoke more potent magic in the guise of 'Deep Secrets', through communion with Elemental Spirits. I believe this is because our minds are not truly capable of understanding the unimaginable infinity of the world around us, and so, it holds this image of a Spirit up to us, a Spirit that we can interact with. The Lord Master said that we must be careful with our requests – yet, have you ever encountered an Elemental Spirit that refused a request?”
 
“I don't believe I have heard of one, but that does not mean it doesn't exist,” Amy said. “If Deep Secrets are truly as you say, and are nothing more than conventional magic, then why the payment in blood and in life?”
 
“The amount of energy we can command is limited,” Liane said. “Our bodies, like the bodies of Commoners, subsists on food. A body has a set limit of energy stored within it, energy that gets depleted as a person lives, and replenished by food. It is this same energy that is used by a Noble to cast magic. However; when a truly large spell must be cast, the spell exceeds the amount of energy available to a Noble. It is there that the Deep Secrets exist. Through the payment of blood, energy is taken from the total reserve of a person's life force. Rather than take physical energy from the now, the spell takes the energy from the person's life force. Sacrifice, as I said earlier.”
 
“I'm not convinced,” Amy stated flatly.
 
Liane's lips twitched. “When I died, I could not pass over as I had tied my magic together with itself. In essence, my magical talent and my total reserve of magical energy was tied to itself and therefore could not dissipate when my physical body died. My goal was to release myself to death. I unleashed my magic. As I said, magical energy is the energy of life, the energy used by the body to live in the now, combined with the total energy of a person's remaining years of life. When I released my magic, this energy was released. It brought me back.”
 
The former mage looked at her old Assistant. “Magic’s fundamental rules are all about sacrifice – you speak words and make movements, and Magic performs an action in the shape of the spell. The cost is the spoken words, the movements of your body, and the drop of available life’s energy, causing you to have some extra peas or a few more carrots for dinner. The Deep Secrets allow you to invoke a spell that is larger than your own available life’s energy – instead, it teaches a deep meditative technique to allow you to tap potential life’s energy. This procedure uses a resource in the present, blood, to tap a resource in potential, your life's essence.”
 
“Basically, one uses blood and potential lifespan as payment for a larger than life spell. When I died, I merely took it to the next step. I, essentially, sacrificed my ability to do magic. Sacrifice will always beget result. I sacrificed, and therefore, I gained.” She swallowed again, her voice hitching. “Two hundred seconds of magic, I gained. For the first one hundred seconds, my magic would grow stronger as more of my life's energy was released from the spell I had contained it in. For the last one hundred seconds, I would feel it slipping away. I understood magic then, as energy and nothing but energy. I still don't understand what makes us-” she stopped, realizing that she was still referring to herself as a Noble. “I still don't understand what makes a Noble different from a Commoner. I only know that I sacrificed my ability to do magic, and in return, I gained a deeper understanding over it.”
 
Liane looked at her former Assistant, who was still looking doubtful. “You will understand when I tell you what I did with this understanding. As all magic is but manipulation of energy, it is possible to use the energy of the world in different ways. Rather than manipulate the elements as they appear in the world, it is possible to manipulate them on a more fundamental level. I was able to harden my body by pulling the strength from the stone used to build the palace. And, in the end, I tapped into the molten core that lies beneath Mount Sina, and used it to fuel the biggest spell I have ever cast. It dwarfed the use of wind to carry the three of us home after rescuing Lord Milor. I annihilated the Blood Construct, and nearly caused Mount Sina to erupt in the process. Luckily, the Druids were able to stop that from occurring.”
 
Amy looked thoughtful. “That... actually explains quite a few things,” she admitted.
 
“How so?” the slightly older woman asked.
 
The former Assistant smiled faintly. “With yourself unavailable, the Kirian government called in the best magical theoretician they could find... namely, the Mage you trained. I have been going over the Imperial Palace, trying to figure out what you did. It was galling to have to admit that I would have to talk to you when you awoke, as I couldn't figure it out by myself. Being able to manipulate magic on such a scale, on the level of natural disasters, is beyond us without the use of covens or devices that require long charge times.”
 
“Any Noble is capable of doing what I did, as long as they know what I know. Unfortunately for most, they will never gain the knowledge I gained,” Liane replied. “Nor would they be interested in paying the price I paid.”
 
Amy was silent, digesting what Liane had explained to her. The former Mage could see her old Assistant still wasn't convinced, but that was alright – the understanding she had learned wasn't for everyone. “If what you say is true, then how does it work regarding permanent enchantments and with the anchors required for permanent charms and wards?” she finally asked.
 
Liane's lips smiled faintly. It seems like Amy was starting to come around. “What we call permanent enchantments are based in the blood of the wielder. Like with Deep Secrets, it uses blood as a conduit to take power from that wielder. In the case of Deep Secrets, it is to take future life force, potential life, to take what cannot be taken from the normal energy levels of the body. In the case of an enchantment, it is to take a minute amount of physical energy to anchor and power the runes and enchantments built into the item. An anchor, correspondingly, takes energy from the world around to power a ward or a charm. The first takes, through blood, from a Noble. The other takes from the environment.”
 
Amy glanced at Lucifer, leaning casually in a corner. “And the miniature anchors you developed...”
 
“Make it possible to permanently anchor an enchantment in nature, rather than in a person,” Liane said, also glancing at her Legendary Weapon. “Lucifer will never run out of power, not even now that I have lost my magic.”
 
Amy fell silent again, obviously thinking about something. “Lucifer may be taken from you, Liane. Without magic, it's possible that you will be cast out of the Nobility. A Commoner may not have a permanently enchanted item.”
 
“Lord Milor will not let that happen, Amy. He and I have been friends since we were ten years old, and we have fought side by side on multiple occasions,” Liane replied calmly. “He will protect me.”
 
“Calls are already being made to have you cast out, should it be proven that you have lost your magic,” the younger Mage pressed on. “I know that Lord Milor is your friend, Liane, but you must be aware that he will take the path of least resistance. If calls are made, it's likely that he will acquiesce, maybe after some token resistance, but he will acquiesce nonetheless. You are well aware of the fact that Lord Milor does not like doing hard work.”
 
“That is my friend and your future Emperor that you are insulting, My Lady,” Liane said, coolly. She hated the fact that she couldn't really refute the comment; her friend wouldn't have taken more than the bare minimum of Academy courses had she not pushed him. He had even kept his secrets from her, even after his secrets had gotten her dragged in front of the Adjudicators.
 
“I know, My Lady,” Amy replied. “I felt it must be said, however. I am young, and I do not have a lot of support. I have asked my parents to intercede on your behalf, but they do not have a lot of influence themselves, preferring to keep out of politics. I would recommend that you write to your friends and ask them to speak out on your behalf should it become necessary. The calls to have you stripped of your Nobility are being made, and they must be tempered if we are to keep Lord Milor from giving in.”
 
Liane suddenly felt weary. Her excitement over the subject of magic had buoyed her, but now it was abandoning her to her fatigue. “I will keep that in mind, Amy. Thanks.”
 
Amy nodded once, then stood up. “I hope you recover quickly, Liane.”
 
“I hope so too, Amy,” the former Mage whispered, her body's exhaustion hitting her all at once.
 
The younger Mage walked to the door, and opened it. Just before stepping through, she looked back to her mentor. “Liane, should you ever need something, please let me know.”
 
“Thanks, Amy,” Liane whispered, already halfway asleep.
 
During the days that followed, Liane slowly started to heal. She slept late, and ate what the nurse brought her. Despite the lack of healing potions, the former Mage felt herself mending. Amy faithfully stopped by every afternoon, checking up on Liane's progress and updating her on the happenings outside of the walls of the hospital. As the days went by, she had to explain what was happening, how the calls and pressure to have Liane stripped of her Nobility were mounting. A tiny fragment of doubt started to enter the former Mage's heart. She had fought for Kiria, bled for Kiria, and in the end, nearly lost her life for Kiria. Would it really abandon her so easily? So quickly?
 
She started writing letters when her constitution allowed. To Cassandra and Mariam she wrote about losing her magic and the calls being made to have her stripped of her Nobility. To Pertogan, she explained her troubles, yet added in her gratitude for hosting her, having her healed, and protecting her.
 
Liane never saw a Healer, either. How did the Nobility know of her loss of magic? She was sure Amy wouldn't tell on her. That left her with the uncomfortable thought that the Healers were coming in to check on her while she slept. Without magic, she could offer no protection – not that she would have wanted to, if she were capable. Blocking a Healer from his visit would surely not help her chances of improving.
 
She braced herself, during the time she was awake. She would stand firm, against her own self-doubt and the doubt in her country. Milor would protect her, just as she had protected him. They had fought together, bled together, and she had saved his life and his throne on multiple occasions. This was his chance to repay her, and she was sure he wouldn't abandon her.
 
And yet, her friend didn't come to visit her. She excused his absence to herself by imagining him too busy to visit her. Still, there was the tiny doubting fragment of herself that wondered if Milor wasn't just avoiding her.
 
********
 
Nearly a week after waking up in the hospital, Liane was sitting upright in bed, working on an answering letter to Cassandra. She was grateful that her former Proctor had spoken out on her behalf; all she could do now was wait. Milor still hadn't come to visit her, and he hadn't replied to any of her messages. She justified his silence and absence by telling herself that he was busy with rebuilding the Capital and undoing the damage done to Kiria.
 
She was halfway through her letter, when the door to her hospital room opened. She looked up, expecting to see Amy on her daily visit. Despite Liane's optimism, and her friends' support, it seemed things may not be going the way she was hoping.
 
To her surprise, it wasn't Amy come to visit – it was Milor. Despite herself, a smile graced her lips at seeing him; she would finally be able to talk to her friend and get the inside information on what was going on. Her smile froze at the sight of him; he looked tired and haggard, dark circles underneath his eyes in a similar fashion to his appearance when she informed him she had survived battle with Lord Marcel of the Rising trees.
 
Milor sat without being invited. The silence dragged on, and Liane wondered why he wasn't saying anything. The silence boded ill; she couldn't deny the doubting part of herself that seemed to be proven right.
 
“I'm glad you're alright, Liane,” he finally said, his voice soft yet scratchy. Her heart gave a curious jolt when she found him using her name. It seemed that fighting for Kiria's survival had finally made him abandon Decorum when speaking with her in private. She was happy for it, and chastised herself for doubting him. He looked tired because he probably was tired, and needed the time to either compose himself or catch his breath.
 
“I'm glad to be alright as well,” Liane answered, finally starting to feel like it. She was getting better, physically, and she finally had her friend back.
 
“I'm glad to hear it,” he answered, standing up and pacing in a rather agitated manner. “Things have been... stressful.” It started to scare her to see her friend like this. He usually managed his composure a lot better, and his current behavior was worrying her. Would her doubts be proven right? She desperately hoped not.
 
“The Guardian did not succeed?” she asked him, trying to take her mind off of her own situation and trying to gain more information on what happened after she passed out.
 
“The Guardian succeeded just fine. The problem has been... personal,” he admitted. He stopped his pacing and looked at her. “You have lost your magic.”
 
Liane's heart clenched at hearing him speak so coldly. She swallowed deeply, refusing to show the tears she could feel pricking. “I sacrificed it,” she admitted.
 
He sighed, and sunk into the chair he had been using. “I had hoped... hoped that it was like the Academy, where you were simply unable to express magic,” he said, staring at his clenched hands. He started to speak once more, then stopped. He sighed, stood up; started pacing again.
 
“You know you can speak truth with me, My Lord,” Liane said, hoping that a return to formal Decorum would ease her friend's anxiety. She didn't really want to ease his anxiety, but it may be the best way forward to get answers from him.
 
He drew a breath and stopped abruptly. “Liane, without magic, you are not a Noble. I've spent the last week arguing against it, but in the end, the rules are formal. Without magic, you are not a Noble.”
 
It was as if someone had stuck a sword through her chest. Despite her own misgivings, she had always held out hope and faith, hope that he would protect her and faith that he would be able to do so. Her heart lurched, and she became light-headed, as if the colors faded from the world and she now saw only in black-and-gray.
 
Somewhere in the distance, she heard herself ask, “What?”, but she couldn't be sure if that was something she said out loud, or if it were just her inner voice. Despite her state, she heard Milor continue, how she no longer was a Noble, and because she was no longer a Noble, she couldn't have a home in the Noble quarter of the Capital. The blows kept coming – she had lost her magic, and because of it, her status, her position, and now, her home. Milor kept talking, she ignored him completely; her psyche unable to take any more blows.
 
“I'm deeply sorry, Liane,” she heard him whisper in the end.
 
“Help me,” her voice whispered back, Liane herself not knowing how she had formed the words. It was what he should have done without her asking, it was what she would have expected of him. The very fact that she was forced to ask broke something inside of her, and she felt heat prick at the back of her throat.
 
“I wish that I could,” he answered, coolly.
 
Something in his tone set her off, and with a surge of childish pettishness, she raised her head and demanded, “Did you even try?”
 
He drew himself up with indignation at both her tone and her demand. “Excuse me!?” he snapped back, anger breaking through his strict Decorum.
 
Her emotions were all over the place, driven by despair, irrational anger, and a sense of utter loss at the lack of magic influencing her. “You heard me, My Lord. Did you even try to help me? You seem to forget who I am, and how long I've known you! I have known you since you were ten years old and started at the Academy! I know a person who wouldn't have taken a single optional class had I not pushed him into it! I know a man who hid his darkest secrets from a person who had saved his life multiple times, and who is the sole reason you are even able to enjoy your throne today!”
 
She was utterly illogical now, unknowingly switching between third and second person speech, trying to hurt her friend the same way she was hurting, and not caring in the least. Her life was crumbling around her, and the last thing she wanted was to be rational. Her utterly furious speech clipped the edges of her consonants, nearly degenerating into the lower-class slang of her orphaned childhood. As she snarled and spat, Milor's own angry appearance stiffened further.
 
“And how would I be able to help!?” he retorted coldly, more cold than she had ever heard his voice sound when addressing her. “It is my duty to protect Kiria and act in the best interests of the nation. Yes, your friends and supporters raised an exemption motion, and large debate ensued due to your very considerable achievements on our behalf. In the end, the council's decision was made against your favor. If we allowed one exception to the rules, we would open the door to more, and that could not be allowed.”
 
She stared at him with open mouth, unable to believe what her childish tantrum had drawn from him. Despite the darkest corners of her emotions having doubted him, she never would have expected him to turn on her this completely. “Despite the things I have done for you!?” she screamed, voice rising half an octave. Never had she wished for magic more – her rage as it was now would have fueled an epic storm. “Despite coming to your rescue, despite the sacrifices of life and magic, despite placing myself and my Assistant in danger for your sake, you have not seen fit to defend me!? You are the Crown Prince. The only one capable of overruling you would have been the Lord Emperor. Has he seen fit to debase me as well!?”
 
He stood stiff and fell silent. For long seconds, both friends stared at each other. Finally, he spoke, on a calmer tone. “My Lord Father and I must act in the best interest of Kiria. Supporting your claim, or overriding the Council's decision, were not in Kiria's best interests.” He sighed. “If only we had been linked romantically, I could have offered you shelter at the Palace.” For a moment, her emotions fell silent, the unexpected declaration breaking her train of thought and torrent of emotion. A piece snapped into place. Her memory, her exceptional memory trained for years and years to never forget a detail of intricate magic, didn't forget a detail in other parts of her life. His statement answered so many questions... so that was what this was all about, and that was the reason for his nervousness at the opera.
 
She returned to herself abruptly, rekindling her raging fury, and looked up at him. There was no more magic to enrage her, but his words managed just fine on their own. “NOW you come to me with that!? When I have lost everything!? I have sacrificed my magic to Kiria, and Kiria in gratitude took my status, my position, and my home! And my best friend can't help me because we never entered a romantic relationship? Is that it? It wasn't as if you have ever asked me! You are... you were my friend. Friends do not abandon friends. My Lord.”
 
“I have asked on multiple occasions, you chose to ignore me,” Milor replied, coldly once more. “How many Mages do you think get invited to the opera by me? How many do I visit at their home without it being an official visit?”
 
“We were friends. Friends spend time together,” Liane snapped, choosing to focus on the detail rather than the whole. “Not once did you tell me how you felt regarding me!”
 
Milor sighed deeply. “So Father was right in the end,” he muttered to himself, low, before glaring at her... “A Noble does not speak of such things. It is against Decorum.”
 
She closed her eyes and sunk back into the pillow. She had no pain and was in no physical discomfort, but she was tired now. “Just leave, My Lord. If you're not going to help me, if you're going to abandon me, then I think it is time our friendship ended.”
 
She didn't see him flinch at her statement. “Perhaps it is for the best,” he allowed sadly.
 
“Perhaps it is,” she replied, as testily as she could.
 
She felt him hesitate, despite her eyes being shut. “I'm afraid I must take Lucifer as well. A Commoner cannot own a permanently enchanted object.”
 
Rage filled her anew, and her eyes opened on their own accord. She was halfway out of the bed before she realized just how weak she was, and was forced to sink back. She looked at her faithful staff, standing upright next to her bed. “Just try and take it,” she challenged.
 
He frowned slightly, and reached for the staff. He suppressed a painful yelp when the weapon shocked him. It surprised her slightly, normally Lucifer would have become intangible to those that tried to take it from her. It seemed the weapon's magical intelligence still reacted to her emotional state, despite her loss of magic. “Even if it has its own magic, it cannot react without a person bound to it,” he said, more to himself than to Liane.
 
“Lucifer is mine,” Liane said, a pleased smile on her face. Despite everything, her weapon would never abandon her. It would be forever by her side, and she was glad to see that at least something was going right for her on this horrible day. “It is bound to me, and none will ever take it from me,” she added, as if twisting the knife.
 
“That's... impossible. Without magic, it shouldn't recognize your ownership,” Milor protested faintly.
 
“Do not presume to tell me my own craft, My Lord. Lucifer will always know me, magic or no magic, and it will always remain by my side, magic or no magic,” she snapped. She may have lost her magic, but that did not mean she had lost her knowledge of it as well! She was one of the finest magical theoreticians in Kiria, magic or no.
 
“Of course,” Milor muttered morosely, and turned to leave. “I have no doubt that it will react far worse at stronger attempts. However, one day, its magic will be depleted. It will just be a normal staff, then.”
 
“It will not,” she said, taking pleasure in seeing his confusion. If she had been twisting the knife before, she was now salting the wound.
 
Milor snapped back and stared at her. “What?”
 
“Lucifer will never run out of magic,” she answered, crossing her arms and grinning smugly. “It is more of a Legend than you can ever imagine.”
 
He shook his head, and the doubt on his face made it obvious that he didn't believe her. “Liane – one last thing. What happened to DawnBreaker? It is a different weapon from what it was.”
 
Liane scoffed, and for a moment considered not answering. In the end, she decided that his knowing would hurt him worse than leaving him to wonder. “I was forced into a fight beyond all ken, so I was forced to upgrade DawnBreaker. Yes, without breaking its bond to you. Consider it to be a final gift of the MagicWarper.”
 
A look of shame flashed across his face, then it was covered by an iron mask of Decorum. He dipped a nod, turned, and left, slamming the door. She knew it would hurt him – he'd abandoned her, even as she had given her magic for his country and increased the power of his weapon. Every time he was forced to use it, he'd remember what had happened here today.
 
The new Commoner looked at Lucifer. Was it her imagination, or did the staff look smug at having shocked Milor? “Did you shock him on purpose?” she wondered out loud. Lucifer, being an inanimate item despite being magical, did not respond. It didn't have to. A faint smile appeared on her lips, before she curled up on one side, threw her arms around her legs, and felt the tears come. She made no effort to hold them back.
 
For the first time since she woke up in hospital, she wished she hadn't woken up, that the battle had been her final one; that she was going over to the afterlife.
 
At some point, she must have fallen asleep, her body's physical exhaustion overwhelming her. A nightmare plagued her, she was eight years old again and felt the sword of her assailant at her neck. She snapped awake, panting and sweaty, feeling for a scar on her throat that was no longer there. Panacea had seen to it.
 
She fingered her throat helplessly nonetheless, feeling overwhelmed and powerless. Light still shone from the outside, showing that she hadn't slept for more than an hour or two at most.
 
With no magic to support or protect her, she felt vulnerable for the first time in years; as if Milor rejecting her and abandoning her friendship had suddenly made it more real to her. She had known and felt the loss of her magic, and hadn't been able to cast a spell since she had woken from her coma; and yet it was Milor's proclamation that had made it real for her. No magic meant no Nobility.
 
She sat upright in her bed, and pulled her knees to her chest, hugging them in an attempt to curl up and feel safe. How could they do this to her? She had given everything for Kiria! Everything she had done, everything she had learned, had been for her country. She had nearly died on multiple occasions, and in the end, had sacrificed her most precious possession – her magic – for the protection of it.
 
She shook her head. The realization made it no less difficult to accept, however. She had lost her life among the Nobility, and possessed no skills to live as a Commoner. The buried memories of her early childhood popped up, reminding her of the hunger and thirst she suffered as a nameless orphan. She had tried so hard to forget that part of her, had refused to acknowledge that the nation she cared so much for would be willing to let its most helpless members suffer.
 
The former Mage shook with silent tears. She'd been so pathetically grateful for her Noble status that she had forgotten how hard her early life had been, and had refused to acknowledge the unfairness of the system. Kiria had taken care of her when her magic emerged, had fed her, clothed her, and educated her. She'd refused to see, to listen; to accept the harshness and the unfairness.
 
And now her country had abandoned her, cast her out of the Nobility, as if proclaiming her useless now that she no longer commanded magic. It wasn't as if she had forgotten everything she had learned, or had lost the skills she had gained at the Academy. She could still contribute, even if only in the development of new magic! Why would her ability to cast spells influence her status in Kirian society?
 
She startled, her formidable memory bringing forth the discussion she had once held with Steven MacDonald, the interloper who had crashed his strange floater within Kiria's borders. She had extolled Kiria's virtues, and had ignored his comments regarding the government. Worse, she had defended its practices!
 
How easy it was to defend a system when you were one of the ruling elite, she realized. Her point about magical vows ensuring government suddenly made less sense. With her loss of magic, she could still function as a Noble, even if only as a theoretician – she wouldn't be in the government, or even associated with it, then. And yet, all her knowledge and skills were invalidated in one fell stroke now that she had lost the ability to exercise magic and cast spells.
 
She felt like a hypocrite, lamenting her loss of status and the loss of her life, when Steve had tried to tell her of the injustice of the system. She hadn't believed him then. She hadn't needed to believe him. She was a Noble, things were as they should be. Now that she had lost her status, now she realized how heavy-handed the government was, how neglecting of its people.
 
And now it was too late. She buried her face in her knees. It was too late, and she had lost everything.
 
She didn't know how long she cried, but the sound of the door opening made her jump. Instinctively, she straightened her legs and tried to hide her crying. Habits of Decorum died hard, and one should never display emotional weakness to others.
 
Amy came in, her face clouded at the sight of Liane. She sighed sadly, and sat down in the visitor's chair. “I heard Lord Milor came to visit. From what I can see, the news was not good.”
 
Liane hiccupped the last of her tears away. Her crying had released some of the emotional hurt from her body, and she pushed herself out of the bed. Despite the lingering weakness in her legs, she moved to the window. “Lord Milor just came to advise me of the fact that I have been abandoned.”
 
“He did wbat!?” Amy barked, throwing Decorum by the wayside and suddenly standing next to her. “Liane, he didn't.”
 
Liane snorted. “He did. No magic means I'm not a Noble. Not being a Noble means I can't have a home in the Noble quarter. He even tried to take Lucifer.” the former Pillar looked over her shoulder at her faithful weapon. “I wish him good luck with that. Then he claimed he couldn't offer me any help because we weren't linked romantically – not that he ever deigned to tell me about his feelings, mind you. It's not allowed under Decorum, apparently.”
 
Amy frowned harshly. “That is most unbecoming of him,” she said diplomatically, trying to reign herself in and obviously regretting her earlier outburst.
 
Liane gave a snort that was almost a sob. “This is me, Amy. You can speak freely.”
 
“The absolute bastard,” the younger woman stated with conviction. “Not only did he take everything you worked for, but he tried to blame it on you. After all you did, and all the sacrifices you made.”
 
“He and this country can go to Hell,” Liane said, strongly. Suddenly, her voice broke again. “I'm scared of what's to happen next, Amy. I have nowhere to go.”
 
“Don't be silly. Of course you do,” the young Mage replied firmly.
 
“I do?”
 
“Yes, you do. You're coming with me. And since Lord Milor took back the house he gave you, I'm going to buy it off him, and invite you to stay. So you can't own it – that doesn't mean you can't live in it.”
 
Liane felt her throat close up. “Thanks, Amy,” she whispered.
 
“I would say it's my pleasure, but that's a pretty wretched sentiment. After everything you've done for me, it's the least I can do.”
 
They fell into silence, both staring out the window, lost in their own thoughts. Despite Amy's reassurance, Liane felt scared, still, lost and adrift without magic and the certainty of her future. She had no skills outside of magic, no trade to fall back on. She had quite a bit of money saved, but without income, she would deplete her savings eventually. Once again, her thoughts drifted to her earlier realizations.
 
“Why did he do it?” Liane asked, not really expecting an answer. “I gave everything I had, and he abandoned me when I needed him most.”
 
Amy sighed. “I think it's because of politics,” she stated calmly.
 
“Amy?” the former Mage asked.
 
“I believe the reason you were abandoned is political, Liane. I know you hated politics back at the Academy, and that you never engaged in it, despite being the Magus of the Student Council. Unfortunately, it seems politics is the reason for your current situation.”
 
“I don't understand,” Liane answered, staring out the window. “Power lies with the Emperor and the Crown Prince as his replacement. There is no real politics to speak of.”
 
“And that is where you are mistaken,” Amy said. “True, absolute power lies with the Imperial Seat, however, the Emperor and his son are but two people. In order to govern a nation, one must have more than two people. As such, the Ruling Council of Kiria has a lot of delegated authority to act in the Emperor's stead to maintain the daily functions of the island. In high profile or important cases such as this, they are the ones who act as counsellors and advisors to the Imperial Seat.”
 
Liane nodded, this wasn't news to her. “So why do you believe politics to be the basis for my... exile?”
 
“The Council is made up of old men and women. People with power, people with important families behind them. When you were made a Mage, they saw it as kindness – give the poor orphan girl a chance to become an Assistant or an Apprentice somewhere. Then, you started to excel. You became one of the top students, reaching the highest levels of academic excellence. When you saved Lord Milor, and were given a high profile position before you even graduated as a Master Mage, jealousy reared its head. From what I have been able to gather, subtle pressure was put upon the Pillar Service to offer you increasingly difficult assignments. Unfortunately for the Council, you have kept completing them successfully. So, when the chance came, they poisoned the ear of the Emperor by inventing possible civil unrest should he allow a Commoner into the Nobility.”
 
The younger Mage sighed again. “Unfortunately, we both know that Lord Milor will always chose his duty over his friends. No doubt his father is the same way, and when the possibility was raised, he no doubt took it immediately. At least, that's my conjecture, based on what I've been told and have been able to find out when I was trying to help you.”
 
Liane just nodded sadly, feeling fresh tears prick at the corners of her eyes. “Thanks, Amy.”
 
Amy gave a crooked grin. “You're welcome, Liane.”
 
They remained silent, staring out the window.
 
“What's going to happen to me now?” Liane wondered. “I have no skills to live as a Commoner, and my savings will not last indefinitely.”
 
“I will hire you in some capacity,” Amy answered calmly. “Hiring you should keep you safe from those that would try to arrange for some accident or invite some Noble to take offense to you now that you are no longer protected by Noble status. Besides, we already established that I will be buying your home from Milor.”
 
Liane felt a stone drop into her stomach. She hadn't considered the fact that she had made a lot of people very angry during her time as a Pillar. Without her status, she would be unprotected. She couldn't defend herself, even if she were to use the weapon she had built for Steve. Did she really want to stay here?
 
Her decision was swift, as her decisions almost always were.
 
“Amy?”
 
“Yes, Liane?”
 
“Thanks. For everything. But I'm afraid that I can't stay.”
 
The younger Mage sighed. “I can't say I blame you,” she replied.
 
They were silent for a few moments, before Liane spoke once more. “If you would tolerate me imposing on your hospitality, I will need to make arrangements.”
 
Amy dipped her head. “Of course, Liane. For as long as you need, I will shelter you behind my walls and under my wards.”
 
Liane smiled in return, the formulaic acceptance of sanctuary somehow making her feel better, despite the situation.
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