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Chapter One

Nico and Veras

The streets were filled with a mix of people. While the bright 
sunshine gleamed downward upon them, many contented 
townsfolk milled about, enjoying its golden glow, its 

warmth. Some wandered through the markets in an unhurried 
fashion, as though they had all the time in the world, chatting 
pleasantly with the shopkeepers while admiring their goods …

Then there were the others. These were the ones who knew. 
Some of them moved in a rush. Others made their ways with 
unhurried steps, but with downcast, resigned, and sad faces. They 
knew that something was coming, every day a bit closer … a bit 
closer. And, of course, that meant that it would eventually be here. 
Perhaps not today. Perhaps not tomorrow. But it would be here.

Nico was one of these. He knew. He knew what was coming 
and he thought he knew it only too well, his imagination adding 
fuel to the fire of anxiety growing steadily and with determination 
in his depths. It ate away at his insides, like rats nibbling at the 
crops stored away in the cellars of the palace, or in the granaries. 
The unease in his belly had been nibbling at him for some time 
now, ever since he’d first heard the rumours of a plague creeping 
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towards them from somewhere to the west. He wanted to be gone 
from here, and the sooner they left the better.

A deep sigh escaped him. He ran a big hand through his dark, 
straight hair which now had just a bit of grey at the temples, then 
ran his hand across his chin, automatically assessing the thickness 
of his facial hair. His wife preferred him clean-shaven.

Where is she? Why is she taking so long?
He stood at the front of their carriage, stroking the long nose of 

the sleek, black horse who nuzzled him. Urgency ate away at Nico’s 
insides again, although the touch of his beloved stallion brought 
him a bit of comfort, as they’d been together many years. How 
strange it felt to have his beloved mount harnessed to a carriage, 
after having ridden him into so many battles in the past …

But the past no longer mattered. Only their future did. Where 
is she?

As he waited, he walked around the carriage, inspecting its 
parts, assessing its readiness. The man he’d bought it from had 
called it a carriage, but it wasn’t really. They weren’t royalty, after 
all. It was more of a basic wagon with a leather covering secured to 
a wooden frame to keep off the rain … and perhaps the snow, once 
they’d gone far enough north. He wondered if any of his northern 
relations had received the messages he’d sent. Likely not. He hadn’t 
seen any of them for years and had no idea if the messengers 
had been able to find any of them, as the messengers hadn’t yet 
returned. But he couldn’t wait any longer. He and his family would 
have left already if he had had his way. His wife was a sorceress 
with knowledge of healing, and had been loath to leave, deter-
mined that her place should be here where she might help those 
who were already beginning to show possible signs of illness.

That, of course, had only spurred him to take action, and move 
to get his wife and child out of this place! Now! He was close to his 
mid-forties and had only one young child that he knew of—other 
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than the son his first wife had died giving birth to more than 
twenty years before, but he had no idea what had happened to 
him. His young daughter was likely the only child he would ever 
father now, and he would not jeopardize her future by allowing 
her to be anywhere that might not be safe. Back now at the front 
of the carriage/wagon, he stroked Thunder’s long nose once more, 
murmuring reassurances to him … and apologies for having him 
serve as a lowly carthorse. With a sigh, Nico gave in to his anxieties 
just a bit, closing his eyes and ears against the noises and chatter 
around him, and leaning his forehead against Thunder’s neck. The 
hot pain in his stomach stirred again, and a shudder made its way 
through him. It was so hard to listen to so many of the townspeople 
nattering and laughing as though nothing was wrong. He wanted 
to throw back his head and shout at them all to leave. Get away! 
Save yourselves! But those in authority had said that all had been 
explained, and that some of the townspeople chose to remain here.

A touch upon his forearm had him jerking his head up to see 
his wife. Had it been someone else, he would have struggled to 
hide his moment of weakness. But it was Veras. He simply held 
her blue-green gaze with his dark eyes. There was no reason to try 
to hide anything from her. She seemed always to know everything 
about him, from his mind into his very spirit. Simply looking into 
her eyes had him calming a bit, soothed by her presence.

A touch against his leg above his knee distracted him. When 
he turned his gaze downward, a small smile brought a flicker of 
brightness to his grave face. “Tess,” he murmured, and bent to lift 
his daughter into his arms. Although her mother had named her 
Justice, Nico preferred Tess. He hugged her against his broad chest, 
wishing there was some way that he could pull her right inside of 
himself, to always keep her safe. It seemed only sensible for him to 
wish she were inside of his chest. After all, she was his heart, the 
centre of his very being. He returned his dark brown eyes to meet 
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the blue-green ones of his wife. Leaning towards her, he kissed her 
forehead. “Let’s go,” he said softly. But he let his lips linger against 
her for a moment, resenting the need to break the comfort of 
their contact.

~

The Sorcerers in the Tower

“But we must remain here!” The Grand Superior’s jowls 
waggled as he shook the thick white hair of his head. “King 
Yurmar might need our command of spells! Those of the 

Tower of Giefan have never fled! We have always kept our place 
here in the city—”

“Mettor,” said the sorcerer Superior Xyron, with a sigh, from 
across the table. “Grand Superior Mettor, what you say is certainly 
true. But we’ve not experienced a situation quite like this one 
before. We here in the Tower have been trained to deal with other 
types of threats, not some sort of vague illness. Were this an attack 
from some sort of magician’s spells, or from an army’s weapons, 
we would most certainly be quite prepared to do battle. But … 
plague? What we can do to try to protect the king or townspeople 
is so awfully limited!”

Mettor’s aged face displayed steely determination as the sun-
light from the window lit the many colours of his Superior’s robe. 
“Limited. Yes. But as long as there exists a possibility of our saving 
some lives, we should surely remain to do just that! If the king is 
intending to remain, then so must we.”

Xyron sighed once more, his slender fingers toying with his 
well-trimmed dark moustache and short beard. He exchanged 
glances with his student, Giever.
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The sound of a throat being cleared broke the momentary 
silence. “Of course, King Yurmar and his family have two palace 
sorcerers and three physicians who can tend to their needs. If they 
follow through with their plan to seal the palace from all visitors, I 
expect our assistance would not be required at all.” Aislinn was the 
only female of the four Superiors. Her voice reflected her person-
ality—quiet and gentle, yet also confident and seemingly devoid 
of emotion.

Xyron cast his glance around the table, pausing at young 
reddish-haired Ruten, the fourth and final Superior. “What say 
you, Ruten?”

Ruten sat with his fingers steepled, resting them against his 
lower lip. “Messengers from the west have indicated that practi-
tioners of the Magical Arts have not thus far been able to offer 
much help against this terrible menace.” The young man let go 
a long breath. “If such is indeed the case, and we stay, we might 
well be simply sealing our Tower like the palace and hoping that 
our own food supply outlasts the disease … and accomplishing 
nothing more.”

Now there were deep sighs all around.
Mettor’s aged face focussed on Giever. “Now that the novices 

have been sent home, you’re the last remaining acolyte. I appre-
ciate the high degree of skill you’ve shown during your training, 
but you have not as yet reached the level of Superior. During this 
extremely uncertain time, it would be best if you left to assist your 
parents. Have you made arrangements?”

Giever’s gaze moved to Xyron, whose eyes looked downward 
when he felt his acolyte watching him. Any decision should be 
Giever’s and Giever’s alone, despite the twinge of sadness Xyron 
felt at the thought of this talented young man leaving. Giever 
had become his friend. The tall young man was silent a moment, 
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then spoke in a soft voice. “Yes, Superior. I shall leave tomor-
row morning.”

“Good,” replied Mettor. “Your well-being is important. At some 
time in the future, when all of this is behind us, we would welcome 
your return to your studies.”

A cold silence filled the circular room of the Tower, dread still 
hovering like icicles hanging from rooftops in the winter.

Finally, Aislinn spoke. “It seems sensible for the Superiors to 
each form a decision that makes the most sense to us. We should 
decide for ourselves whether to go or stay.”

Mettor’s shoulders sagged as a deep sigh wormed its way 
from his depths. Suddenly, he appeared even older than he was. 
“Indeed,” he said in an uncharacteristically soft voice. “I shall 
remain. I fear I’m too old now to face the challenges of trying to 
assist large groups of people outside of the Tower.”

The legs of his chair scraped across the wooden floor as he 
gained his feet. The others followed suit, quietly in thought, as 
they left the room to make their ways to their chambers. Xyron 
had just rounded the turn in the narrow corridor, when he found 
Giever stopped by one of the tall, narrow windows. Xyron took a 
deep breath. The thought of Giever leaving to face danger did not 
sit well with him, for they had grown quite close during the four 
years of the young man’s training. It was almost as though this tall 
young man was the son Xyron had never had. It certainly felt that 
way at this moment.

Xyron stepped close to the acolyte, reaching his hand to grip 
Giever’s upper arm through the coarse material of his brown robe. 
The Superior opened his mouth to speak his feelings, but nothing 
would come out. Giever placed a hand on Xyron’s shoulder, reach-
ing downward a bit, as, despite the Superior being sixteen years 
his senior, Giever was the taller. Xyron’s eyes gazed at Giever’s face, 
the younger man managing a wry smile.
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“I—I don’t know what to say,” Xyron muttered, hating 
this situation.

“I’ll be all right, Xyron. Remember, I served in two quests and 
a few battles before I began my studies, so I can handle a sword. 
And now I have the command of several spells to assist me—”

“But plague! I’ve certainly not been of any help to you in dealing 
with that!”

“I am not a healer, Xyron, and I won’t pretend to be. I’ll simply 
ride southeast to my parents’ farm and do whatever I can to keep 
them safe.”

Once more, words could not express any of the emotions swirl-
ing inside of Xyron. Giever quite amazed him, with his endless 
optimism and good cheer. Superior Xyron sighed, and threw his 
arms around the young man, hating the situation they were in. 
What will I do without Giever? May the gods and goddesses keep 
him safe!

~

Nico and Veras

The road to the northeast of the city was busier than antici-
pated, for they’d been given information about the plague’s 
progress earlier than many other people. Veras and Nico 

had both been involved in two quests to defeat the warlock who’d 
once threatened the area, the last one four years before, when Veras 
had given birth. In recognition of their valiant actions, they had 
been granted apartments in the palace and were privy to certain 
information before it reached the ears of the townsfolk.

Veras sighed as the carriage/wagon bounced along the grassy 
dirt road. It did not feel right to be leaving! She’d been a Superior 
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of the Tower—an instructor of students of the Magical Arts—and 
had also served as a healer in the community. How could she even 
consider leaving when there was a threat involving the people’s 
health? The answer to that question came quickly as her daughter 
snuggled against her. Veras smiled down at her, loving the feel 
of her … and her look that was the image of Nico, with his dark 
straight hair, tan coloured skin, and deep brown eyes. Veras gazed 
at her husband’s profile as he sat beside them, holding the reins in 
his hand. His fear and determination were as clear to her as the 
words inscribed inside the Great Book of Spells, which she had 
studied and taught for years.

A fascinating man was her husband—tall, broad-shouldered, 
and strong, a formidable foe in a battle, who, when committed to 
a cause, passionately gave everything he possibly could. He was 
a veteran of many battles. After years as a mercenary, he’d joined 
the quest of two sorceresses against a warlock … and married one 
of them. Although his focus was on his present mission—keeping 
his family safe—he felt his wife’s gaze and he turned to look at her, 
his face deadly serious. She gave him her brightest smile, knowing 
full well how it could soften the hardness of his expression, giving 
him reassurance.

Indeed, her reward was the upturn of his lips on one side. She 
should be grateful for that, she knew, for it was quite likely the 
most he’d share. At least for now.

Something up ahead caught Nico’s attention. Something was 
wrong …

His instant reaction was an icicle of fear making its way up 
his backbone.

The plague? Is someone dead or dying on this very road? 
My family—

There were other wagons, carts, and carriages ahead, stopped. 
Some were on the side of the roadway. Some were being driven 
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along the side, their drivers trying to fit them between something 
blocking the roadway and the rocky ridges and tall trees along the 
sides. Riders on horseback shouted angry words when they were 
prevented from making their own ways around. The little family 
was close enough to hear yelling, curses, children crying. Nico’s 
heart thudded. He muttered an expletive, then regretted it as he 
cast a quick glance towards his daughter, who was now sitting tall, 
peering at the confusion ahead. Her mother preferred that their 
daughter not hear such words.

But such was not important now. What was lay amid the com-
motion in front of them.

He stared meaningfully at his wife. Her concern was apparent 
on her face, yet also he recognized her understanding. She nodded 
as his eyes sought the reassuring sight of her knife in its hilt on her 
belt. He turned his attention to his daughter, leaning over to kiss 
the top of her head. He prepared to step down, nodding at his wife, 
then made his way forward.

As he walked through the tangle of wagons and carts, his ears 
assailed by the shouts and curses, he scanned the area for any signs 
of illness. All he saw was confusion—wagons jammed too close 
together, their occupants distressed and angry, riders attempting 
to guide their mounts through the disarray and disorganiza-
tion, while horses whinnied, some rearing in distress. His hand 
sought the reassurance of his sword hilt as he stepped first in one 
direction, only to find that the way was blocked by two wagons 
pushed against each other, then backtracking to find another route 
through the tangle of carts and wagons, and now people milling 
about in confusion, shouting. At one point, the only way he could 
get around was to pull himself halfway up a boulder at the side 
of the road and seize the branches of a large bush to pull himself 
around the thing. Carefully, he made his way down the slope on 
the other side.
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Now he understood.
A large cart lay on its side, contents strewn about, a wheel at an 

odd angle. The wagon behind had been pulled sideways when its 
horses had turned to avoid the first cart. Horses were still upset by 
the commotion, and several people were now quarrelling in the 
middle of the roadway.

Nico sighed. Sometimes he hated all men—especially in situa-
tions such as this, when their reason seemed to leave them com-
pletely. He took a moment to listen to their words, then stepped 
into their midst. There were advantages to being tall and muscular. 
He’d been in situations such as this before. Even if he’d been a 
simpleton, other men would listen to him simply because he was 
bigger than they were. A young man caught his gaze, off to the side. 
He was calming a frightened mare, and his voice and his gentle, 
yet firm touches were having an effect. A horseman himself, Nico 
could tell from the young man’s actions that this was not his own 
horse. Nico stepped forward to take the reins of a restless gelding 
from a woman who was struggling with it, waving the young man 
over as he did. He tasked the young man with calming the gelding, 
then stepped over to the men who quarrelled by the wagon.

Nico sighed. They weren’t even listening to each other’s 
words. They were simply each blaming the other. Nico was out 
of patience—

He seized the younger man by the back of his collar and yanked 
him upward so that he was on his toes. The young man stopped his 
bellowing to glower at Nico, but was unable to do anything, as his 
shirt front was pressing rather uncomfortably against his throat. 
One glance at Nico’s face told him quite clearly to hold his tongue. 
The older man stood, mouth open, then began to gloat, certain 
that Nico’s action meant the younger man was to be chastised. But 
Nico placed his other hand quite firmly on the older man’s shoul-
der. Quite firmly. The grey-haired man gazed upward at Nico, 
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suddenly rather contrite. There was something about this big 
man’s confident stare and his size that gave the older man pause.

Other men and women gathered around them, peering at them 
with curiosity, some with anxiety.

Nico ignored them, although he made certain when he spoke 
that he did so loudly enough for all to hear. He directed his com-
ments to the two men whom he held. “We have a problem here,” 
he said. “The cart in the roadway must be moved. Now. If we work 
together, we can do this quickly.”

Without saying anything further, he left the two men and 
stepped to the cart, the group of people parting to let him pass. 
He bent his knees and squatted silently beside the cart, placing his 
broad forearms along its side. With a rather firm expression on his 
face, he stared expectantly at the men around him. The young man 
who had calmed the horses was the first to join him. He, too, was 
tall and strong, although not as much so as Nico. Two others then 
joined them, then two more.

As they righted the cart, amid grunts, moans and curse words, 
the older man assisted, adjusting the placement of the wheel that 
had become loose. Another man rushed forward to help to add a 
repair to secure it. Soon the cart was ready to resume its journey. 
Nico smiled at the two young women who hurried to assist with 
picking up the cart’s contents and placing them back inside. They 
chattered and giggled to one another as they peered at him from 
lowered eyes, their gazes moving from his handsome face to his 
broad shoulders and chest, strong arms and more.

But Nico was returning the gaze of the young man who’d helped 
with the horses and the wagon. “You have a way with horses,” 
he said.

The young man smiled, pushing a stray lock of dark brown hair 
out of his eyes. “I’ve always enjoyed their company,” he said. “Oft 
times more than that of people.”
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Nico grinned back. Here was a kindred spirit! The young man 
drank from his waterskin, then extended it in Nico’s direction. 
Although tempted, Nico stopped himself from accepting it: Veras 
had said that disease could spread through such actions. He shook 
his head at the young man, giving him a wry smile. The young 
man shrugged, adjusting his grey tunic. He grinned back and 
stepped in the direction of his own cart.

“Where are you bound?” Nico called as the young man 
turned away.

“Turning Point,” the young man said as he turned back to face 
Nico. “I’m bringing goods from the south for sale there. And you?”

“The same. Perhaps we might travel together.”




