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      It was a fine morning.

      Early summer, a clear day, the scent of new-cut hay on the air. The roses were coming out in Terec’s mother’s garden, crushed-velvet and rumpled silk petals in all the tenderest of pinks and reds. His mother didn’t care for the yellow roses dear to the emperors; with a fine disregard for custom she thought them vulgar.

      Terec woke early, as he did habitually despite a tendency to insomnia. He had not slept well the night before, having been beset by troubled dreams of the house burning down and all his family with it. It was not the first time he had had the dream.

      The scent of smoke was still in his nose, overpowering the sweet hay. Terec sat up. The edge of his sheet was singed and sooty where his hands had clenched at it in the night.

      He rubbed his hands together, shaking. The sunlight filled the room, which was decorated with all the cool, pale colours he loved. No reds or oranges or yellows: no, Terec preferred silvery greys, cool near-whites, icy blues, the palest of seashell greens.

      His sisters teased him for living inside an ice palace; his mother asked him every autumn, every winter, whether he didn’t want a fire laid in the elegant white-marble hearth. Their house might be warmed with magic, but nothing, simply nothing, she declared, could replace a proper fire.

      Terec was never cold. Fire filled his dreams, and ever more and more noticeably his blood.

      His pressed his fingers into the sheets. The sun was no longer the bright promise on the horizon, but the daystar itself. He braced himself, as he braced himself every morning. His father would be performing the morning rituals soon.

      There. The net fell across his shoulders, and he bowed his head in a willing submission to the magic. Under his fingers the sheets smouldered and smoked as the fire flickered a warning before retreating to embers.

      He did not know the specifics—his eldest sister was the heir, and Terec did not need to know what was done to bind their land to the Empire—but Terec was intimately aware of the magic at work. All the promise and freshness of the morning, all the freedom of the new day—gone.

      Every morning, every landed aristocrat in the Empire performed certain rituals. They were designed so they need not be performed by a wizard, but nevertheless worked magic: the magic that held the Empire in prosperity and might, bound five disparate worlds together, bound the very weather and natural processes of the land under its net.

      The net dropped down over the house, running from cornerstone to hearth and on to the next. The sunlit room was still, calm, dreaming, like a soft smile turned up to the sky. Terec could not see the magic, but he could feel it: heavy, weighted nets intended to catch every stray bit of magic and weave it into the beautiful totality that was called, in glorious simplicity, the Pax Astandalatis.

      Every citizen of the Empire partook of that peace and all that its magic brought. In return they lived and worked and died for the Emperor, shining heart of all that power and prestige, giving up a tithe of their earnings, even a tithe of themselves, to his glory.

      There was an old saying that a citizen of Astandalas bowed his neck to Astandalas and thereby stood taller than any outside its bounds.

      Under Terec's fingers the hem of the sheets fell apart in flakes of black ash.

      The magic settled into its daily yoke, which was more obvious by the day.

      Terec swallowed hard, but the decision was made. Wild magic was not necessarily illegal, but it was a sentence of exile nonetheless.
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      He joined the household for morning tea, as was customary when his parents were not at court. Terec tried not to look at them too deeply or too much, to be too obviously memorizing their laughs and their voices, their scents and the way they held their cups and saucers.

      There was his mother, elegant and beautiful, her dark hair loose this morning but for two pairs of braids at each temple. His father, handsome despite the long, narrow nose he had bequeathed to all his children, strong-shouldered, competent, disregarding the limp left from his early career in the army.

      Of Terec’s five siblings, two sisters—the eldest and youngest—lived at home; his third sister was married to a woman in the neighbouring duchy. His two brothers were away as well, the elder in the army and the younger still at university.

      Terec was in the middle in all respects, except for that unwelcome secret curse of magic.

      “And what are your plans for today, Terec?” his mother asked him, smiling genially.

      Terec set down his teacup so he had an excuse not to look at her. “I thought I might ride into Forgellenburg for a few days.”

      “Conju’s visiting his sister Seldra there, isn’t he?” his mother said knowingly.

      Terec managed a smile as his siblings took up the familiar teasing, asking him when he and Conju were going to set the date, whether they would be looking at wedding garments in the duchy seat. He picked up half a buttered muffin and took a bite. The butter seems to coat the inside of his mouth with a clammy film.

      “Do tell Seldra to write us sometime, won’t you?” his eldest sister said, and everyone laughed and went on with discussing the minutiae of their upcoming day. Terec met his father’s eyes once, by accident as he reached to set down his plate, and saw in them something that made him swallow back tears and flee the room with the excuse that he should get ready to leave if he wanted to make the city by evening.

      He had already packed; had packed and repacked his saddlebags any number of times over the past month. Each evening he persuaded himself it was all in his imagination that the fire would be held back no longer; and each morning the Pax landed more and more heavily on his shoulders. The Pax heard no protestations or excuses: it bound what was loose, or crushed it.

      He took all his money and what small valuables he possessed. Theirs was not a rich family, not with six children and several orphaned cousins and solitary aunts and uncles to support. Terec and his friend Conju had been intending to go to Astandalas and seek out honourable positions in some great lord’s household. They had been arguing whether they should travel first and then marry, or marry first and then travel.

      They had been planning it for years. Conju would be an exemplary secretary or gentleman-in-waiting, and Terec, they thought, would be an excellent household natural philosopher, even a wizard if he could only—

      Well, no matter those dreams.

      Terec was careful to be nonchalant as he shut the door to his room behind him and made his way downstairs. He bid easy farewells to those of the household he saw as he passed, glad none of them were his mother. His father’s study door was ajar, and though he turned his head to avoid catching his father’s eye, his father called out for him to enter.

      Terec shifted the two saddlebags over his shoulder. His father peered at him over his glasses. “Heading out, then?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Your eyes are a bit red …”

      Terec grimaced. “Touch of hay fever. You know how it is, father.”

      “I do, yes,” his father replied, rubbing his own irritated eyes. “Terec …” He trailed off, then seemed to gather himself. “Here.”

      He reached into the drawer of his desk and pulled out a leather pouch. Terec stared at it, unmoving, until his father shook it in his direction. Coins clinked. “Take it. For your ... travels.”

      Terec walked forward and accepted the pouch. It was heavy, was all he could think at first. It sat in his hands as heavy and cold as the muffin still in his throat.

      His father twiddled the quill he’d been sharpening. He did not seem willing to meet his son’s eyes.

      “Write us when—when you arrive, will you?”

      Terec nodded. “I will,” he promised quietly.

      “Safe travels, Terec,” his father said, and turned resolutely to the ledger before him.
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      He saddled his riding horse, bid a brief farewell to the groom mending tack at the stable door, and did not look back any more than usual as he descended the long, slanting lane that led away from home.

      It was a fine morning, sunny and clear and scented with new hay. The birds were singing; somewhere up ahead of him someone was burning brush. He passed out of his father’s lands after two hours of riding, reached Forgellenburg at the dinner hour, and at the crossroads he turned north.

      And that, he supposed, was that.
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      Lund, the broad valley ruled over by his father, was north of Astandalas by a goodly distance. Terec himself had been to the capital once, on the occasion of his sister’s presentation as heir. Their whole family had gone: mother, father, all six children, three cousins, his father’s sisters and his mother’s brother. It had been a wildly extravagant venture, a once-in-a-lifetime occasion.

      Terec had seen the Emperor himself, the shining golden figure on the high golden throne. The glowing, gleaming radiance had woken something in him; at that moment he had not realized it was wild magic, the fire that once woken could never be put out. At that moment he had simply wanted to swear enduring fealty, and watched with envious eyes as his sister was taken forward to make her curtsy and be greeted by the Emperor in the name of the rank she held.

      That had been three years ago, when he was sixteen. He had come back and told his best friend Conju all about the trip, and Conju had caught his enthusiasm and begun planning out his future. In the course of the conversation the you coulds had turned to we shoulds, and when he realized what Conju meant, Terec had leaned forward and kissed him for the first time.

      He rode past the turning to Vilius, though his horse, well-accustomed to his usual habits, wanted to turn in. Instead he spurred her to a canter and then to a gallop, kicking up dust on the lane before they clattered onto the highway in a spray of gravel and sweat, and he was forced to slow down to rest his horse and watch the traffic.
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      Conju’s sister Seldra, the one who lived in Forgellenburg, was a notoriously poor correspondent. She was a person who exulted in being busy, cramming as much as possible into her days. It was always exhausting visiting her; one barely had two moments to spare to oneself from midmorning until well past midnight, when the evening whirl of dinner parties finally settled.

      Conju had written Terec once, to tell him he’d arrived safely and outline a truly packed schedule for the week of his visit. Terec had written back, claiming excessive fatigue merely at the thought, and told his friend (his lover, his betrothed, his all) not to trouble himself about writing, that he would hear all his news on his return.

      No one would expect to hear from Terec until Conju returned.

      No one would follow him until he was well on his way, and by then the letters he would send would reach them, and they would know why they shouldn’t.
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      He rode down the central lane of the highway, which his father’s rank permitted to him. Here, so close to Lund, he was obviously what he was. Further north, farther from the capital, the regional cities, the provincial lords, it would be different.

      For now, he made use of being a gentleman, and cantered down the road in style.
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      Lund was a broad valley in a region of broad valleys, separated from each other by low, forested hills: the Geir, it was called. It stretched some two hundred miles from the alluvial plains of the river Ast, to the south, to the edge of the sea in the west, the mountains in the east, and, to the north, the range of low hills famed in song and story, the Northern Range.

      On the other side of the Northern Range was the edge of the Empire. As it was the only Border Terec knew how to find, and certainly the closest, he headed there.
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      He passed the turn to Forgellenburg at dusk and kept riding, knowing if he stopped then he would be too tempted to find Seldra and Conju and fail at his resolution. The smell of singed cotton was in his nose and he forced himself to grit his teeth and spur his tired horse onwards, ever onwards, north to the Border.

      Five miles north of the turn-off was a small country inn, pleasant and welcoming with its lights golden in the twilight. Terec was walking his horse by then, knowing he had pushed her harder than he ought, and he too was tired. He asked for a room and stabling for his horse and food for the both of them, and took his plate of boiled ham to a seat by the hearth.

      The inn was quiet, only a handful of locals sitting over their jars of cider. Lund was cider country: Terec had been riding between orchards and piggeries all afternoon. His father was noted for the magnificence of his pigs, and a particularly rare variety of apple that gave a certain piquancy to the local cider. This side of Forgellen was no different, though he was starting to see a greater prevalence of Banded Jurts over the Spotted Lunds that comprised the majority of his father’s sounders.

      The accents were starting to shift, too: they were broader than the tenants Terec was familiar with. The locals were gossiping desultorily with each other, their comments and replies uttered at long intervals.

      “Lunden lad, eh,” said one. Terec shifted uneasily.

      “Eyup,” said another.

      There was a long silence. Terec ate his ham and drank his cider sparingly. The innkeeper wiped down her bar and then came by with a pitcher of cider to refill the locals’ jars.

      “Getting away from home, eh.”

      “Eyup.”

      Terec could feel a headache building. He was doing nothing wrong, he told himself fiercely. This was the right thing to do.

      The fire in the hearth spluttered suddenly, sparks fountaining up. Terec jumped at the retort, knocking over the undrunk portion of his cider. “I’m sorry,” he said to the innkeeper, who gave him a withering look even as she hastened over with a cloth.

      “Jumpy, ain’t he,” said one of the locals.

      “Eyup.”

      “Going north.”

      “Eyup.”

      The implication that he was running away from something was strong. Terec refused to look at them. “Please, which is my room?” he asked the innkeeper, not caring that he was hardly showing himself well.

      He was close enough to Lund that people might talk … but … but that was no longer his concern. His family’s reputation would recover quickly enough, without the fresh source of an uncontrolled wild mage to feed gossip.

      Anything was better than him setting them all on fire one night.
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      He didn’t sleep well, unsurprisingly. In his dreams he was chased by a golden giant holding a glittering net. He ran and ran, sobbing with fear and regret, crashing through the thorny embrace of his mother’s rose garden. “Hold me, hold me,” he cried in his dream. “Bind me, bind me.”

      But the giant strode up, step by deliberate step, and all the roses caught fire around him to prevent the net from coming down.

      He departed before dawn, leaving an extra handful of coins on the bedside table to pay for the singed sheets.
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      He rode up and over the highlands of the Geir, passing out of Lund and into Kiluzs as the sun rose over the horizon. More apple orchards and pigs, and fields upon fields of young grain sprouting out of black soil. He crossed Kiluzs before dark, stopping only at a small village to buy bread and cheese and some of the ubiquitous smoked sausages. In the same shop, which seemed to serve as the general store for the area, there was a voluminous brown leather cape, oiled on one side and lined with wool on the other.

      The shopkeeper saw him fingering it. His eyes lit up. “That’s a genuine Turgyeni cape, that is,” he said.

      Terec regarded him down his nose. This was, Conju always said, quite effective; about the only good effect of the feature, which was exaggerated in him to an extent all of his siblings had escaped. “Really? How did it come to be here?”

      The shopkeeper regaled him with a long tale about a soldier returning home to Kiluzsburg, down the valley, who had stopped in this nameless village to water his horse and wet his throat. He’d ended up embroiled in a game of darts with the locals, and one thing had led to another and eventually he’d lost his cloak in a bet.

      “And then—this was five, six years ago,” he said, “back in the early days of the Emperor Artorin, you see—”

      “How much?” Terec asked bluntly.

      The shopkeeper gave him a calculating glance. He took in Terec’s good clothes, flicked his glance outside at where his horse was tied up to the rail, rose up onto his toes in eagerness, and then deflated again with a sigh. “You’re heading north? All the way north?”

      That meant only one thing. Terec nodded unenthusiastically.

      “Thought so,” the shopkeeper mumbled. “You can have it for a sunburst. If you come back this way, I’ll buy it back from you.”

      “I won’t be,” said Terec, reaching back into his coin pouch. A sunburst was nothing—the room the night before had cost four. For a cloak of oiled leather and thick, warm, wool? It didn’t have to be a genuine Turgyeni cape for it to be valuable to anyone heading north.

      “All the more reason to sell it to you,” the shopkeeper said. “It’d cost five for someone heading south. Not that they’d need it.”

      In the Geir, those were the two points on the axis of life: south to Astandalas and all the glory and wealth of the capital, and north to … the opposite.

      It was a good cloak, Terec thought. That night he slept rolled in it, his horse tethered on a long line, in an empty meadow behind a good hedge. The ground was damp but that was all the better, he thought, less chance of any sparks catching.

      He was already an hour into his ride the next morning when the Pax fell over him. His horse whiskered and pranced a few steps, ears pricked against the familiar, welcome magic. Terec hunched his shoulders against the blow of the bindings passing over him and rode on.
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      Kilusz into Awlusz, Awlusz into Yttergorick, and he was out of the Geir and into the northern woods. The road took him through Yttergorick itself, a town of some three or four thousand inhabitants. It was the largest community this far north, and Terec decided he needed supplies before he continued.

      He was already desperate for companionship. Four days from home and he knew it was almost time to send his letter.

      Conju would be going home from Forgellenburg soon, and ask after him.

      He found an inn near the northern gate, shabbier than those in the centre and quiet, this time of year. It was, he was told, the in-between times, and planting season moreover: all the locals were busy about the farmsteads or in the sawmills north of the city, and the merchants who traded north and south were still travelling.

      “Where are you going?” the barmaid asked him, flirting desultorily. She was maybe in her thirties, pale and pretty, her hair a soft auburn and her nose freckled. Terec wasn’t interested, of course, but he did his best to smile politely.

      “North,” he answered.

      The barmaid raised her eyebrows and gave him a speculative look. It was a cool, damp day, with a raw wind out of the north. Terec hadn’t been expecting such inclement weather this far south, and he was wearing the Turgyeni cape over his regular clothes.

      “The cloak works,” she said at last, “but you’ll want some other clothes before you head up the long road. I know someone who’ll trade for what you have.”

      Terec had chosen his least fancy clothes. He would not need anything he’d wear to an assembly or a dinner party or a ball, let alone the glorious costumes they’d worn to court that one time; he’d left all that behind. He’d chosen riding clothes, hunting clothes, ordinary clothes.

      “Look,” the barmaid said, her eyes softening at his confusion. “You’re, what, eighteen?”

      “Nineteen,” he said, He wasn’t slim and handsome like Conju, he knew that: he was built like a tower, all square and uncompromising except for the sharp axe-blade of his nose.

      “So young,” she murmured. “You don’t look much like a criminal, so you’re running away for another reason. You’ll be chewed up and spit out up there if you even make it.”

      Terec shrugged. He did not want to die, but then again, there really didn’t seem to be a lot of options for him to live, either.

      “No one goes north on their own unless they’re looking to escape who they are,” the barmaid declared. “I’ll get my friend—”

      “It’s fine,” Terec interrupted. “I’m sure my clothes are fine.”

      “If you want to be robbed, sure.”

      “I—” He stopped and rubbed his face. “Why are you telling me this?”

      She glanced around the room, which was empty at this time of the day, and gestured for him to sit down on the stool. “I’m from Tukong,” she told him, leaning forward so she could fix her eyes on him. “Nobody’s from Tukong, you know. Everyone comes from somewhere else, up there.”

      Tukong was the border outpost. “What about the people who live there?”

      She laughed darkly. “What people? No one lives in the forest this side of the Border. The only reason there’s a town there at all is because of the garrison, and the only reason there’s a garrison is because someone needs to hold the northern point of the Border.”

      “But people go there,” Terec objected. He’d grown up on stories of people going North: not exactly seeking their fortunes, because you went to Astandalas for that, but seeking to escape. There was a beauty in the North, people said uncertainly, whispering of coloured lights in the sky. (That was the Border, other people said, scoffing.) There were soldiers who were posted there, merchants who went there, trappers and miners and gold hunters, and even people who crossed the Border for the resources on the other side.

      “Only those who have to,” the barmaid said. “And those of us who were born to those who did. Let’s face it, laddie-boy: you’re not a trapper or a trader, a miner or a soldier. You might be a criminal. Are you a minstrel, a wizard, or a whore?”

      Terec slumped. “A wild mage,” he whispered. “I’m crossing the Border.”

      “And you picked that one?” the barmaid said, eyebrows crooking. “Do you even know what’s on the other side?”

      He shook his head. “Do you?”

      She gave him a patronizing smile. “Laddie-boy, the stories I’ve heard would curl your short hairs. Give me a sunburst as a token and I’ll see what I can get you by way of supplies. I’ve seen too many sad boys die because they weren’t prepared not to try, at least.”
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      She brought him rough clothes of wool and fur and leather. Terec kept his own boots and his own hat, and three of his handkerchiefs. (“Useless things,” the barmaid sniffed, “but if it makes you happy…”) She had only brought him two changes, which he found frankly incomprehensible.

      “But what about cleaning them?”

      The barmaid snorted. “On the other side of the Border? You’ll be lucky if you can wash your hands once a week. There’s a bathhouse in Tukong for those coming back across. Not that that’s going to matter, not for you.”

      The more stories she told, the less Terec quite believed her. Astandalas was civilized: that was the whole point. Even those who had reason to cross the Border surely took those values with them. The guards on the outpost were not barbarians, and the trappers and traders, wizards and even whores surely still felt something of the Pax. Even that far north it was still the Empire.

      “This is as far south as I can handle,” the barmaid told him frankly after he had changed into his odious new garments and handed her all the clothing of his old life. “I tried—went all the way to Astandalas, just to see it, you know?”

      He did know.

      “And the magic there … so thick the air was like wading through cream! I felt drunk half the time, and that’s no good state to be in, not when there’s no demons chasing you. Even when there are demons chasing you,” she said, more thoughtfully, “though admittedly I understood the impulse better then. I came back up here, and this is where I thought things seemed well enough. Didn’t fancy going back up the Long Road, not when no one’s still at home. I’ll probably go back eventually, once I’ve saved up enough to buy my own place.”

      “Perhaps when you do I’ll be able to come back and visit,” Terec said.

      “You do that,” the barmaid said. “You’ve got all you need?”

      “All you told me I did,” he replied, gesturing at the extra bags of food she’d told him to buy, along with the small hand-axe and hunting bow, and a coil of rope and a bedroll.

      “Good,” she said, then stuck out her hand in a strange northern custom. He shook it gingerly. “Good luck, wild mage,” she said. “Enjoy the stars on the other side of the Border.”

      He nodded shortly. Yttergorick held nothing else for him: not even the letter he had posted to Conju, which had taken him a thousand tries to write.
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      On the maps the road between Yttergorick and Tukong did not look so very long.

      Yttergorick had already seemed very different from Lund, even from Kilusz or Awnusz. There had been a rough-and-ready sort of atmosphere to the place, a sense of thinness in the air, a bit of excitement. People wore furs, not for elegance and fashion but for simple practicality, because they had furs.

      The northern road was paved. All the great highways of Astandalas were paved, for they bound the Empire together. Each person riding or walking or driving a carriage down their lengths helped to power the magic laid in runes along their lengths. Terec could feel that he was assisting in that great work; when he walked beside his horse his feet tingled, as if they were about to start burning.

      The first part of the road was just as it had seemed to the south: straight, well-maintained, sturdy, strong. There was no traffic on the day Terec left Yttergorick, and he cantered and walked his horse steadily away from the town. There was a wind at his back, blowing magic past him.

      He went up and down two low ranges of hills that first morning, passing farms and increasingly large swaths of forest. The trees here were different than he’d known to the south; pines and birch took the place of oak and ash. There was some tree he didn’t know the name of, with leaves like green coins that fluttered madly in the breeze, whispering endlessly.

      The sky was very blue, the trees very green. The exposed ground was no longer rich black earth, but sandy, and the few farms he passed were rickety, marginal-looking places, scruffy and small and with dogs in their yards.

      The highway was protected. None of the dogs did more than bark at him and his horse.

      After the second range of hills the farms ceased entirely. There were still paths branching off the highway, winding back into the trees. Some of them had stacks of logs near the highway, and he guessed they were for loggers working in the bush. Later in the day he passed a heavy wagon drawn by oxen, the bed piled high with logs. He greeted the driver uncertainly, but the man had just stared at him, eyes hooded and flat.

      Terec shivered and rode on.

      The wind died down and the insects came out towards evening. Mosquitoes first, which Terec knew about—everyone knew about—but had never encountered in such quantities. He’d laughed when the barmaid in Yttergorick told him to acquire lotions against insects, though she’d been so insistent he’d bought them.

      At a roadside well he rested his horse and applied some of the lotion to his face and hands. His horse drank and ate grass and he nibbled at one of the loaves of bread he’d bought in Yttergorick, not hungry but knowing he needed the sustenance if he wanted to make it anywhere.

      He sat on the grass, back against the stone of the well, his horse’s reins loose in his hands. If. If he wanted.

      He wanted to go home, so intensely that he could not breathe. He sat there, longing crashing over him. He would never go home again. He would never see his father, mother, brothers, sisters … Conju. He would not even hear from them, probably. They would be better off telling everyone he’d died, than that he’d shamed them by being a wild mage unable to control his power, that he’d run away to the North.

      The reins slipped from his loose grasp as he fought back tears. He let the leather go, his throat sore with the attempt not to lose control, and sat there gasping, face contorted, while his horse lipped unconcernedly at the grass.

      It was very still. Hot, the air still heavy on his head, the mosquitoes not as bad as earlier but buzzing around. Terec hugged himself, biting his hand to keep from crying out. He had never been so far from home before, not by himself, and yet … and yet this was only the beginning.

      Then some animal or bird screeched. His horse shied, Terec himself jumped, and at his motion the horse bolted into the woods. Terec stared dumbly, then scrambled to his feet. He hadn’t unsaddled the mare: all his belongings were still tied to her saddle.

      She hadn’t gone far, thankfully. Just out of sight of the highway was a rocky cliff, just long enough and high enough to block her free movement. She’d been startled, not panicked, and came willingly enough to his familiar call, let him stroke her nose and calm her down. Calm himself down, really.

      He led her back towards the highway, only to stop at the sound of voices.

      “Did we lose him?” one said.

      “Can’t have gotten that far ahead of us,” another objected. “There’s nowhere to go up here.”

      “Except north,” the first voice said, laughing coarsely. “Don’t see the point in taking him back if he wants to go there, myself.”

      “You’re not paid to make that decision,” the second said. “Come on, we’re never going to make the Ghost at this rate.”

      “What if he doesn’t?”

      “We can wait for him there. Everyone stops.”

      “Their bar is pretty good,” the first acknowledged, with another coarse laugh. “Come on, then.”

      Terec heard jingling and clatter as they remounted their own horses and set off at a loud gallop. He stood there, his own horse’s nose pressed into his chest, heart thundering.

      They couldn’t have been sent after him, he told himself. He hadn’t done anything wrong. It wasn’t illegal to be a wild mage, not if you didn’t practice your magic, and his father had clearly known he was leaving, and wouldn’t send anyone after him.

      No one would be coming for him. He wasn't worth the effort.
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      He reached the Ghost—the Ghost Tavern, it turned out—just as the light turned from dusk to dark. Lund was far enough north that the spring nights were short, but even four or five days (had he already lost track? Was there any point in keeping track, anymore? The letter had been sent, and … that was that) further north and there was a difference in the quality of light in the evenings, the hour of dawn and sunset.

      Or that might have been the shifting magic. It was noticeably thinner up here. The Pax had washed over him this morning, but more lightly than he’d ever felt it before.

      Terec thought of the barmaid back in Yttergorick, who had found that a good enough distance from Astandalas to stand the magic. Perhaps he didn’t need to go all the way north. Perhaps he could stay here—

      He paid an exorbitant fee to stable his horse and spend the night. He unsaddled and groomed her, taking his time over the familiar chores. The stable was half-full, with animals ranging from a stocky, shaggy pony all the way to a pair of superb grey Allandales from the west. Most of the horses fell somewhere in between, with his own mare on the better side of average.

      He patted her after he’d filled her net with hay and put a scoop of oats into the trough. She was familiar, friendly, his. A gift from his father on his sixteenth birthday. Conju and he both loved riding—both their families did—though neither he nor Conju were interested in hunting. They often trailed along behind the Hunt when it came to Vilius or Lund, leaving the pack to explore the small byways of their fathers’ lands.

      He leaned his head against the mare, breathing in the familiar, comforting scent of horse.

      Someone came in, grumbling and swearing as they stumbled on a raised board. Terec tensed, disliking the uncouthness, the pressing sense of danger, the … fear.

      He’d never felt so afraid. Only of his magic, which warmed his fingers, singed his sheets, otherwise—

      He hesitated and felt stupid, but in the end he went back out of the stable and into the woods off the road, finding a thicket of some prickly conifer where he could hide his bag. He scuffed last year’s leaves around, and took a long walk around back to the road and the tavern. He’d feel better after a bite to eat, he decided.

      Everything was always better after food and a bath, Conju said.

      —he should stop thinking about Conju.
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      Inside the tavern he felt immensely out of place.

      It was not so much his clothing or his accent. Everyone fell silent when he entered, and he felt many eyes on him. He set his jaw and made his way as confidently as he could to the bar, where he ordered a pint of the local and a plate of supper. That was his first mistake: when he asked what was on offer he was informed with a harsh laugh that he would get what he got.

      It was a plate of dry and stringy venison and a plop of mashed turnip, a smear of gravy, and a small oblong loaf of surprisingly good bread. No butter, of course. The ‘local’ was a thin, sour beer. He sipped it, trying not to show his distaste.

      He sat at the only free table, a rickety thing in a corner by the entrance, where a draft gusted on him every time the door banged open. It had started to rain while he was grooming his horse, and he was spattered as well.

      He watched the people entering warily and said nothing, not even when one woman slammed the door open so hard it knocked into his table and nearly toppled his beer. The woman was tall and thin, her face plain: all pale, faded brown, from her hair down through her leather vest to her leggings and boots. The only bright thing about her was the green and yellow tassels hanging from the hilt of her sword.

      Terec had heard that some of the northern mercenaries hung tassels to count their battles. Each would be in the colours of the battalion with which she’s fought. She had at least six, green and yellow and white, and one in sumptuous royal purple for the First Army.

      Six battles, and not a visible scar on her. Terec did not say anything when she knocked the door against his table, no indeed.
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      He tried to guess who owned the Allandales—surely the well-spoken and well-dressed woman in the corner, a lady if Terec had ever seen one, whose table the mercenary had joined. A lady travelling somewhere in the north country, a hired guard at her side. She could have called in on his father's house, met Conju's family at court.

      Terec considered and decided that he did not want to talk about his origin or destination, and he really had nothing else to say to anyone.

      For good or for ill, however, some of the other patrons had words to say to him.

      The Ghost Tavern was a travellers’ hostel, but there were locals here, too: the last few farmers eking out a hardscrabble existence, a larger handful of miners, the grime from their trade worked deep into their wrinkles. It was iron around here, and along with the miners came smelters and smiths who worked the raw ore into the bars that were transported to the south and sold.

      A couple of miners sat down at his table without a by-your-leave. Terec could barely decipher their accent, but when they asked him—he thought—if he minded, he shook his head. They roared with laughter and called to the bartender.

      The barmaid, a buxom woman who’d been laughing with the mercenary, of all people, came over with a tray containing some clear liquid. The miners joshed with her for a few minutes, their expressions ones of long familiarity. The barmaid laughed at them and set down the tray before tipping a thin stream of another liquid into each glass.

      The clear liquid—liquor, Terec realized, not water—immediately clouded over, milky-white, and a strong scent of aniseed rose up.

      “Arrak!” the miners cried, and shoved one of the glasses at him.

      Terec tried to protest—he had never liked aniseed—but the one miner clapped him hard on the shoulder, and the other shoved the glass insistently into his hand, and everyone was looking at him, laughing and mocking, and so with a grimace and a bravado he did not feel, Terec tossed the foul drink back.

      And then, of course, it was hard to stop.
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      He woke on a pallet with a head that was savagely painful. His mouth felt as if he’d coated it with anise-flavoured sandpaper. Or perhaps that was the inside of his eyes. He winced as he tried to sit up, and put his hand on an unexpected warm leg.

      “Gerroff,” someone grumbled, shoving at him.

      Terec recoiled, but the room was full of sleeping, snoring men, all still drunk and dishevelled. There was no hint he’d … lost control with any of them.

      There was, however, a definite charred outline where he’d been resting on the straw pallet.

      Terec stared at the black ash, the straw crumpling under his fingers, and was abruptly so revolted with himself he had to run outside to vomit.

      He knelt in the alley behind the stables long after his heaves had subsided into clear bile, his head shattering in the sunlight, his eyes leaking tears. How could he be so weak? How could he not suppress that magic, that fire that came out in his sleep?

      At least, he thought grimly, he had not burned down the tavern. He’d not killed anyone. Not even hurt anyone with his magic. Not yet.

      Not yet.

      He found a trough and dunked his head, far from the niceties of even two days before. He needed water and food … and his horse. He needed to keep going.

      It was past dawn, but he felt the Pax on his shoulders, magic lighter than it had been, but both too heavy and too light. Too heavy to bear, and too light to hold his magic in check.

      He went into the stables to see to his horse, only to find it gone.

      He looked around. The Allandales were gone, and another handful of stalls were empty. His was swept clean, as if no horse had been there at all.

      When he went into the tavern the barman shrugged.

      “But it was stolen,” Terec protested. “I paid for the stabling.”

      “Sure you didn’t wager it in a game last night? Lots of betting happens at the Ghost. Wouldn’t be the first time a southern lad woke up to find he’d lost everything.”

      Terec had lost everything that mattered when he did not turn off for Forgellenburg.

      He couldn’t say anything to the barman, not without crying or railing, but since he had nowhere else to go and nothing else to do, he went back out to the thicket where he’d left his sack, and he set off north.
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      He reached Tukong after another week of trudging on foot. It was exceptionally lonely: no one passed him bar the Post-courier, who galloped by with a very small sack of mail and not even a glance spared for him.

      It rained, a fine thin drizzle. The leather cape kept the worst of it off his back and shoulders, but it didn’t have a hood, and only reached to his knees. Over the course of the first rainy day the damp slowly penetrated his boots and leggings. He bent his head into the rain, for of course it was coming towards him, and kept on. He would, he decided, buy a hat in Tukong.

      At least his wild magic kept him warm. And when he tried to start a campfire with it in the evenings, the rain kept him from lighting the northern forests on fire.

      Small gifts, he told himself. He felt there might be a Fitzroy Angursell song about that … something about Jullanar of the Sea … He had never really been into Fitzroy Angursell’s songs. Oh, they were fun, no doubt about that, with that edge to them—the knowledge that some of them were so sharp they were banned—but really, Terec had always been a quite law-abiding and normal young man. He liked his lot in life and was happy with what it would bring him.

      It was no good thinking about that.

      He spun small, attainable dreams for when he reached Tukong. He would buy a hat; he would visit the bath-house the barmaid back in Yttergorick had mentioned. He would have a hot meal, cooked by someone who knew what they were doing. He would dry out his clothes and find something clean to wear.

      More than that he could not imagine.

      Even that was almost more than Tukong could manage.

      Terec reached Tukong in the early afternoon. He’d smelled the town long before it came into sight: woodsmoke drifted far. It lifted his spirits.

      The land had been thickly forested the whole way, spruce and the shimmering, trembling aspen, white birch and miscellaneous unidentifiable shrubs. His food had been supplemented by the surprisingly abundant game: he’d been able to shoot grouse or rabbit almost every other day. His small bow was proving very useful. He blessed the barmaid in Yttergorick for her rough insistence on seeing he was adequately provisioned.

      Provisioned for what, he didn’t know. He would reach Tukong and then … and then see what the North brought.

      The days this far north were very long. Terec’s sense of time was all confused. He’d always thought himself good at telling time by the sun, but he’d been walking for far more than six hours between sunrise and noon, he was sure of it.

      Around noon by the sun, regardless of his personal opinions about the time, the road started to make lazy sweeps back and forth as it climbed up and over a long, steep rise. Terec followed the road, as the earthen paths going directly up were too steep for him. He was footsore and heartsore and it was still raining, and another hour or two of climbing wasn’t going to do anything but help him sleep better that night.

      At the top of the hill, there was an open area. It looked as if there had been a forest fire here, a year or two ago: the remaining tree trunks were black or silvery, but there was a lot of grass and other plants, including exuberant raspberries, everywhere. Some plant grew as high as his chest with magenta-pink flowers, the lower, spent seedheads already turning into a downy puff. He rubbed the fluff between his fingers before realizing the raspberries were ripe.

      There was one of the military wells just past the raspberries. Terec washed his sticky fingers and drank deeply before refilling his canteen. Then he looked up, for he’d been much occupied with the fruit beside the road, and realized that he had a view in front of him.

      Not a view—a vista.

      From the ridge on which he stood, the land fell down into a u-shaped valley. A river glinted in places, winding towards his left, it seemed. He turned to the right. Yes, there were mountains that way, green-clad foothills rising up into ice-clad stony peaks. What were the northeastern mountains called? He’d never been a great one for geography. Conju had always been more interested—

      Terec blinked hard and turned to the north, straight ahead across the valley. The valley was forested, with a cleared area not too far ahead of him, where the road met the river: Tukong. The woodsmoke rose up thickly from the town.

      The cloud cover had lightened today, and though it was not exactly sunny, it was bright, the clouds high and wispy. They made very little contrast with the silvery veil that swept down in front of him, except that he could not see past the ridge facing him.

      At first he thought it was a strange low cloud cloaking the distance, but then he looked to the right and the left again and realized the cloud cut a line across the whole of the horizon, straight as a ruler as far as he could see until it bent with unnatural elegance to follow the river valley towards the west.

      It was the Border. This side, however remote from the capital, was Astandalas: that side was … not.

      It was perhaps the tiniest bit exciting.

      Terec set off down into the valley. He still had just enough money for a room at an inn, he thought.
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      He did not have enough money for room at an inn.

      Not if he also wanted to visit the baths, have his clothing cleaned by the laundry next door, have a hot meal, and replenish his supplies.

      The hat alone cost almost as much as one of his finer ones back home, and it was a shapeless felt thing whose great virtue was its wide brim.

      He hesitated after buying the hat, then decided that he could better stand a cold meal than another night of endless griminess. Accordingly he handed over his clothes to the laundry to be cleaned while he went to the baths.

      The attendant was a dour older woman, reading a book, entirely uninterested in Terec. She took his money and gave him one of the bathhouse’s towels and a bar of cheap soap, and informed him that it was quiet today but she would drag him out, clothes or no clothes, at sunset.

      “I could stay that long?” Terec asked, dumbfounded.

      “They’re natural hot springs,” the attendant said, already turning back to her book.

      He wrapped himself in the towel, leaving his cleanest garments on the wooden shelf in the first room, his boots on the rack below. There were, indeed, no sign of other people’s belongings. He pushed open the next door with some trepidation, but though the temperature and humidity had both increased sharply, there wasn’t an actual bath in the next room. Instead there was a lever on the wall, a sluice-pipe overhead, a slatted wooden floor for drainage.

      Terec hung his towel on a hook on the door on the farther side of the room from the entry and stood under the sluice. This water was lukewarm at best, and felt good. He lathered himself up, the lye stinging his eyes as he scrubbed the dust and dirt of the journey from his skin, his hair, under his nails.

      He could hear water gurgling overhead, and hoped some system was refilling the cistern. It was, though the next water was far colder. He spluttered under it and was shivering, all his skin rising in goosebumps, as he grabbed his towel and continued to the next room.

      Somewhere under the surface of his skin his magic stirred, blooming warmth from his extremities to his core. Terec bit his lip but he could not help the comfort he took from the heat. It was cooler up here, this far north; the wind had been blowing across the northern range and bore a dry chill in its wake.

      The next room was the hot spring proper. The door opened on what was a natural grotto. A wooden deck was built along one side, overhanging the rough rock; a ladder let down into the water. The far side was a rocky cliff, the stone a dully gleaming dark grey, set off by ferns and small brilliant-green cushions of moss growing in the cracks and crevasses.

      Terec put his towel on the bench that ran along the back of the decking, and tentatively lowered himself into the water.

      It was warm: as warm as his own body, shockingly hot after the cool air, the cold water. Terec stepped unexpectedly off the bottom of the ladder and found himself falling entirely into the water. He spluttered up, tasting a kind of rotten-egg minerality to the water. It was not foul, but he grimaced, wiped his face with a wet hand, and swam over to what turned out to both a hotter and shallower portion of the pool.

      There were smooth stones under the surface, which formed a kind of seat. After some experimentation Terec found he was able to sit on one stone, submerged to just above his shoulders, his back against the stone, his head and neck supported by a water-smoothed rock.

      By degrees the ripples and waves made by his motions settled, and then—it was quiet.

      Terec felt himself relax little by little, as if muscle by muscle he had to let go of the tensions and fears of the journey north. He was here: in the north, the northernmost edge of the Empire, where the very border itself was visible as a curtain of magic in the sky.

      The Pax was thin here. All the way down that last slope into the valley were Tukong lay he could feel the weight of it lessening. Now, here, his breath coming slow and steady, the water exactly as warm as he most liked it—so much hotter than anyone else did, his siblings had always been aghast at how hot he wanted the bathwater, insisting he wait so as not to burn himself—Terec felt some inner tension release.

      He let the stone take the weight of his head. The sky overhead was a pale grey, and as he looked a fine rain started to fall. He closed his eyes. There was something magical about the cool rain on his face, the soft pattering sound of it on the surface of the pool, and the warm embrace of the water.

      He had always come closest to being able to touch his magic in a truly hot bath. There was something in the security afforded by the water surrounding him, the heat penetrating from the outside to match the heat inside, that let him relax whatever inner muscle he usually kept clenched tight.

      Here he was so far from the centre of Astandalas, and there was water all around. Water in the air, water in the pool, and steady stone at his back, far less flammable than any enamelled bath.

      Terec hesitated, but what had he come north for, if not for this?

      He sank a little lower, so his ears were just above the surface. His nose had adjusted now, and he no longer noticed the sulphurous odour.

      His attention turned inward. The fire was close to the surface. As soon as he let his control lapse it surged, strong as a fire worked by the bellows.

      Terec suppressed the instinctive panic that surged in its wake. He was safe here, he chanted to himself. Everyone else was safe, too. There was so much water around him—

      And his magic reached the edge of his skin, sparkled forth—he could feel it, fire running for a moment along his skin, his fingers, before the water doused it—before the fire in the water answered.

      His magic retreated just below his skin as a foreign magic reached out and touched him curiously.

      Terec could feel it, as easily as he had felt the Pax fall over him, but this was no net, no chains of binding and control, but an alien … mind?

      The water heated still hotter around him, a current almost too hot even for him.

      Almost, almost, but not quite.

      He opened his eyes when the heat nudged against his hands, his fingers curling automatically around something, as if a dog had thrust its head into his grasp.

      There was a … lizard?

      A nursery tale came to his mind, swimming through the fog of his memory as this creature swam through the water, all fire twisting in the water.

      It was a foot long or more, all tale and paddling feet, long and sinuous, burning clearly under the water, its shape outlined by its own light.

      Not a lizard, no. A salamander.

      Salamander: the elemental spirit of fire.

      Terec had always thought it a bit strange that an animal that in its ordinary, unmagical form was an amphibian, dwelling in the damp and the moist, even the wet for part of its lifespan—he and Conju had searched for tadpoles and efts and all their ilk in their boyhoods—would be the sign and alchemical symbol of fire.

      But this was a salamander, the colour of red coals, its eyes a brighter, leaping gold, swimming easily through the water of the hot springs.

      Terec’s magic reached out to greet the elemental, and Terec himself reached out his hand, running it down the salamander’s back, scratching the side its head when it coiled and arched itself against his touch.

      For the first time he could ever remember, his magic was content.

      He bent his head and wept, grateful for the rain washing down his face though there was only the salamander to see, and its steam rose up around him in a soft, silent comfort.
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      The Border guards were talking about a new rotation coming up to replace them.

      Terec listened to them gossiping in the shops and bathhouse and taverns, with which Tukong was more than amply supplied. They never really talked to him, but they also didn’t stop talking when he came by.

      “I’m going home to my wife,” one soldier said to her friend as they sorted through a box of used books at the general store. Terec had been sent from the bathhouse for more soap and a bundle of rags, and was leaning up against the counter waiting while the storekeeper found the soap. He had persuaded a few of the shop-owners to pay him a pittance or a trade for running errands for them, which they did with a pity he could barely stomach.

      “Lucky you,” the second soldier replied. “I’m off to my grandfather’s. Someone needs to be the old reprobate’s comfort in his old age, and I got picked.”

      “You’re selling out?”

      The second soldier snorted. “Been bought out, more like. My family—”

      The shopkeeper came back then with the soap, and Terec was forced to leave off his eavesdropping.

      Oh, how he wished he could go home—

      “Expecting letters from the South?” the bathhouse owner said as she went over the order.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “You look like you’re waiting for the next blow to fall.”

      Terec tried to rearrange his expression into a glower. The bathhouse owner laughed and patted him on the shoulder.

      “Don’t fret so, lad. A new rotation of border guards is always exciting. They bring all the news and are always so nicely turned out. Very sharp. And they get lonely quickly, you know? Homesick.”

      Terec mumbled a response, accepted his payment in the form of a chit to use the baths, and walked slowly on to the tavern where he spent the evenings. He had a room upstairs in exchange for running errands and cleaning up the taproom in the mornings.

      It was … it was something.

      He had been starting to think this would be his life: an unskilled, undemanding, unrespectable job running errands during the day, long desolate evenings in the tavern nursing a cup or two of wine so he didn’t end up drunk and set everything on fire.

      After a fortnight in Tukong, he had learned that that was all there was.

      He went to the bathhouse as often as he could, but the salamander had never returned no matter how much he tried to call it with his magic.

      He nodded at the barman, who nodded back and slid over a plate of stew, a loaf of bread, and a cup of wine. Terec took his supper over to his table, the one in the corner near the back door. It was draughty and consequently unpopular.

      He regarded the room. He already knew most of the people there by sight, could place most of them by type at least: those two were trappers, that one a gold hunter, that one was the stablehand at the hotel, this one …

      This was his life, Terec thought dismally. He would be a fixture at the Star Tavern, one of the innumerable taciturn, grim, unsuccessful runaways from the South.

      He drank a second cup that evening, and then a third, the wine rough and resinous, catching at the back of his throat and waking the heat in his veins.

      The stablehand had been flirting with him, and tonight Terec was drunk enough to respond. When he went out the back door to relieve himself, some time much later in the night than he usually stayed up, the stablehand followed.

      They pressed up against the splintery wood of the tavern, the night falling down in slow tumbles around them. Terec pressed himself into the stablehand, hips grinding, the other man’s hands in his hair, his face ghostly in the dim night.

      His kisses with Conju had always been so sweet and gentle, Conju so lithe and soft under him—

      No. Terec pushed harder, tasting wine on his lips, wine and ashes.

      They broke apart, gasping. The stablehand was laughing. “I knew you’d be good. Like it a little rough, do you?” he purred, brushing his hand down Terec’s chest. The linen tunic was one of his few items of clothing remaining from his old life; it had been his favourite for years, and was soft and gently frayed at the edges. He'd had to replace his trews with buckskin breeches after a night's bad dream had singed them irreparably.

      “Find it a little exciting, do you, where anyone might … happen on us?”

      Terec’s mind was whirling. He had had so much wine—and he could still taste ashes—and the light was strange, all green and ominous.

      The stablehand reached into his vest and pulled out a packet of something. He opened it, and the rich, woodsy scent of tobacco filled the space between them.

      Terec watched silently as the stablehand rolled a thin cigarette. He’d seen people smoking—it was a bit of a fad amongst the lower classes in Forgellenburg—but no one in Terec’s circles did.

      The stablehand misunderstood Terec’s stare, and after chuckling passed him the cigarette before making another for himself. Then he said, eyebrows absurdly suggestive, “Got a light?”

      Terec could feel the magic stirring, flaring, fighting to come into the air. He pinched the cigarette in his fingers and shook his head. The stablehand found a striker in his pocket and used it to light his.

      It crashed on him that this was his life now, that this was, these were, his circles. That he was not slumming it behind the back door of a tavern, stealing kisses and smokes from a stablehand for a lark. This was who he was now.

      “Sorry,” he said, in that moment meaning it. The smoke from the cigarette was bitter, harsh, ashy. It had been those ashes he’d been tasting, not only his own. “Sorry.”

      The stablehand’s dark eyes were unfathomable in the dim light. “One of those, are you?” he asked in resignation.

      “One of what?” Terec mumbled. His mind was whirling, thought refusing to take shape. What was he supposed to do now?

      The stablehand took a long, deep drag of his cigarette. The end glowed scarlet. “Some people can’t handle it when the Wild comes over. Gets in their blood. Calls them.”

      “The Wild?”

      The stablehand sighed, the sound half-pitying, half-mocking. He gestured airily with his hand. “Turn around.”

      Terec turned around.

      The alley was fairly wide, and dark; there were no mage-lights here, not after midnight. The shadows were impenetrable, layers of grey and that strange ghostly green.

      “Look up,” the stablehand said softly, his voice rasping.

      Terec looked up.

      The silvery curtain of the Border was usually visible at night as a kind of haze to the north, like a mist about to form, about to fade. Tonight it was spangled with bright silver fireworks, like trout rising on a river, the rain falling: circles upon circles forming, fading, wavering. He could not see the mountains: just dark shapes below the struck Border.

      “What is it?” he whispered. “Is someone attacking?”

      “The Wild,” the stablehand said. “You’re not looking up.”

      Terec lifted his gaze up from the Border to the narrow inlet of sky visible between the tavern and the back of the buildings opposite.

      There were no familiar constellations tonight. There was instead a ripple in the sky, green washed with silvery-white. It was moving, undulating, streaks lancing out, stars bursting, as if the sky was tumbling closer and closer, breaking itself against the Border like an army against a wall.

      Terec moved away from the wall of the tavern, tilting his head back so he could take in the sight. It was deathly silent.

      “Why is it so quiet?” he muttered. “There should be—there should be—” His voice faltered. His magic was rumbling, sparking, his veins were coming alive with it. He shuddered as something struck the Border and the whole curtain lit up with a flare.

      “It is the Wild,” the stablehand said.

      Terec stepped forward, his feet hesitant, his eyes uplifted. It was too silent: the whole town seemed to be holding its breath, hiding its head against the assault. The light was green, silver, cool as all those pastels Terec had once surrounded himself with. The colours of ice, part of him said. Ice that was fire, another part of him said.

      This, said his magic.

      “Be careful,” the stablehand said, but his warning was desultory, his voice resigned. I have already lost you, his tone said.

      I was never yours, something in Terec said. I was Conju’s, but I cannot be his now.

      “Or what?” Terec said, his voice distant, cool, his back to the stablehand, to the empire, to Conju.

      “No one comes back if they follow the Wild.”

      “I was never coming back,” Terec whispered.

      This, said his magic, the fire in his blood, his hands, his mind. This.

      Terec teetered for a moment, as if he could still turn back, as if he had not already made this decision with every step taken northwards, as if he could still choose.

      The sky rippled as if something had splashed into it in the far distance, far behind the Border. Terec tensed, waiting for the sound, for some titanic, terrific crash: but there was just the silent undulations, green-silver-fading even as he watched into green-red-red--

      “No,” he cried, “wait for me!”

      “Don’t be a fool, man!” the stablehand cried, starting forward suddenly to grab him by the shoulder, as if to hold him back, but though Terec had had no intention of running—the motion made him start, and tumble, his magic roaring into his mind and obliterating everything akin to thought.

      Go, said his magic, turning away from the stablehand towards the fading sky. Go.

      Terec’s magic went, and he perforce followed.
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      He had stood at the northern edge of town several times, peering up the road to the Border fort. It was not far out of town: a handful of miles, he’d been told. The road was wide enough for a chariot or a company of soldiers marching in rank and file.

      That night, under the strange rippling sky fading away like a sigh, the splashes and strikes on the Border like raindrops in a sudden shower, Terec thought he was dreaming.

      He ran away from the town, from the hot hands and unfathomable eyes of the stablehand, from all those people whose names he had not learned. The road to the Border fort was still the highway, great slabs of stone laid in beds of gravel woven through with iron chains and magic.

      The Pax was coming up from the south. Terec felt it, the fizz in the sky before dawn. He turned his head away from it, his eyes streaming with tears, blurring the world.

      Green sky, pale road, black shadows on either side of him. The road wound up into the hills, the infamous Northern Range. They were lower mountains than they seemed in the songs and stories. Hills, really, thickly forested, hiding the world beyond.

      His feet pounded the stones, his boots too loud, too foreign. He ran from them, too.

      This, said his magic, and this, go, go, go …

      The sky was still fading when he reached the Border.

      He slowed, his breath laboured, his heart pounding sickly in his frame. The Border fort consisted of two square towers facing each other across the road. Soldiers stood on guard, on each door, on each battlement.

      Terec could feel their boredom, their yawning disinterest. There was magic here, thick and stolid, the intricate, steady, sturdy magic of Astandalas. Here the road ended: here the Empire ended: here civilization ended.

      Here the world ended, the empire’s magic whispered to him, brushing over him.

      He could feel its promises, its lures, its gifts: stability, order, peace, prosperity, a certain sort of life.

      He had always only ever wanted that, until the Wild woke in him when he looked upon the Emperor of Astandalas on his throne, the very heart and centre of it all, of all the magic and all the order and all the power, and the fire in his blood woke and destroyed all chance of it.

      The Border guards watched him as he stumbled and slowed, hesitating at the Border itself.

      The silver curtain was here a ghostly cobweb of a thing. On the other side was a—pass, was it, cutting between the conifers to—whatever lay on the other side.

      Astandalas ended on its northern border with nothing more than a line marked on the ground by the last slab of stone forming the highway. On its other side was an expanse of gravel, crushed stone gleaming palely in the lights from the forts. There were dark shapes, the ends of the chains of spells that led back to Astandalas, that laid the Pax over the lands the Emperor claimed.

      The Border guards watched him. Terec could feel their eyes, their incurious stares. They did not challenge him. It was a night in which the Wild was calling its people home, and no one who belonged to Astandalas truly cared if the wild, disruptive elements crossed its Borders and disappeared into the nothingness that lay beyond.

      Terec had always felt there was more than enough inside the Empire to hold him. He had never even questioned what lay outside any of the Borders. There were people some places; news of conquests came back to them, sudden markets of new goods, new magics, new stories. Not so long ago there had been an influx of new plants from somewhere.

      He supposed it didn’t matter that he couldn’t remember very clearly.

      The sky was fading, turning towards the day. The green and silver light was here overwhelmed by the mage-lights illuminating the Border, the magic knotted and anchored here to hold the magic in.

      The Pax was coming behind him, as minor lord and major performed their dawn rituals of fealty, binding themselves and those under their rule ever more firmly into the magic cradling them.

      Up here, at the very edge of it all, Terec thought he would feel very small. He tilted his head back, his toes at the very edge of the last slab of pavement. Up above him the sky rippled, and one last flash of green and silver expanded overhead.

      Here, at the very edge of the Border, Terec could feel the Wild magic.

      Come, it whispered in a thin voice that held no words, no promises, only the faintest of possibilities.

      Go, said his own magic, the fire burning in his veins.

      The Border guards shifted, unconcerned. They were nearing the end of three years on this rotation; they had seen plenty of fools caught by the Wild, teetering on the edge.

      Nothing changed, but Terec’s balance shifted.

      He took a step forward, stumbled onto the gravel, nearly tripped on the chains, and as he caught himself he tumbled through the silver curtain and was suddenly no longer in the Empire.
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      On the other side, the sky had not faded.

      Terec walked in mist and shadows. There were trees around him, he guessed vaguely: dark shapes looming on either side of the trail.

      There was a trail: on occasion people crossed the Border with the intention of returning. Hunters, mostly, seeking the fantastic game on the other side.

      A party going for ivory had gone through the day after Terec had arrived in Tukong. They’d been heavily accoutred: packhorses laden with gear and supplies, spears and swords and bows, amulets of protection and sturdy outerwear of boiled leather and oiled canvas.

      Terec had loitered around their staging area. They’d clearly been preparing for some time, by the supplies they’d laid in. They were going for a full month, he’d heard. He’d asked if he might join them, thinking that hunting was not so ill a vocation, all told, and at least he wouldn’t be alone at first, on the other side.

      The leader—all the others called her The Boss—looked hard at him. “Got any skills?” she’d asked.

      “Not really,” he admitted. “I’m a good rider.”

      “Accent like that, I’d expect it,” she muttered. “Do any hunting?”

      “A little.” His tone made it clear how little he’d relished it.

      The Boss rolled her eyes. “Have you any gear?”

      “A little.”

      “Ready for the winter?”

      He’d stared at her. “It’s not even midsummer.”

      She rolled her eyes again. “How long have you been up here?”

      He’d known, then, how ignorant he was. “Arrived yesterday.”

      She’d looked at him with a kind of sympathy, a kind of pity. “Look, kid, I don’t take suicides.”

      He’d spluttered out a protest. “I’m not—not—”

      “You go Out without any preparation, it’s suicide,” she said flatly. “It’s different out there. If you’re still up here, and you still want to go Out when we come back, I’ll hire you as a dogsbody. Anyone can do that work.”

      That had given him the idea to go to the tavern and the general store and the other merchants, swallowing his pride and asking for work in exchange for their goods.

      And for a fortnight he had thought perhaps he could handle it.

      The mist was ambiguous. There were boulders scattered about the space, the trees growing up amongst and over them. The shadows were strange, green and charcoal; the rocks glittered white, the trees were all black, the wind soughing in them, the trembling aspens chattering wildly.

      The Wild, Terec thought, as the trail led him to the edge of some sort of hill. He paused, for he had to pause before he fell.

      This side of the Border, the sky was dancing. Green and red, silver and even gold: moving rainbows cast up out of the north, streaking across the sky.

      The air was cold, pure, thin. Terec wasn’t cold. He was never cold. He stood with his arms wrapped around himself, hugging himself, pressing comfort, familiarity, humanity into himself, his eyes straining at the sky.

      The magic cried out, exultant and free.

      Terec hesitated there at the edge. For a moment he almost turned back to see what the curtain looked like, the Border looked like, the Empire looked like from the outside.

      But then he saw the lights in the sky dart back, ripple and fade, and in the east he was sure the sky was lightening, the false dawn before the sun rose.

      His magic uttered a silent, crooning, cry.

      Something answered it: a star fell, streaking in a thunderbolt, orange and red as the fire inside his blood.

      Something in him said, There!

      Terec ran after the falling star, heedless of all else.

      He was not conscious of falling, though he fell often. He stumbled and tripped, scraped his knees and his palms and his sides on sticks and stones, gravel and roots. He ran downhill through the darkness, into a darkness unleavened by any light save the reflected brilliance of the heavens on the multitudes of pools and streams on the plain before him.

      He ran after the star, which fell as swiftly as a lightning bolt, and yet his feet were fast enough that he was sure he could mark its fall, could follow the brilliant wake of light cutting through the darkness. The mist boomed with its passage. The air rang with it.

      Terec ran, his feet sinking into squelching moss, the earth under his feet trembling and bouncing with his motion. He stumbled over tussocks, the water cold as he splashed through the rivulets that seemed to be everywhere. He couldn’t smell the land: all he could smell was ashes and something crackling like fire, as if the very air was burning.

      The air was cold, catching in his lungs, as the magic caught in his eyes, his ears, streamed down the wind and wrapped itself around his hands in great half-seen streamers of colour. Terec shook from the magic, all this air and water that was not his, not his the way the sky-lights were his, not his the way the falling star was calling him.

      The star fell at an angle, orange blazing into gold. Terec ran after it, his heart burning, his eyes streaming with tears, the magic guiding his feet, propelling his limbs, refusing to let him falter and fall and fail.

      Terec thought nothing of that. There was nothing in his mind but the need to run and the star gathering all the sky-fire into itself and no longer rushing in its descent, but floating, drifting, dancing, dropping.

      He stopped at the edge of a lake that was all sedge and marsh-grass at its edge. Behind him, he felt the Pax unfurl with the sunrise, rise up, crest—strike the Border, and subside, its work done.

      For the first time in his life, Terec was unbound.

      He held up a trembling hand. The star landed in his palm as if directed.

      Yes, said his magic, exulting, and Terec swayed as it unfurled fully for the first time in his life. For a moment it hovered there in his veins, every last of his nerves blazing with sensation; and he felt a kind of offer.

      An exchange, but of what for what—

      Freedom whispered the magic.

      Terec did not know what it meant, but as the fallen star lay gleaming gently on his hand—no blazing fire, no starlight kindling power, nothing but a swiftly-cooling coal—he looked behind him, at the distant, invisible dimness where the Pax had left him behind.

      He had run away after the Wild with nothing but the clothes on his back and the magic in his blood.

      He felt odd. Naked. Alone for the first time in his life, with the land empty to the horizon of people, yet full of magic. It simmered in his blood, tingling in his fingertips, his toes, his tongue.

      The Wild shimmered in the sky, an iridescence in the blue, like the flash on a duck's wing as it took flight.

      Freedom, whispered the magic, in a soft, fading sigh, even as the sun lifted from the horizon, brighter than it had ever been the other side of the Border.

      Terec bowed his head.

      “Freedom,” he agreed, and for the first time willingly let the magic overwhelm him.

      It tasted of honeyed snow and sunlight.
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      The guards did not stop anyone from leaving the Empire, but no one without the proper requirements was permitted back across the Border.

      After the shift changed at dawn, the captain on night duty noted that a young man had crossed the Border. As he bore no possessions and showed no paperwork, and it was a night in which the Wild had crossed over, it was accounted self-exile amounting to suicide, and logged accordingly.

      It was the last time anyone within the Empire of Astandalas ever saw Terec of Lund.
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      Terec and the Wild is the first of three stories about Terec of Lund.  The second, Terec and the Wall, will be available later in 2022.

      You can find out more about what happened to Terec’s dear friend Conju in The Hands of the Emperor.

      For further information about (and the opportunity to buy) my books, to join my mailing list, and to get in touch, please visit www.victoriagoddard.ca.
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