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      Bordran stared at the three men standing before him. It was rare for anyone to visit the small office that was only accessible through a hidden panel in the larger office he used for his daily affairs. By tradition, he should have greeted the visiting foreign dignitaries in the throne room, but he doubted they wanted that kind of attention. Their business demanded the utmost discretion. He knew what these men were, and it sent chills up his spine. He was glad to have a man at his back who might be able to protect him, one just as sinister as these three—except that his man was sworn to protect him by both training and mage oath.

      “No,” he said. “I cannot do what you ask of me.”

      “It is how it must be,” said the one called Jaiardun. “The Knight of Mikayal was quite clear.”

      “What do I care for the ramblings of a Knight of Mikayal?” said Bordran. “This is a kingdom of the Maker.”

      Jaiardun sighed with impatience, and Peider stepped forward. “The Maker is a manifestation of the three Gods. It was a tactic used by Coroleus to bring the people together at a time when they were fractured. The powers of Mikayal, Rheina, and Nihko, together, are your Maker.”

      Bordran ran a hand down his face. “I have no desire for a lesson in theology. My answer is the same.”

      Some silent exchange passed between Peider and Jaiardun. Bordran’s man—a man without a name—said, “We are perfectly capable of training him. Why would three SenGoka from distant kingdoms choose to become involved? You do not even worship Mikayal.”

      Jaiardun answered as if speaking to a child. “We are two SenGoka.” He nodded toward the third man, Berringish. “He is Sen.”

      “What is the difference?”

      “He is not Goka,” Jaiardun said matter-of-factly. Berringish’s lips tightened ever so slightly, and he stared at Bordran as though daring the king to underestimate him. Bordran opened his mouth to demand clarification, but Jaiardun continued. “Nihko is our patron goddess, but we worship the three Gods with equal reverence. It is common for those who do not understand to be hesitant about our people.”

      “Necromancers,” Bordran growled with distaste.

      “Some call us that,” replied Jaiardun, “but we do not raise corpses as many believe. We return souls that have not yet passed beyond the Gate to their vessels if they are viable.”

      “Vessels?”

      “A person’s body,” Peider clarified, “assuming it is still capable of hosting a soul. We worship the Goddess of Death, but ours is a service of life.”

      Berringish huffed and said, “It is imperative that you hand him over. If you know who we are, then you know that our training will be superior to anything you can provide.” He looked to the nameless man behind Bordran. “Even you cannot do what we do.”

      “We are aware of your oath,” said Jaiardun, recapturing Bordran’s attention. “You must send him for training.”

      “How do you know of that?” said Bordran, his blood rushing and his mind racing.

      “The Knight of Mikayal told us,” said Peider. “Send him with us, and he will be the greatest who ever lived.”

      “Or the most terrifying,” said the nameless man behind Bordran.

      Peider nodded. “Yes, that as well.”

      “I do not understand,” said Bordran. “Why him? Why not train Caydean? He is the heir. He should have the advantage.”

      The three men only stared at him. Bordran already knew the answer. The rumors were not untrue. Caydean, at only seven years old, was already a genuine terror, and he doubted anything these men did would remedy it. Bordran glanced back at the nameless man.

      The nameless one said, “What the SenGoka say is true. He must be trained. They cannot do it all themselves, but if they direct the strikers, he will be the most formidable that ever came out of that fortress.”

      Bordran hung his head. He did not hide his tears. They were a king’s prerogative. His oath was pushing him to accept the offer. He knew he would hate every breath he took thereafter. “Very well. If the queen is truly pregnant and the infant is a boy, as you say, then he will be sent to you—on one condition. One of you must stay to train Caydean. He is my heir. He is only a child. There is plenty of time. With the right guidance, he may yet become a king to make Ashai proud.”

      Peider and Jaiardun looked at each other again. Peider said, “That is acceptable. As this task was assigned to only two of us by the knight, the third will remain here.” Then they both looked at Berringish.

      Berringish shook his head. “No, I should be—”

      “It is not up for debate,” said Jaiardun.

      Berringish was obviously furious, but he said nothing more. The three men bowed, then turned and left the chamber. The nameless man put a hand on Bordran’s shoulder. Bordran said, “I wish to never speak of this heinous moment.”
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        * * *

      

      One year later …

      

      “Come, Urmela,” said Byrant.

      “Thank you,” Urmela replied as she took his hand. She wobbled a bit as she stepped from the carriage, her rounded belly making it difficult to bend through the small opening. “Oh,” she moaned. “He’s kicking again, and I think his foot is lodged between my ribs.”

      “I am sorry, dear. We will have a room shortly. Then you may lay down and rest. Perhaps we will wait an extra day or two before heading on to Benbrick.”

      “No,” she said, rubbing her belly. “I want him to be born in his new home, not in a strange inn.”

      Byrant glanced around for spies. He had felt no attempts to intrude on the sound ward he had erected around them, but still they might have been followed. He grabbed the satchel that he entrusted to no one, then helped his wife up the few steps and into the inn. As soon as they entered, they were inundated by the boisterous crowd that had gathered in the common room.

      “Why the celebration?” said a woman at the table nearest the counter where he and Urmela waited for the inn keeper.

      “It’s Prince Caydean’s birthday. He’s turning eight,” said the woman’s companion, a gruff man with more hair on his neck and face than on his head.

      The woman shook her head. “I hear he’s a monster. I feel for Prince Thresson. It’s a shame the third one died.”

      “It’s the royal family’s curse,” said the man. “The third one always dies. And you’d best not speak of the prince like that. They’ll throw you in the stocks if they don’t hang you for treason.”

      “Bah,” said the woman. “Everyone says it. They can’t fit ’em all in the stocks.”

      Her boisterous laughter was drowned out by the booming voice of the inn keeper as he approached the counter. “You must be Lord Seth,” he said. He nodded toward Urmela. “Greetings, Lady Seth. I’ve made sure you have the finest accommodations we can provide. It’s not a big town, and we don’t have much in the way of luxuries, but we do well enough.”

      “I would be glad if only to lay on a soft bed with an open window,” Urmela said.

      “Of course, my lady,” replied the inn keeper. “I reserved the corner room for you. It has two windows, so you’ll have a nice breeze.”

      Byrant helped Urmela up the stairs and down the corridor to the room farthest from the noisy common room. A couple of servants brought up their bags and trunks then hurried from the room without a word. It was a cozy place with a comfortable bed just as the inn keeper had promised. Once they were alone, Byrant checked the contents of the satchel again.

      “What are you doing, Byrant?” said his wife.

      “Nothing. I’m just making sure it has not incurred any damage.”

      “You have checked that bag every hour since we left Kaibain.”

      “I know,” he replied, examining the ceramic urn within the satchel. Its strange, harsh runes remained intact, none marred by cracks or chips. Tying the flap back over the opening of the satchel, he mumbled, “This is crucial. I have to make sure.”

      “What is it?” said Urmela.

      He looked at her. “It is something extremely important. We must keep it hidden. It must never fall into their hands.” His gaze fell to her rounded belly. “We must keep this world safe—for him.”

      “Of course, my love,” she said, reaching for him. “We will do all in our power to keep him safe and give him everything he needs.”
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      TWELVE YEARS LATER …

      “Wesson, stop it! You’re gonna be in so much trouble if you fall in!”

      The halfhearted admonishment held little weight since it was accompanied by a sweet giggle that sounded like bells to Wesson’s ears.

      “I told you, Diyah, I can do this. I am not going to fall.” He clamped his mouth shut just as his foot slipped off the slick, algae-covered rock into a pool, soaking his worn trousers to the knee. “At least, not much,” he added with a chuckle.

      Diyah stood on the tree-lined bank in her equally worn trousers and long, homespun tunic. A small lamb in pure white fleece stood with legs splayed beside her, dipping its head as it tried to figure out what the small, green hoppy thing in the mud was. A pink bow was tied to the rope around the lamb’s neck, the other end of which was held in Diyah’s firm grip. Wesson glanced over to see her cross her arms knowingly while he, her oldest friend, slipped and skidded across the slick river stones. Well, he wasn’t exactly her oldest friend, he thought to himself. He was only twelve like she was, but he had been her friend the longest.

      She said, “Just leave it. If you get grounded, you won’t be allowed to go on market day, and then I won’t be allowed to go, either!”

      “If I don’t get it, then you will be the one grounded, and I’m not going to market without you.” Wesson wheeled his arms in circles trying to keep his balance. “Besides, you’re not supposed to come back without a fish, and that big one might still be on the line.”

      “Crin can make another pole,” said Diyah. “Pa won’t ground me. Not really, anyway.” She sounded anxious as she added, “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “I’m fine,” Wesson called back, “and you’re always grounded, Diyah. We haven’t been to market in two weeks! I’m so bored. I need another book, and Yeyer said a mage is coming!”

      Diyah tossed her strawberry-blonde braid over her shoulder and wiped the sweat from her brow, leaving behind a muddy smudge. “Oh, whatever. You know no mages ever come to Benbrick. Nothing ever comes to Benbrick. Yeyer doesn’t know everything.”

      “Yeyer’s cousin’s friend’s dad is in charge of the stalls this week,” Wesson replied. “He said that Donalson Fregen said that a traveling merchant gave him a few coins to reserve a stall for a mage who was traveling from the east.”

      Diyah rolled her hazel eyes. “Of course he’s coming from the east. There’s nowhere else to come from.”

      “Unless you’re coming from the south … or the north,” Wesson remarked with a smirk as he lowered himself to his knees on a couple of wobbly stones and leaned precariously over the rushing water.

      Diyah said, “There’s nothing to the south but empty land, and only a crazy person would come from the north…at least that’s what Pa says.”

      He saw Diyah clench her fists as she anxiously watched his attempt to retrieve her older brother’s new fishing pole. “Well…” Wesson began, his voice strained as he stretched so that his fingers brushed the end of the pole. Luckily for them, the pole was caught between a couple of boulders, and it had not disappeared downstream after being yanked from their combined grip by the monstrous fish that had claimed their bait. “I guess a mage would have to be crazy to come to Benbrick,” he muttered just as the rock under his left knee tipped to the side.

      The cold water surged up his nose, burning his nostrils as he dove face first into the river. He flailed and shoved at the pebbly bottom attempting to right himself. Finally regaining his feet, he emerged from the shallow, frigid water—but not before inhaling some of the offensive liquid. He choked and coughed uncontrollably, much to the delight of his friend.

      Diyah held her sides as she laughed hysterically and pointed at him. “You should have seen yourself! I’ve never seen a more graceful dive.”

      Wesson shoved his soaked, caramel curls out of his face causing them to stick up awkwardly on one side, which sent Diyah into another round of giggles. He slapped the surface of the river then stalked through the waist-high water to wrench the fishing pole from where it was wedged in a crevice. He could feel the weight tugging at the other end as the pole came loose.

      “Look,” he said with a broad smile as he struggled to hold the squirming mass. “At least we got the fish!”

      

      Lugging between them the biggest fish they had ever caught, Wesson and Diyah trudged back toward the cottage where she lived with her mother, father, and brother. Diyah’s mother had a decent business washing laundry for the locals, and her older brother did odd jobs and errands for people around the town. It was not really a town, he thought. It was more like a village, but everyone liked to call it a town.

      Diyah’s father…well, Wesson didn’t really know what Diyah’s father did. He seemed to just sit around and drink ale. He didn’t get rowdy like some of the men when they drank. He mostly sat and stared. He didn’t yell, but he didn’t say much, either. The one and only time Wesson had asked about Diyah’s father, her mother had said the man had demons to banish…whatever that meant. He certainly didn’t look like a demon hunter, but then again, Wesson had never actually seen a demon hunter. Wesson had suspected for some time that the man was cracked in the head, but he never voiced that thought.

      The two accomplished fisherfolk plunked the water beast down on the bench beside the well pump in the yard. Diyah blessed Wesson with a bright smile and said, “Thanks, Wess. Pa will be so pleased with our catch!”

      Wesson nodded and said, “Yeah, sure. You’re welcome, Diyah.” He didn’t think Diyah’s father would be pleased with anything. The man only ever seemed to notice when something was wrong. “I need to get home and change before Mother notices the mess.”

      “Hey, if you bring your clothes back, I can help ma clean ’em so you won’t get in trouble.”

      Wesson shrugged as he kicked a pebble with his soggy boot. It would probably be days before the leather dried, and he hoped it didn’t shrink too much. He made a mental note to stuff rocks in his boots that night to prevent such a tragedy.

      “I’ll try. I don’t know if I’ll be able to get back out, especially if she catches me. She’s been in a mood lately.”

      Diyah squeezed Wesson’s hand, smiling at him as she said, “I’ll meet you tomorrow on the road. We’ll go to market and find a great new book. Then you can read to me by the standing stone.”

      Wesson smiled and nodded. He enjoyed spending time with Diyah by the standing stone. It didn’t matter what book he chose, Diyah would sit with him and watch the clouds or weave jewelry and trinkets from grass while he read aloud. He knew she paid attention because every so often she would ask what a word meant or for him to explain something. Sometimes he even knew the answer, and it made him feel good that he could satisfy her curiosity. He had taught Diyah to read, since her parents had never learned and there was no school in the village. She rarely read on her own, though. When he offered her a turn, she would smile and say she didn’t need to read because she had him to do it for her. Wesson was really glad he could read.

      When he was a few yards down the dirt path that led to his home, Wesson turned back to watch as Diyah showed her mother the massive catch. Ma Laney had a quiet, temperate disposition, and she smiled often, although it always looked a little sad to Wesson. She wore that sad smile now as she congratulated Diyah. Then she started cleaning the fish. Beside her, Diyah crouched with her fingers stuck deep in Lady Belle’s wool as she cuddled the playful little lamb.

      Wesson grinned to himself as he recalled the day two weeks before when Diyah had come running to his back door with the lamb in tow. The girl had been so excited her smile could have lit the night.

      “Look, Wess! I got a pet! You know I’ve been begging Ma for a pet for like…forever! Ma said I could keep her, and she’s all mine. We won’t eat her or nothin’! When she’s bigger, Ma said we’ll shear the wool, but it won’t hurt her. Ma even said she’ll make me a dress out of it! Oh, maybe she’ll make it red! I’ve always wanted a red dress!”

      Wesson hoped Diyah’s mother made the dress red. The girl had gone on about Arteya Renn’s red ribbons for weeks. Truth be told, Wesson thought Diyah would look really pretty in a red dress. Blushing at the mere thought, he added another mental note to gather as many brushberries as he could find. Everyone knew the most brilliant red dye came from brushberries. It would be some time before the lamb was ready to shear, but brushberries weren’t common around those parts. He thought they would need a lot of brushberries to dye a whole dress.

      He trudged along the path, wincing with each squelch of his boots. Even if he did manage to change his clothes without his mother noticing, she would certainly hear the squeaky squishes and see the evidence of his passing. His soles had already gathered enough mud to fill a bowl. He smiled at the thought. Perhaps he would scrape it off and use it to make a clay figure for Diyah. He would tell her it was proof of his unending friendship. Wesson’s face heated again. He would never admit to Diyah how he felt, but he thought maybe she felt the same. Some day…no, he cut off that embarrassing thought before it could fully form.

      The town of Benbrick was surrounded mostly by empty plains, but a forest grew along the banks of the river. At least, the villagers liked to call it a forest. It wasn’t anything like the massive expanses of dense greenery he had read about in his books. The writers claimed real forests could go on and on for days or even weeks with no open land in sight. The trees were huge, sometimes so big that five or six men could wrap their arms around the trunks and still barely touch each other’s fingers. It was said that the trees grew taller than ten houses stacked atop each other. Wesson had a hard time imagining a tree so big. He could enter the Benbrick forest, cross the river, and come out the other side in less than twenty minutes, and he had never seen a tree taller than two or three men.

      His home came into view through the sparse trees, and as the gate squealed open beneath his fingers, he reminded himself of the mental notes he had made three or four times to grease the hinges. The household no longer had a groundskeeper to see to the maintenance and repairs. He didn’t know why his mother had let Master Hurley go, but she had told Wesson that he would have to start helping out more with the men’s work. Diyah’s mother came by once or twice a week to help with the household chores and laundry, and they still had Cook, but otherwise it was just he and his mother.

      The main house stood in the center of the property, and several smaller outbuildings circled the rear yard by the vegetable patch and livestock pens. The home’s façade was made of yellow stone mined from the local quarry, which was responsible for the livelihoods of the majority of the townsfolk. A patio wrapped around the front and down both sides of the two-story structure, and windows of the clearest glass reflected the sun’s afternoon rays. Wesson had read that eastern yards were usually lined with towering shade trees and decorated with fancy gardens and topiaries, but such luxurious landscaping was not possible in the plains. His mother had a small garden of wildflowers and fragrant herbs. Wesson thought it was probably the nicest garden in existence, if only because the aroma made him think of home.

      He headed toward the back of the house to enter through the kitchen, but the sway of the curtains in the sitting room window told him he had already been caught. He sighed heavily and prepared for the berating he was sure to receive. He remembered to remove his muddy boots, then shook his still-damp clothes loose as best he could before stepping onto the cool stone of the kitchen floor. He padded through the dining room and into the study that led to the sitting room.

      Lady Urmela, his loving mother, sat in the window seat staring pensively across the lawn that had grown a bit too long and was in need of shearing. With Master Hurley gone, Wesson wondered if he might be expected to learn to do the chore. He doubted his mother would permit it, since it was not suitable for the lord of the manor to be seen doing such menial labor; but things had been different lately.

      “Good afternoon, Mother,” Wesson said with a courteous bow as he stood in the entryway.

      She did not respond immediately, apparently too absorbed with her own concerns. Finally, she turned worried, grey eyes on him, her wayward son. She smiled softly, without a harsh word or sign of silent rebuke. Wesson’s concerns mounted with his mother’s unusual behavior. She was always trying to turn him into a proper noble, and he was always running off to find some adventure or mischief.

      “Wesson, my dear. Please, come sit,” she said, motioning to the chair at her side. She removed the pillow before he sat his soggy bottom upon the seat. His feet still could not rest flat on the floor. At twelve years old, he was far shorter than most of the other children his age. Even Diyah was a few inches taller than he, and he hoped he would have a growth spurt soon. Already people mistook him for a girl half the time, and his short stature didn’t help.

      “Is everything well, Mother?”

      Lady Urmela was a bit older than the mothers of his peers. Hers was a true love story filled with tragedy. She had waited longer than was typical for a woman of her station to wed, but she knew for whom she waited and would have no other. Both his mother and father had come from minor houses; and his father, being the second son, did not stand to inherit. Eager for a regular income and a chance to raise the respectability of his own house, Wesson’s father had purchased an officer’s commission in the army. His parents had waited to wed until his father returned from a year of training, but his mother still had not conceived when Second Lieutenant Seth received orders to report to the Southern Peninsula. Four years later, Seth returned as a captain; and a year after that, his parents were blessed with a baby boy. The happy family had eight good years before Wesson’s father died tragically in an accident at the quarry.

      Wesson’s mother took his hand in her own, which he thought to be too thin and cold. He gripped her cool fingers as though he could warm them by will alone.

      Without preamble, she dispassionately stated, “Wesson, the house is not doing well. I am afraid we may not have a house for much longer.”

      “What?” Wesson blurted. “But, we are House Seth. We will always be House Seth.”

      His heart began racing as his mind struggled to catch up.

      Urmela sighed and tossed an errant caramel lock from her face. “I am sorry, Wesson. The Council of Nobles placed our house under review. Our finances have fallen below acceptable limits. I received notice several months ago that if we could not increase our wealth or holdings by the end of the year, our house would be dissolved.”

      “But, I don’t understand…” Wesson began but stopped at the reproving look from his mother. “I apologize, Mother,” he said before starting over. His mother insisted a lord speak properly or not at all. “I do not understand, Mother. Why did you not tell me sooner?”

      He didn’t understand the rules and politics, and he didn’t know much about the Council of Nobles, but he knew the house was important. It had been important to his father. All his parents’ sacrifices had been for the purpose of building a respectable house. It was Wesson’s to inherit and his father’s legacy.

      His mother squeezed his hand again then looked around the room. This one was her favorite, and Wesson thought it reflected her personality. It was open but filled with lovely things. Warm, sunny yellow and cool, sky blue adorned rich maple carved in liquid curves and smooth lines. On the mantel sat small pots, baskets, and paintings Wesson had created over the years. Many of his mother’s peers would have scorned the display, but Urmela was a proud and doting mother.

      “I did not want to concern you, Wesson,” his mother finally replied. “You could have done nothing to prevent it. You are young yet, and it is still my responsibility to conduct house business. It is for this reason I have agreed to marry.”

      “Wait, you are going to marry?” he shouted. “Who are you going to marry? What about Father?”

      Urmela looked at Wesson with sad eyes. “It has been nearly four years, Wesson. I will always love your father, and I was fortunate to have had that much. Not everyone can say the same. As for the who, I have been in negotiations with Lord Grayth Prisitus from Vogn in the Southern Peninsula. He is a widower with two grown daughters of marrying age. Lord Grayth was the third son and holds no property of his own; however, he has built a modest but respectable wealth from the trade of textiles.”

      “Do you love him?” Wesson asked, his immediate thoughts only for her happiness.

      His mother smiled and gripped his hand again. “No, dear. I have never met the man. Baron Argol has been handling the negotiations on our behalf.”

      “That was nice of him, I guess,” Wesson muttered as he anxiously tugged at his soggy curls.

      “Perhaps, but you should not believe his assistance due to any sense of altruism. It would reflect poorly on the baron for a house in his barony to be dissolved, especially under these circumstances. The Council of Nobles is not known for being understanding or sympathetic, but high society frowns on the rejection of a widowed lady and an underage son, even in the lowest houses.” She sighed and rose from her chair to admire the collection on the mantel. “The baron has been pressing me to wed for some time now. I put it off for too long. I could not bear to think of anyone in your father’s place.”

      Wesson lowered his gaze to stare at his bare feet. He didn’t care to think of another man in his father’s place either, but he wanted his mother to be happy.

      “What does this mean for us? Are we moving to the Southern Peninsula?”

      Turning back, Urmela replied, “No, Son. Lord Grayth is turning over the management of his holdings in the Southern Peninsula to his eldest daughter’s betrothed once they are wed. I understand he has been grooming the young man for some time. The baron has agreed to allow Lord Grayth to expand his enterprise here in Argol. Lord Grayth and his youngest daughter, who does not yet have a suitor, will be moving here. They will arrive next week.”

      “What about House Seth?”

      His mother and father had always impressed upon him the importance of his house and his responsibility to see that it remain successful when he one day became lord.

      Urmela tilted her head and looked away. “The merger of the two houses will see that we retain our status. The Council of Nobles will be satisfied for you to retain your title until you are able to establish your own house. I am afraid, however, that whatever wealth we have left will be absorbed by House Grayth. Baron Argol has, at least, ensured the property here in Benbrick will remain with House Seth, and you may claim it when you have acquired sufficient funds.”

      “But how am I supposed to get funding? If all of the money goes to Lord Grayth when you marry, I will have nothing.” At twelve years old, Wesson did not know much about business, but he did know you needed money to start one.

      His mother looked at him sadly. “Such is the conundrum, Wesson. I am afraid you will be forced to find your own way in the world. I do not know Lord Grayth, and I do not know if he is a charitable man. He has no sons of his own. He may, perhaps, claim you as his heir. You should not place your hopes in such flights of fancy, however.” With little enthusiasm, she said, “He may seek to get an heir of his own. I am not yet beyond my years.”

      Wesson didn’t know what to say. He had never thought about what he would do when he became head of his house. He had assumed he would take over his family’s business, but he had no idea what that actually was. It seemed there was nothing to take over, and now he would grow up to have nothing as well.

      Seating herself across from Wesson once again, Urmela took his hands in her own. “Wesson, you are a bright boy. I have no doubt you will be successful in your endeavors. Your father was such a man, and he made us a good home and a respectable house.” She placed her cool hand on his heated face and said, “He died too soon, my love. He would not wish for you to despair.”

      “I could be a soldier like father,” Wesson suggested half-heartedly.

      He didn’t care for fighting and weapons like so many of the boys his age, although he admitted to himself that much of that sentiment was because he always lost to their superior size and strength.

      Smiling fondly, Urmela said, “Perhaps you will, but if you do, you will be a learned soldier. Go now and clean yourself. You still must practice your numbers, and do not forget that you have an essay to write on the inconsistencies between the Proceedings of the Bordonte Practicum and the Gervais Attunement Principle.”

      Wesson groaned and slid from his seat. He tugged at his twisted, wet pants that were stuck to his bottom, his attempts at discretion failing miserably. His embarrassment was relieved when he caught the slight smile his mother allowed at his predicament. He bowed courteously and was turning to go when his mother stopped him with a light brush of her hand on his arm.

      “Here,” she said, handing him a small purse.

      “What is this?” Wesson said.

      “For the market tomorrow.”

      Wesson shook his head and made to return the purse. “Mother, we do not have the money.”

      His mother stroked the damp curls that framed his face. “Do not be silly, dear. We can afford a few treats and even a book or two, so long as they are priced reasonably. Enjoy the day tomorrow with Diyah and leave matters of finance to me for now. You will have plenty of years to worry about them in the future.”

      Wesson smiled and thanked his mother, but his guilt over taking the coin was not alleviated. He knew she was trying to make him feel better. When the first step creaked beneath his weight, he suddenly realized why his mother had let Master Hurley go. He reprimanded himself for not realizing it sooner. How long had his mother been fretting over the state of the house? Long enough that the property had nearly fallen into disrepair. All that time, she had been agonizing alone when he should have been there for support and to help her resolve the problems. While she had managed to find a solution, Wesson was not certain it was an acceptable one. He didn’t like the idea of his mother bound to a man she didn’t know. What if she hated Lord Grayth? What if he hurt her? Wesson would never stand for anyone hurting his mother, whether he be lord or king.

      Wesson was about to ascend the stairs when Cook stopped him with a knowing look. She handed him a pail of steaming water, for which he was ever so grateful. Lugging the water with both hands, he trudged up the stairs, deeply immersed in heavy thoughts. Tepid water already filled the laundry tub that sat in the center of his room. He sloughed his soggy clothes, dumped the contents of his pail into the basin, then stepped into water that was barely deep enough to cover his bum. Wesson might have been embarrassed that he could still fit within the tub’s confines if he had not been so miserable. It was not his cold, clammy skin or the river muck trapped in his creases and unmentionable places that had him so out of sorts. Concern for his mother and an uncertain future occupied his thoughts.

      Knowing he would not be able to sneak out again, Wesson washed and dressed then set to his lessons. While he had never had a full-time tutor, his mother was well educated and had been able to guide his learning since his father had died. A traveling tutor from Maylon arrived every few months to ensure that he was on track with his studies and suggest new courses. Most of Wesson’s knowledge came from the books he read, though, and he was happy to share that knowledge with Diyah. Wesson wondered if Lord Grayth appreciated learning as much as he and his mother. Surely a successful businessman would be quite knowledgeable. Perhaps the man would even take him under his wing as an apprentice so that he could one day become a businessman as well.

      Halfway through his essay, Wesson sighed and buried his head in his hands. What would he tell Diyah? He was not going to be a respectable lord after all. He was going to be a lord of nothing. Some strange man and his daughter were going to move into his home and take over all that his father had worked for, and there was nothing he could do about it. If the man was cunning like the businessmen in his books, Lord Grayth would do everything in his power to keep Wesson from ever amounting to anything. Then, Lord Grayth could keep the property that was to be Wesson’s inheritance. Without any money to his name, Wesson could never attend the University. He could not even purchase an officer’s commission in the army.

      Anxious, heavy thoughts haunted him as he lay down to sleep that night. He tossed and turned turbidly until he finally fell into fitful slumber.

      

      
        
        Rapid footfalls tore across crunchy leaves and broken sticks. Frigid air scorched his windpipe as it wheezed past overtaxed passages. His chest tightened uncomfortably. Rocks dug into his feet, and dry, twiggy limbs lashed his bare legs. Why was he naked? He had no time to think on it. He had to get away. Away from what? Why was he running? He could barely see a few feet in front of him. The dark was so thick he feared it would suck the very soul from his body. Anything could lay hidden amongst the dense trees, but he gave no thought to what lay ahead lest that which followed catch him. Therein resided the true danger.

        Suddenly assailed from above, a flurry of feathers and talons scratched at his hair and skin. He fell to the damp, detritus-covered ground, and when he sprung to his feet again, what once was night was day. Standing atop a hill overlooking a cloud-shrouded valley, rivers crossed every which way; but through them no water flowed, only fire. Streams of yellow, red, and blue flame whipped the air. The heat lashed him in the face as his loose hair began to sizzle. The putrid smell of burned hair was swept away on a tide of ash.

        “Caw!”

        Above, a lone branch reached toward the valley from a dead tree, a raven upon its bough.

        “Caw!” the raven called, and the land did answer.

        Across the valley lay not rivers but cities. Dozens of cities under siege, fires flaring, buildings toppling. Soldiers flooded streets, and men, women, and children died together and alone.

        “Caw!” the raven cried, and the cities shuddered.

        Shadows fell from roofs and slinked from alleys, swarming the soldiers and submerging all in darkness.

        A turbulent wind abruptly struck from behind, and salt and moisture clung to his skin. He spun to catch its source and there lay a vast ocean. Never had he seen the sea, but he held no doubt for its likeness. Across the grey-blue expanse stood a forest of palaces, and as he watched, each fell beneath the shadow.

        “Caw!”
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      The sky was still dark when Wesson awoke. A cool breeze wafted past the light, summer curtains into his bedroom. He shuddered at the thought of laying his bare feet on the cold planks. Nature called, though, and he was obliged to answer. After relieving himself and performing his morning ablutions, Wesson headed down to the kitchen to break his fast. Cook had her pudgy hands deep in dough, and he realized he would have to wait a while to satisfy his hunger. He tried not to think of the disturbing dream from the previous night, but every time he inhaled, he caught a whiff of burned everything.

      Never before had he witnessed such destruction, the kind that could only be found in the pages of his books. Wesson knew it was not real, but he could not shake the feelings of terror, anguish, and helplessness the dream had inflicted upon his young mind. If for that reason alone, Wesson was relieved that he lived in the quiet, quaint town of Benbrick where nothing interesting ever happened.

      While waiting for breakfast to be served, Wesson tugged on damp boots that were caked in mud and already starting to stiffen and shrink a bit too small. He growled to himself as he remembered his mental note from the previous day to pack them with rocks. He wandered to the pens containing the few livestock that provided the household with milk, wool, and eggs. The animals seemed oddly restless that day, shying away from him as though he were a coyote sneaking into their haven. Wesson humorlessly wondered if they, too, could smell the putrid, imaginary smoke from his nightmare. He knew it was more likely the animals sensed his anxiety over the upcoming nuptials and subsequent takeover of his father’s hard-earned wealth—or what was left of it.

      Wesson crouched to collect some eggs while a couple of hens clucked and squawked at him. Normally, the hens were quite sociable, gathering around his legs in expectation of a treat. Not today. Just as he reached for the last egg, he caught a flash of brown and red out of the corner of his eye.

      “Bgawk!”

      Wesson raised his hands to cover his face as talons and beak tore at his skin. His heart raced as the rooster’s protests reminded him of his nightmare. He finally managed to throw the bird from his head, only to realize he had dropped the eggs in a sticky mess all over his already abused boots. He grumbled as he snatched up a few leaves with tender hands. He kept a wary eye on the horrible rooster as he wiped egg from his boots.

      He surveyed his wounds as he walked toward the well to rinse and decided that none of the scratches were deep enough to warrant stitching. As he stalked back to the house, he pondered whether the rooster would taste better baked into a pie or roasted over a spit. So absorbed in thought was he that Wesson failed to notice Cook in his path as he strode through the kitchen doorway. He collided with the rotund woman and managed not only to toss half the warm, baked biscuits onto the floor, but he toppled the pitcher of fresh-pressed burberry juice in the process.

      “Oh, you skiddlebug,” exclaimed Cook. “Wesson, you’ll be the end of me.” Pointing to the mess on the floor, she said, “Those’ll be yours now. That’ll teach you to pay attention to where you’re going. Always lost in your thoughts.” She continued muttering about the brainlessness of young boys as she moved about the kitchen.

      Wesson stared at the juice-sodden biscuits and sighed. He stooped to pick up his breakfast and began wrapping his spoils in a kitchen rag. As he stood, he whacked his head on the lip of the countertop. Cook admonished him again for his carelessness, and tears stung his eyes as he rubbed the angry spot where a lump was sure to form.

      Filled with frustration, Wesson tucked the pouch of biscuits into his belt and hurried out the door. Diyah would be at the crossroad, and she would be sure to give him trouble for every minute he kept her waiting. He was relieved when he managed to arrive at his destination without falling flat on his face or inexplicably wandering off the road to impale himself on a random fencepost.

      Wesson grinned and greeted his friend while doing his best to hide his anxiety. Diyah’s cheerful smile was all that was needed to brighten his day, and he released a heavy breath as some of his tension slipped away. His momentary joy was short-lived, however, for when he pulled the pouch of biscuits from his belt, he realized one corner had come untucked and all but one of the morsels had disappeared. The one mound of purple mush that was left remained only because it was partially embedded in the fabric of the rag. He hungrily stared back down the path in despair as Lady Belle tugged at the soggy rag in his hand.

      “Don’t look so sad, Wess,” Diyah said with a grin. “You don’t want to eat that mess anyway. Ma made apple pies. I brought you one.”

      Wesson was much too old to be crying, but at that moment, he thought he would sob as she handed him a warm pie. He bit through the golden, flaky crust into the warm, sweet, tangy center and decided his day was sure to get better from that moment.

      “Thanks, Diyah. I really needed this. It’s been one of those days,” he muttered around a chunk of apple as he kicked a rock from their path.

      Diyah smirked back at him and remarked, “Oh, did the Wintermaker visit you last night? I’m most miserable after he’s delivered his darkest dreams.”

      Wesson nodded without meeting her gaze and replied, “Even worse. I don’t think he ever left.”

      The smile slipped from her face as she said, “Don’t joke like that. You’ve only been up for what…an hour? Your day can’t have been that bad.”

      Wesson groaned but shook his head and changed the subject. “It doesn’t matter. It’s going to be much better now.” With no small amount of guilt, Wesson jingled the purse at his side and said, “I have enough to buy us lunch and a book or two.”

      Diyah smiled excitedly. “That’s great! What will it be this time? A history of the royal family?” she asked primly. “An herbalist’s guide to Channerían native plants?” She lunged forward with an imaginary sword and said, “The grand adventure of an amazing and unbeatable warrior?”

      Wesson scoffed at the idea. “No one is unbeatable, Diyah.”

      “It doesn’t have to be real, Wes. It’s for fun! Adventures would be boring if they were all realistic. It wouldn’t be an adventure at all.” She scrunched her nose as if smelling something foul. “It would just be life.”

      Wesson conceded with a nod, then shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ll have to see what the book merchant has this time.”

      Diyah nudged him in the arm and said, “One day you’re going to have the greatest library of any lord in the land.”

      Wesson said nothing as he tried not to think about what one day would really bring.

      

      The market was already bustling with people as the early risers plucked at the day’s first offerings and late arrivals hurried to set up their stalls. The weekly market was always held in the central square. At one end of the square was the town hall, which also served as the jail and mayor’s house; at the other was the Temple of the Maker, which was also the healer’s ward and herbalist’s shop; and in between was the tavern, which was just a general store with a table and three stools in one corner.

      Of the few roads in and around Benbrick, only the square had been cobbled. The town folk had gotten tired of digging wagon wheels out of the muck after the slightest drizzle. An exquisitely carved statue of the town’s first mayor, which occupied the center of the square, owed its magnificence to one of the many talented stonemasons that worked at the quarry some years ago. The statue was supposedly life-sized, and Wesson thought that at barely five and a half feet tall, the first mayor had not been an impressive man. He wondered if he would ever outgrow the statue.

      He and Diyah traversed the market, with Lady Belle in tow, eyeing wares from as far as Maylon and Port Gull. Some of the goods had even been imported from places much farther, giving them an exotic appeal. Although Benbrick was small, it was conveniently located on the Aen River, which ran all the way from the Zigharan Mountains to the West Souelian Sea. Thus, market day brought enough goods and visitors from the outside to make the town just a bit interesting. Visitors never stayed much past midday, though, since Benbrick had no inn and a decent crew could sail upriver to the larger town of Easting by nightfall.

      “Look, Wes! Have you ever seen such a thing?” Diyah exclaimed as she pointed to a small creature in a wicker cage.

      “That be a vhargonette,” said a salty sailor manning the stall. “This one be from the Drahgfir Mountains in southern Verril. Some say they be descended of dragons!” He smiled at them with a toothless grin and a bit too much dramatic flair.

      Wesson eyed the tiny creature. It had a long, scaly body about the length of his hand and a tail that stretched about twice the length. The smooth scales transitioned from brilliant blue across its back to sea green on its underside. Tiny spines with leathery skin stretched between them erupted from its neck, framing its triangular head in a mane of fleshy frill. Its yellow, reptilian gaze flicked back and forth as it stared back at its examiners.

      “It looks like a fancy lizard to me,” said Wesson. Noting the sailor’s scowl, he quickly added, “But it is still very impressive.”

      Diyah pulled him to the next stall, which displayed an assortment of intricately carved boxes and jars polished to a shine. Some of the vessels were twisted in a lattice framework and contained dried flowers or fragrant herbs. The bouquets hung from pegs over their heads, and Lady Belle sniffed the breeze that carried their scent. The pleasant aroma reminded Wesson of home.

      When they finally came to the bookseller’s stall, Wesson was overwhelmed with the selection of almost twenty books. The book merchant recognized him as a regular customer and readily made a few suggestions. The older man even offered him a deal—two of the books for half the price if he bought them together. One was on common law practices of Southern Ashai and the other was about the political maneuverings in women’s sewing circles. Wesson was not particularly interested in either subject but two books for the price of one was a deal almost too good to pass up.

      Spying a small tome with a black cover, Wesson exclaimed, “You have Tales of the Shadow Knight!” It was a book he had heard about several seasons prior from a traveling bard, and he had been overeager to obtain a copy ever since. What respectable young man could resist the legend of the king’s greatest weapon, his assassin and most brutal warrior, who stalks the halls of the Souelian’s most powerful like a wraith, who elevates allies and destroys enemies without ever hinting to his own existence?

      “That one will be so exciting!” Diyah said cheerfully.

      “Yes, this one is very popular,” the merchant agreed. “Everyone wants a copy. I am afraid this is one of the more expensive of the selection.”

      Crestfallen, Wesson gave the book back to the man and opted for the less exciting but more fiscally sound deal. With limited resources, he realized he would need to learn as much useful information as possible if he were to have a hope of claiming his inheritance and save his family name. He imagined he could find a use for anything related to law and politics. As much as he hated to admit it, he could think of absolutely no circumstance under which he would need to know anything about the mysterious and infamous Shadow Knight. He hoped someday he would have the opportunity to read the reportedly exciting tale.

      Just as Wesson was finishing with his transaction, Diyah jostled his arm. She jumped up and down excitedly. “Oh, look, Wes! You were right. There he is! It’s the mage!”

      He spun to see a tall, middle-aged man in drab grey robes standing behind a table with an assortment of gadgets and accessories. The man’s hair was tied back but still messy, and his robes looked as though he had slept in them for at least a month. Still, he was the first mage Wesson had ever seen, which was probably the most exciting thing that had ever happened to him. He and Diyah ran over to the table where several other patrons stood watching a magical demonstration.

      A miniature, animated scarecrow danced across the table while juggling three magical balls. One of the balls looked like a tiny tornado, another was a spinning sphere of clear water, and a third was made of orange and yellow fire. An older boy of fourteen named Moulden, whom Wesson felt was of substandard intelligence, swatted at the fireball. His hand passed through the flame without effect.

      “It’s not real!” Moulden exclaimed.

      The mage laughed and said, “You have discovered the secret.” The man waved his hand, and the entire display disappeared before their eyes, scarecrow and all. “This was naught but an illusion,” he said dramatically, “and a good thing, or you, young man, would be without a hand.”

      “That’s lame,” Moulden spat. He turned to his friend Bryce and said, “See, I told you he was nothing special. He’s just a generalist, and everyone knows they’re the worst mages.”

      For the first time, Wesson noticed the dark grey panels with lighter grey piping the mage wore over his grey robe. He knew mages wore panels that identified their affinities, and grey panels or none at all were indicative of generalists. Wesson grew angry at the older boy’s disrespect. Contrary to his typical stay-quiet-and-go-unnoticed doctrine, he found himself speaking aloud.

      “Moulden, you should not be so rude. A generalist is still a mage, and any mage is deserving of respect and far above your station.”

      The mage stood back and watched the exchange between the boys with apathy.

      “Oh, look, it’s Lady Seth and her girlfriend,” Moulden replied as his friends laughed.

      Wesson scowled and balled his fists. Moulden was the mouthy sort, but Wesson knew it was all bluster. His protest died on his lips as a deeper voice spoke from behind them.

      “What say you, Moulden? You disrespect a mage and a lord?”

      Wesson turned to see Tomlin Holcom, the town’s golden boy, standing behind them with crossed arms and a disappointed expression. At nineteen, Tomlin was tall, handsome, intelligent, athletic, and pretty much everything young boys hoped to become one day. Tomlin spent much of his time studying or volunteering at the Temple, and he often visited various farms helping others harvest their crops or tend animals.

      Moulden waved at the mage and said, “He ain’t much of a mage, and Lord Seth ain’t much of a lord.” He eyed Wesson with exaggerated discernment. “Well, he ain’t much of anything, is he?” Moulden howled when Diyah’s foot lashed out to kick him in the shin.

      Tomlin stepped in front of Diyah and looked down at Moulden. “You need to move on now. You’re disrupting what was a fun show for everyone.”

      Moulden scowled at Tomlin, then directed his heated glare at Wesson. Finally, he turned to Bryce and said, "Let’s go. This is lame, anyway.”

      When Tomlin turned to Diyah and Wesson, Diyah said, “You didn’t need to do that, Tomlin. Wess could’ve taken him. Moulden talks too much, but he’s a coward.”

      Tomlin said, “I’m sure he could, but now he won’t have to. Besides, what did your ma and pa tell you to do when you’ve accidentally cornered a frightened animal?”

      Diyah twisted Lady Belle’s lead anxiously and said, “Well, they told me to leave it alone. But that doesn’t have anything to do with Moulden. He’s not some wild animal.”

      With a glance at Wesson, Tomlin said, “In a way, he is. He’s scared that the other animals—like the mage and Wesson—are bigger than he is.”

      “But Wesson’s not bigger. Moulden’s like twice as big as Wesson.”

      Wesson cringed. “He is not twice as big, Diyah.”

      Diyah smiled and nudged his arm playfully. “Oh, you know what I mean, Wess.”

      Tomlin grinned but shook his head. “I don’t mean in size. Wesson’s going to be head of his house. He’s a noble, and Moulden isn’t. That makes him afraid of Wesson, even if Wesson doesn’t mean him any harm. You two need to be careful. Frightened animals can be reckless and aggressive.”

      With a nod, Tomlin turned and strode to another stall where he was drawn into a conversation with the mayor’s wife and daughter. Wesson shook his head at Tomlin’s confidence and ease. He looked back to the mage who appeared bored, if not a bit disgruntled. Their exchange had scared away all his visitors, his collection bowl remained empty, and no one was lining up to secure his services. Wesson glanced at the table that was now devoid of illusions and then back to the man.

      “What does it feel like?” he asked.

      The mage looked at him appraisingly. “Lord Seth, is it? I would think you should know. I suppose you were rather young when your father died, though.”

      “What does my father have to do with it?” Wesson said. “He was a soldier and then quarry master.”

      After another moment of scrutiny, the mage said, “As your friend Moulden said, I am only a generalist and not very powerful at that. I do not deny what I am. If I were better, I would not be standing here talking to you.”

      “Please,” Wesson said. “I think what you can do is amazing. How do you do it?”

      The mage sighed and leaned against the wagon behind him. His gaze become thoughtful and unfocussed as he stared at the empty table. “There is a pool inside you. We call it the well. Inside the well is power called vimara. It feels like infinite potential. It can be anything, do anything. Its only limitations are those of the wielder. When I want to do something—make a water ball, for example”—he held out his hand, and a small swirling sphere appeared in the air over his palm—“I form in my mind what I want to happen and then reach into the well. Some people say they envision themselves pulling threads of vimara from the well and weaving it into a spell. I have always enjoyed painting, so I imagine I am dipping a paintbrush into the well and drawing the spell. Once the spell is complete, I cast it with my intent—my will. When you cast a spell, it feels like you have unleashed a part of yourself unto the world, and the world responds. It is an amazing feeling.”

      “That is fascinating,” said Wesson, “but how is using vimara different from using your hands? I mean, if this vimara is a part of you, then you are just using a different part of your body to the same effect.”

      The mage closed his hand, and the water ball splashed onto the table. “I suppose that is true in a way, but you are using a part that most others cannot. We can influence the world around us in many ways. Not all who wield a sword are great warriors, not all carpenters can build a house, and not all poets are eloquent. Mage power can be deceiving. You cannot tell how powerful or accomplished someone is just by looking at them—at least, not unless you are a reader.”

      “A reader?” said Wesson.

      The mage nodded. “The only mages who can see the power within us are readers. They can see the amount and ratio of power within a person’s well. Many of them can wield a bit of power to cast wards and such, but for the most part, it is a passive talent.”

      Diyah leaned on the empty table, completely enthralled, and asked, “Can someone use the vimara without a spell?”

      The mage directed his steely gaze on her and said, “Oh, yes. Wielders have killed themselves by unleashing raw power. Without the spell, it has no direction. It cannot be directed with will alone, at least not by humans.”

      Diyah grinned and gripped Wesson’s arm. “What do you mean? What else is there?”

      The mage shrugged. “I have never met any, but researchers claim the fae do not use spells. Vimaral animals and plants—those created by experimenting with vimara on living things—use vimara. I suppose demons and the like would as well, if they exist. As far as I know, the only vimara-wielding beings to use spells are humans, but most of the others do not project their power outward with intent as we do.”

      The mage furrowed his brow. “When a mage first comes into his or her power, it can be wild and unpredictable. After the first use of power, a mage cannot access it again until he or she is trained.”

      “Why’s that?” said Diyah, leaning her elbows on the table and placing her chin in her palms.

      The mage looked up at her, almost is if surprised. “Because it frightens them. Something deep inside”—he tapped his head—“knows it is dangerous to wield uncontrolled power, so it locks down that power. Someone could access it again if he or she learned the focus techniques, which are the first lessons in a mage’s training.”

      “What’s the second lesson?” said Wesson.

      Turning to him with a contemplative expression, the mage said, “I am afraid that is all I may share with you at this time.” With a glance around the square, the man began shouting for people to watch an amazing show. He did not look at Wesson or Diyah again, so they moved on to the next attraction—food.

      Despite the troubles that weighed heavily on his mind, Wesson felt content during the walk home from the market. Diyah hummed a tune as she twirled the new red ribbon he had bought her, and he smiled every time she did. Their joy was short-lived, though, when they were forced to step from the dirt path. Wesson turned as a wagon creaked past, kicking up dust that made him sneeze. When he turned back around, Moulden was standing over him. Bryce and another of their cohort, Siguey, stood behind Moulden, and they were all staring at Wesson with dark intent.

      “Greetings, Lady Seth,” said Moulden as he reached out to yank one of Wesson’s curls. “I noticed you grew a spine in the market. The question is, is it straight?”

      Diyah stomped her foot and stepped between them. She raised a finger to Moulden’s face and said, “You leave him alone, you bully. He’s Lord Seth. You’d best remember that, or you’ll end up in the stocks.”

      Moulden laughed, and his cronies laughed with him. “Lord Seth died at the quarry. He couldn’t even do his job right.”

      “Don’t talk about my father,” hollered Wesson. “You know nothing about it!”

      “I know an earth mage that gets crushed by a rock isn’t much of a mage,” said Moulden.

      Wesson had no idea what Moulden was talking about. He didn’t know of any earth mages getting killed at the quarry. Had his father not been the only one to die that day? He didn’t get a chance to ask. Moulden suddenly shoved Diyah out of the way so hard that she fell to the ground and struck her head on a rock. Before Wesson could help, Moulden grabbed him by the shirt with his left hand and socked him in the eye with his right. At first, everything was black and calm, then he saw stars, and pain erupted over his face. Someone was laughing. When his vision finally cleared, he realized he was on the ground, and two boys were standing over him jeering.

      “He was out in one punch,” said Bryce with a chuckle.

      Siguey said, “That’s ’cause girls can’t take a punch.”

      A cry to his right snatched Wesson’s gaze. Diyah was sitting in the road with dirt-stained tears running down her cheeks and blood caking her hair. Moulden stood over her. He looked over his shoulder at Wesson and grinned menacingly when he caught his gaze. Then he kicked Diyah in the stomach hard enough to cause her to lose her breakfast all over his shoe. He grabbed Diyah’s hair and yanked her head back. As he raised his fist, something stirred inside Wesson—something dark and beautiful. It called to him enticingly. He was afraid, but it demanded his attention. Then he saw Moulden’s sadistic sneer again, and in his mind, he turned toward the thing that called to him. That was all it took.

      A wave so massive it could not be contained welled inside him then blasted from his core. It shook the ground as it swept outward. The boys were violently flung across the road by an invisible, concussive force. Siguey collided with Lady Belle in his flight, and Bryce struck the ground directly with his face. Although he had been farther away, somehow, Moulden received the brunt of it. He had barely missed the lone tree near the roadway and landed a good twenty paces into the field beyond the roadway. He didn’t move.

      Amid his shock, Wesson had only one thought. Diyah. He turned toward where he’d last seen her with panic in his heart. Blessedly, she was still there and seemingly unaffected by the inexplicable blast of power. She blinked in surprise toward the boys. As he rushed to her side, she looked up at him with glazed eyes and said, “Wess, you’re a mage.”

      He paused, his tumultuous thoughts finally connecting. “I am a mage?” he said with surprise. Still shaken from the sensation of the power release, he smiled. With awe, he said, “I am a mage.”

      After helping Diyah to her feet, he held her until she seemed stable. She slouched a little with her arms gripping her abdomen, but her breathing was steady. Her head wound was only a small cut, but it bled enough to turn much of her blonde hair red.

      “Oh, no,” Diyah abruptly shouted. “Where’s Lady Belle?”

      Wesson pointed toward where Siguey lay atop a white mound. Diyah rushed to Siguey’s side, but her concerns were only for the struggling lamb. She pushed Siguey off Lady Belle, eliciting a moan from the unconscious boy, then dug her fingers into Lady Belle’s soft wool.

      “Oh, no,” mumbled Diyah as she searched frantically.

      Wesson’s attention was on Siguey, though. The boy hadn’t roused from the jostling, and Wesson was worried he had caused serious damage. He was so rocked by the incident that it took him a moment to hear Diyah’s sobs. She knelt at the lamb’s side, hollering for him. He slid to the ground beside her to find that Lady Belle was still alive, but she wouldn’t be for long. Her abdomen was crushed, and she was bleeding from the mouth and nose. Diyah turned to him with a pleading, teary gaze.

      “Please, Wess! Do something. Heal her!”

      “What? How am I supposed to do that? I’m not a healer.”

      “You’re a mage,” she said. “Mages can heal.”

      “No, Diyah, not all mages can heal, and I wouldn’t know how anyway.”

      “So, you won’t even try?” She became hysterical, muttering about useless magic and broken promises. “You have to heal her, Wess. I need her.”

      Wesson didn’t know how to heal the lamb, but he knew he had to do something if Diyah was ever to trust him again. He couldn’t afford another terrible mishap. He placed his hand on the lamb because it seemed like the thing to do. Then, he focused, because important things always required focus. He thought of the feeling he got when his power had blasted out of him. He felt it inside, jumping at the chance for release. It was the softness of flower petals, the smell of rain, and the crunch of gravel. It was ice and fire and the thrill of a dream. It wanted to be free. Wesson told it over and over in his mind to heal the lamb. Then, with an anxious breath and shaking limbs, he released the power.

      Diyah and Wesson were abruptly showered in a rain of blood and red-stained fleece as the lamb exploded. Entrails dripped from the tree limbs and stuck to their skin and hair. He and Diyah sat in shock. Her pale face was painted red, and her wide eyes were unblinking as she stared at him. After several seconds, her lip began to quiver. A torrent of anguish erupted from her as she stood and began running down the road, sobbing and screeching the entire way.

      Wesson started to run after her but then remembered the boys he had blasted from their feet. He crossed the road and waded through the field of barley that was still far too short to harvest. Moulden lay in a crumpled heap on the ground, but he was breathing. Wesson glanced toward Bryce but felt the urgent need to find Diyah. He turned to hurry after her but noticed that he was not alone. The mage from the market was standing in the roadway. Wesson made a mental note to be more observant of his surroundings as he trudged back toward the road. When he arrived, he was breathing heavily. He leaned his hands on his knees and considered how he could be so out of breath.

      “It is the power,” said the mage.

      Wesson looked up at him. “What?”

      “You released an impressive amount of raw power. You will need to rest and eat,” the man said, holding out a piece of jerky.

      Wesson snatched it from the man’s hand before even realizing he was famished. As he swallowed the insufficient chunk of jerky, he said, “Am I really a mage?”

      The mage nodded and blandly said, “It would seem so. It is not a surprise, considering your father’s position.”

      “What does my father have to do with this?”

      “You honestly do not know, do you?” said the mage without a hint of interest. “Your father was a talented earth mage, and I say talent in both senses of the word.”

      “No,” said Wesson. Weakly, he added, “My father was a soldier.” He hated the idea that his mother had lied to him, and he was not yet ready to believe it.

      The mage shook his head but did not correct him. He said, “Is this the first time you have used your power?”

      “I did not know I had any power until now,” said Wesson.

      With a nod, the man picked up his pack and said, “Very well. I will send word to the academy to fetch you.”

      “Wait, what about them? They’re hurt. You have to help them.”

      The mage said, “I have no healing ability. I cannot help them. You had best run back to town and fetch someone.”

      “What if this happens again?”

      “It is doubtful. As I told you before, after the first manifestation of power, which usually occurs when a new mage is under extreme stress, it becomes nearly impossible to access it again without training.” He met Wesson’s gaze. Without a hint of enthusiasm, he said, “Congratulations, Lord Seth. Welcome to the mage class.”
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      The mage turned and walked back to the wagon he had left about thirty paces farther down the road, climbed into the driver’s seat, and continued on without a backward glance. Wesson was left standing in the road in stunned silence while Moulden lay unconscious and his friends moaned where they were curled on the ground. Wesson went to check on Bryce then again on Siguey, more cautiously this time, since he was conscious and trying to sit up. The older boy was known for being as much a bully as Moulden, and wounded animals could be fierce.

      He crouched beside Siguey who was gripping one arm with the other while simultaneously protecting his abdomen. The dirt on his face was streaked with tears, and more droplets hung from his lashes as he looked up at Wesson.

      “Stay away from me!”

      Wesson fell backward, startled by the shout. “Wha—”

      “I said stay away, freak. You could’ve killed us. You should be locked away.”

      “I had no intention of hurting anyone,” Wesson said. “It was an accid—”

      “I know,” said Siguey. “I’m not deaf. I heard the mage. You can’t control yourself. This is all your fault. Moulden hasn’t moved. Did you kill him?”

      “No, he’s alive, I swear,” said Wesson.

      “I don’t believe anything you say. You’re a liar,” sobbed Siguey.

      “How am I a liar?” said Wesson.

      “You’ve known about the power all along, haven’t you? That’s why you spent so much time at the mage’s booth today.” The boy suddenly cried out in pain as he curled tighter. Then, he said, “Just go. Go back to town and tell them what you’ve done. Send someone to help us. You owe us that and more!”

      Wesson looked back down the empty road. “Someone should stay with you.”

      “Go!” shouted Siguey.

      Wesson glanced at his victims again, then started walking back toward town. When he arrived, he headed straight for the mayor’s office, which was also the man’s home.

      “Yes?” said Tomlin as he opened the door. “Oh! Hello, Lord Seth,” he said with a grin. Wesson knew he looked pitiful as he stared at the golden boy of Benbrick. Tomlin’s grin fell.

      “There has been an accident,” said Wesson. He suddenly noticed the blood on his hands and wiped them on his pants. His throat threatened to close on him as he choked out, “A really bad one. We need the healers. Moulden, Siguey, and Bryce are hurt bad.”

      Tomlin’s face paled. “What happened? Where’s Diyah?”

      “Diyah ran away. The others—well, you see …” Wesson paused, took a deep breath, then blurted, “I am a mage.” Shaking his head, he said, “I did not know! Really. They were bullying us, and Moulden hurt Diyah, and then boom! They were all flying through the air.”

      Tomlin’s eyes grew wider with every word Wesson spoke. When Wesson stopped talking, Tomlin raised a finger and said, “Wait here. I’ll be right back with the mayor.”

      An hour later, three mundane healers, the mayor, Tomlin, and two of the boys’ fathers were all in the roadway with Wesson where the incident had occurred. Moulden’s parents had yet to be found, so Bryce’s father, Master Dowin, took to scolding Wesson on behalf of both boys.

      “It was not my fault—"

      “Of course, it was your fault! You were the one who did it,” said Master Dowin.

      Mayor Finessy stepped between the two. Facing the other man, he said, “Master Dowin, the law is clear on this matter. A new mage cannot be punished or condemned for his initial manifestation of power. It is beyond their control.”

      Master Dowin pointed at Wesson and said, “Do you really believe this was his first time? The son of Seth?” He waved his hand toward where the healers were helping the other boys and said, “I’ve never heard of such a destructive manifestation of power.”

      Tomlin crossed his arms where he stood beside the mayor. “You know a lot about mage power, do you?”

      Master Dowin scowled at Tomlin. “I wouldn’t say I’m an expert, but from what I hear, they usually do small things, not blast people across a field.”

      Tomlin glanced at Wesson, his own disbelief evident, but said, “Wesson—Lord Seth—is different. It’s not up to us. A representative from the Mage Academy will fetch him, and he or she will deal with it.”

      “I want this dealt with now! Moulden isn’t responding to treatment. My boy has two broken legs and a few broken ribs. Seguey’s arm and ribs are broken.” He waved toward the healers. “These are mundane healers. There’s no telling how long it’ll take to get one with talent out here. Who’s going to pay for it? Lord Seth?”

      Mayor Finessy turned to Wesson and said, “You go on home. We’ll take care of things here, and I’ll come have a talk with your mother later.”

      Wesson nodded, unable to speak through the anguish he felt. Their house was already financially broke. They could never afford to pay for a talented healer for the three boys’ severe injuries. How could he have done something so terrible without even meaning to? His stomach churned with guilt. He knew something inside him really did want it. It wanted to do it again.

      “This is not okay,” he said aloud. “I nearly killed them. Diyah could have been hurt. And, Lady Belle …” He couldn’t continue the thought. He was still covered in Lady Belle. His stomach churned and he abruptly became sick.

      He bent over with his hands on his knees and tried to breathe through the nausea. “No, you were protecting her. She was safe. But I had no control!”

      It crossed his mind that somewhere inside he did have control—at least a little bit. And part of him was thrilled. He was a mage. He kept thinking about the other boys, though, laying there in pain, suffering because of him. “I hope I’m a healer,” he said, “or maybe a life mage.” He thought that would be neat. Perhaps he could talk to animals. He had heard that some wind mages could actually fly. Wesson smiled, imagining flying over the land, traveling as far as he wanted in only a short time. According to the stories, water mages could make bubbles around themselves so they could breathe under water. He thought that would be exciting.

      Then he realized that if he was a mage, he would have to leave Benbrick. He’d have to attend the Mage Academy. He’d have to leave Diyah. Would she wait for him to return? After what happened to Lady Belle, would she even speak to him again? Wesson felt anxious about being a mage. The power had frightened him. It had felt exhilarating and wonderful, but at the same time it had a slightly bitter taste of darkness. At least he would have means, though. Most mages were not famous, but they made a decent living. The majority simply helped with the tasks that people without magical ability—the mundanes—couldn’t do or at least made the work easier. He couldn’t call himself a mundane anymore. He was a mage.

      Before he realized where he’d been going, Wesson found himself on the front stoop of Diyah’s home. He could hear terrible wails emanating from inside the house. He rapped on the door, and Ma Laney stepped onto the porch. She nodded toward Wesson in a formal fashion, completely contrary to  their previous relationship. “Greetings, Lord Seth.” Wesson furrowed his brow. He had always been Wesson to Ma Laney. “Congratulations on your talent. I didn’t expect it so soon, but I’m glad to hear you have it.”

      “What do you mean?” said Wesson. “Why would you be expecting it?”

      She clamped her lips shut as if she had said too much. “You should probably go on home and talk to your mother.”

      Wesson didn’t know what to do. He wondered if he should try to speak with Diyah or give her the space to mourn the loss of her Lady Belle. The decision was made for him when her older brother Crin stormed out of the house toward him. Wesson tried to back away but tripped, landing in the dirt. Crin grabbed him by the shirt and hauled him to his tiptoes.

      “What have you done to my sister? Why is she covered in blood?”

      “I did nothing to her, I swear! Ask her.”

      “She’s a crying mess right now. We can’t understand a word she says. What did you do?”

      “It was an accident. The lamb—”

      “Stop!” cried Diyah from the front porch. “Please, Crin, let him go. He might hurt you.”

      Wesson’s heart sank into his stomach. He forgot that he was in the clutches of a large, angry man as he stared at her. Crin dropped him and backed away with a disturbed expression. He pointed at Wesson and said, “You stay away from us. Stay away from her.”

      Wesson looked back to Diyah, but she had already retreated into the house. As Crin also disappeared through the doorway, Wesson dragged himself to his feet. His pants were caked in mud, and the rest of him was still bathed in bloody gore. He turned back down the path toward the river where he washed off as much of the mess as he could. The icy water cleared his mind just enough to send it spiraling down a turbulent path of what-ifs. He then took the long way home following the sinuous riverbank. His thoughts were still a jumbled mess when he arrived home. Diyah feared him. She thought he would hurt her family. Did she think he would hurt her?

      He tromped through the doorway, ignoring Cook’s protests over his dirty boots, and found his mother in her usual chair in the sitting room. She was deeply engaged in a book, one he knew he would be required to read when she finished.

      He said, “Mother, was father a mage?”

      She looked up from her book in surprise. “Wesson, that is not the way to greet a person.”

      “You lied to me,” he said. “Is that how you should treat your son?”

      “Wesson!”

      “No, Mother, you cannot be angry with me. I just nearly killed three people!”

      Her face paled. “What?”

      “The mayor will be here to speak with you later. Moulden is in a bad way.” Tears started streaming down his face. “He may not live. Siguey and Bryce are both seriously injured. It just happened, I swear! Diyah got hurt, and it just blasted out of me.”

      The color left her face, and her eyes became wide. She patted the seat next to her. “Sit down and tell me all about it.” He sat then looked up at her, struggling to fill his lungs, and she added, “Breathe, Wesson. You are in a panic.”

      Wesson’s lips quivered, and his throat closed. He buried his head in his lap and cried as his mother rubbed his back. Eventually, he lifted his head, drew a deep breath, and told her the story. When he was finished, she appeared distressed but not surprised. His heart raced as he said, “Was father a mage?”

      She dropped her gaze as she leaned back and smoothed her skirt. “Yes, your father was an earth mage. That is why he was accepted for the position of quarry master.”

      “But you told me he was a soldier.”

      With a sigh, she said, “I lied to you. We all lied to you. I convinced the baron to order the mayor to punish anyone who revealed the secret.”

      “How and why?”

      “The answer to those questions is the same. Your father’s death was no accident. He was murdered—probably by another mage. We have no idea who it was, but I convinced the baron that we would be safer if everyone forgot that Bryant was a mage.”

      Horrified, Wesson said, “Why would someone kill father?”

      “As you have deduced, your father was not a soldier before we came to Benbrick. He worked at the palace in Kaibain as the master sculptor and stone mason.” She held up a finger in front of his face. "No one else knows this. It must stay between us, Wesson.” He nodded but could no longer find words. “Your father found something. I don’t know what it was. He said it was an extremely important and dangerous item of power. He was afraid that the man who possessed the item would use it against the king, so your father stole it. We stayed at the palace, going about as usual so as not to raise suspicion. After a few months, we fled here—about as far from Kaibain as you can get in Ashai.”

      Wesson cleared his throat and croaked, “Where is the item?”

      She glanced out the window. “Your father said he hid it where it would never be found.” Looking back to Wesson, she said, “I need to consider this.” She laid a hand on his. “This is not your fault, my love. Mages are usually older when they come into their power, and they cannot access it again after the first time. You should not have been able to hurt the lamb, but you are obviously different. You will learn control with time. It is probably best for you to stay home until the master mage from the academy arrives. It will most likely be more than a month before he or she to arrives if coming from Kaibain.”

      “A month? I need help now,” cried Wesson.

      “Perhaps we will find someone closer who can help until the master arrives. Now, go clean yourself properly and change your clothes.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      He hopped down from the chair and shuffled out of the room. He hated seeing his mother distressed. She had enough problems. He was no longer angry with her for lying, knowing that she had only been protecting him. His memories of his father, however, from so long ago, had already been insufficient. Now, he doubted everything he thought he knew about the man.

      He stared at the ground as he walked and was so lost in thought that he was surprised when he nearly ran into Cook on his way to fetch a pail from the well.

      “Goodness gracious, boy. Still have your head in the clouds? I thought you would have learned your lesson this morning. What happened to all the eggs?”

      “Oh, ah, I dropped them this morning …”

      “Of course you did.” She leaned down into his face and held him by the chin. “You listen here. I heard what you said in there. You’re a lord and a mage. You need to focus. I’ve been around enough of your kind to know that without focus, you’ll be nothing but a menace.”

      He pulled his face from her grip and said, “You are not afraid?”

      She frowned down at him. “If I was Moulden or his goons, I’d be terrified. They’re always such troublesome boys. You, however, are a good boy. You’re learned and generally respectful, and you care for your mother. There’s not a problem with you but for your lack of focus. In the meantime, go bathe as your mother says. There’s a kettle over the hearth already.”

      Wesson had just finished dressing when a knock sounded at the front door. From the stairwell, he saw Cook shuffling toward the foyer. A moment later, the mayor and his deputy stepped into the parlor, and Wesson followed. The two men bowed.

      Mayor Finessy said, “Greetings, Lord and Lady Seth.” He held his breath as he glanced at Wesson, then blew it out in a heavy puff. He looked back at Wesson’s mother. “You are aware of the events that led to this visit?”

      Wesson’s mother stood and straightened, holding her chin high. “Yes, Mayor, Wesson has told me how he protected himself and Miss Diyah from the boys who were bullying them.”

      Mayor Finessy and Deputy Marlin glanced at each other, then looked back to her. “Be that as it may, the end result is what matters, I’m afraid. The town council wants the boy taken into custody.”

      “You cannot,” she snapped. “He is the lord of House Seth.”

      “It’s better he’s with us than with the mob that’ll be headed your way tonight. The people are in an uproar. They’re afraid, you see? A mage has used his power against mundanes.”

      She reached out and gripped Wesson’s shoulder. “You cannot punish him for his first use of power. It is the law.”

      “No one believes it was his first use,” said Finessy. “It was too much.”

      “You have no right to judge mage power. The Mage Academy will come for him. They will decide.”

      Finessy appeared apologetic as he said, “A number of townsfolk are prepared to testify that they’ve seen him use power before.”

      “They would lie?” exclaimed his mother. “Why are they doing this? What have we ever done to them?”

      “Moulden is dead. He never woke after the attack.” He nodded toward Wesson. “He’s to be tried for murder. No one’s willing to wait for the baron.”

      “No!” cried Wesson. “It was an accident.”

      “That cannot be,” said his mother. “The matter is under the jurisdiction of the Mage Academy. The baron knows this. You know this.”

      “I’m truly sorry, Lady Seth, but you have two choices. I take him into custody now and try to hold them off until the baron arrives, or the mob burns your estate to the ground tonight.”

      Wesson’s mother turned to embrace him, holding him tight enough that he couldn’t take a breath. She said, “Gather a few things you might need until this is straightened. Go into the attic. There is a pocket portrait of your father in the brown chest. Take it for luck.” She ran a hand down his arm and surreptitiously pressed a small bundle into it. Then, she took his face in her hands and met his teary gaze. “You are Lord Seth, my son—your father’s son. I will not let you die.”

      Wesson nodded as he gazed into his mother’s soft eyes for what might be the last time, then turned toward the men. They parted to allow him through the doorway, then Deputy Marlin followed him up the stairs. The man waited in the bedroom doorway as Wesson gathered extra clothes and a book to read while he waited in his cell. Then, he remembered the bundle his mother had handed him. With his back turned toward Deputy Marlin, he opened the pouch and found a handful of gold and silver coins. Each was pressed with the likeness of a long-dead king or queen, and scroll around the perimeter said Sh’kyelania Ashai, which everyone knew meant peace be to Ashai, although no one knew the language of origin. Wesson wondered if he would ever find peace again.

      Wesson subtly slipped a few coins into his boot, then stuffed the pouch into his travel sack. He grabbed a book he had been reading from the side table then eyed the box next to it. He sat down on his bed and carefully picked up the box with reverence.

      “What’s that?” said Deputy Marlin.

      “It’s nothing, really—and everything. It was my father’s. He gave it to me just before he died. He said it was my legacy and that I was never to part from it.”

      “What’s in it?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never been able to open it. It’s a puzzle box, you see.”

      “Huh. Never heard of it. I don’t think you’ll be needing it where you’re going.”

      Wesson shrugged. “I’d still like to take it, if you don’t mind. I’ll need to have it with me when the mage from the academy comes.”

      “If you make it that long,” muttered the deputy.

      Wesson stuffed the box into his sack between his clothes so it would not be broken then stepped past Deputy Marlin into the narrow staircase that led to the attic. Deputy Marlin’s large belly prevented him from following, but he shouted, “Don’t be too long, boy. There’s no way outta there for you, and I don’t want to have to send Finessy after ya.”

      “It is Lord Seth,” Wesson muttered as he took the steep steps.

      Once in the attic, he went straight for the brown chest. He pulled out a sweater and a few odds and ends, tossing them to the floor. Light from the small attic window glinted off something metal wedged in the corner. The pocket-sized encasement held a portrait of his father. Wesson stared at a face he had not seen in too many years. Again, tears stung his eyes. He wondered what his father would think of the day’s events. If he had still lived, he might have prepared Wesson for his power before anything terrible happened. At the very least, he could have stood up to the mayor and the townsfolk and prevented them from taking him from his home. He couldn’t risk his mother getting hurt or their home burning down, so he resolved himself to go with the deputy. He put the portrait into his bag and turned to leave. He hollered as his feet became entangled in the discarded sweater and tipped forward. His teeth smacked together as his chin struck a floorboard. He lay on the floor trying to breathe through the pain.

      “What are you up to, boy?” shouted Deputy Marlin from the bottom of the attic ladder.

      “Nothing,” called Wesson, forcing his aching jaw to move. “I fell. I’m still looking for it.”

      He pushed himself to his knees, and a coin fell from his boot to spin on the floor. Wesson grabbed the gold coin but paused in the midst of stuffing it back into his boot. He was going to jail to await the baron or a master mage or an angry mob. He pondered why he would need money. Then he realized what his mother had intended. She didn’t want him to go with the mayor. She didn’t have faith that the townsfolk would do what was right. She wanted him to run.

      Deputy Marlin’s whiny voice echoed off the ceiling. “Hurry up already!”

      “Just a few more minutes!”

      Wesson turned toward the attic window. He wasn’t sure he would fit. It had been a long time since he had used it to crawl onto the roof in pursuit of Diyah. His mother had been furious upon hearing the patter of their feet over the wooden shingles. He knew he would have to be quieter if he were to escape. He didn’t feel confident about putting his fate in the hands of an angry mob, and he thought his mother felt the same.

      He stepped onto a wobbly chair and opened the small stained-glass window. He carefully tossed his sack onto the lip of the roof to one side and held onto the sill tightly as he shimmied through the portal. The chair tipped just as his foot left it, and it clattered onto the floor. Wesson quickly dipped his head back through the window.

      “Sorry! I’m still looking.”

      “Just leave it!” called Deputy Marlin.

      “I can’t,” said Wesson. “It’s my father. I need him during this difficult time.”

      He heard a heavy sigh from below, then the deputy said, “I’ll give you a few more minutes, but then we’re going.”

      Wesson stepped softly as he traversed his precarious perch. His legs and arms shook with anxiety as he climbed down to the lower roof of their back porch then clung to the overgrown trellis as he sought the ground. When his feet finally touched the dirt, he thought he might collapse from fear. He took a calming breath and raced across the yard. The chickens squawked as he shot past. After throwing his bag over the fence, Wesson climbed the rails then headed toward the thin tree line that hid the river.

      He trudged through the thicket, his thoughts raging in his mind. He had already killed one person, injured two more, and utterly destroyed a lamb. What if he were caught? Would the townspeople really hang him? Would he accidentally hurt someone else if he remained free? He knew he needed help, and the Mage Academy seemed his best bet. If he made it there, would they help him or turn him away for his terrible destruction? Would they kill him? Thoughts of Moulden made him wonder if he deserved to be hung. The look in Diyah’s eyes, her body covered in blood, the fear in her voice when she warned her brother against him, almost made him want to hang himself. The talent was supposed to be wondrous, but his had thus far brought only anguish.

      He waded into the calm shallow of the river and began making his way upstream. If anyone came after him, he did not want them following his tracks. He considered that everyone probably knew where he was headed. They might even be waiting for him when he got there. He hoped that, given some time, the villagers would see sense. Moulden had been the aggressor. Wesson had only been defending himself and Diyah. He wondered if it was not the reason for the death that scared them but the violence wrought by his talent.

      Wesson followed the river for a while, then stepped from its path to go south. As far as he knew, there were no towns to the south for at least a hundred miles. The plains were sparsely populated with farms and ranches. Once a week, the people would gather at a designated crossroads to trade goods. Such was their market. Wesson hoped he would eventually encounter one since he had not had a chance to pack any food. After about an hour’s walk from the river, he realized he also had no water skin. He reconsidered his choice not to go through Easting, but he knew his pursuers would look for him there. He thought he would rather starve a free man than hang for murder. He could only imagine looking into the faces of his friends and their families as they cried angrily at the executioner to kick the stool from beneath his feet.

      The sky grew darker, and Wesson’s feet began to ache with blisters born of bare skin chaffing against wet leather. His stomach grumbled, and he was reminded of the fresh pie Diyah had given him that morning. His appetite soured when he thought that she may never offer him another, that he may never see her again. Beside the bank lay a lonely fallen tree, perfect for sitting upon and mourning the loss of everything and everyone in his life The energy of flight had begun to wear off, and reality struck with a vengeance. Wesson began to hyperventilate as great heaving sobs escaped his hollow chest.

      He had no memory of falling asleep that night. With the morning light came a terrible headache, and his swollen eyes were caked with the salt of tears.

      He scratched a growing number of bug bites as he sat up and glanced around him. Trees. Sad, scraggly trees and rushing water. He realized he had somehow ended up back at the river, and he hoped that he had not been walking in circles. Then, it struck him that this river was far too small to be the Aen. After deciding it must be a tributary, he thought to follow it for a while since he had no water skin.

      Around mid-afternoon, the trees thinned, and Wesson saw a farmhouse in the distance. His aching stomach would not allow him to pass it by. Upon arriving at the home, though, he realized it was abandoned. Part of the roof was caved in, and the doors and shutters hung ajar as they slapped the rotting siding with every gust of wind. He entered the house, despite its dilapidated condition, and found that it had not been abandoned. In fact, the owner had died, and his mummified corpse still occupied the dusty bed. The linens were full of moth holes, and cobwebs crisscrossed the body like an ethereal burial shroud.

      Wesson had planned to stay in the dwelling that night, but he felt uncomfortable sharing it with a corpse. He headed toward the cupboards in the kitchen area of the one-room abode. A few jars of preserves had survived the scavengers. Apricots, pickled eggs, okra, and pigs’ feet would be his meals for the next several days. Although he wanted to gorge on the feast, he ate only a meager ration, then headed back into what had once been a yard, now overgrown with wild grasses and weeds.

      He found a rusted shovel in the storage shed, then started digging a hole. The ground was harder and rockier than he had anticipated, though. Realizing he would be digging for several days to make a hole big enough for the body, he decided to try his newly discovered talent. He didn’t know what he was doing, but he knew the sensation—the epic sense of strength and potential, the release of a great burden that wanted to be free.

      Turning his palms toward the ground, he inhaled deeply, searching for that feeling. It came faster than expected and quickly grew out of his control. It blasted out of him with a thunderous boom. Dirt and debris flew in every direction, most of it away from him. When the dust settled, Wesson got his cough under control and wiped dirt from his eyes. He stared at the result of his experiment. A huge pit occupied most of the yard. It was large enough to bury four horses.

      The thrill of accomplishment rushed through him, and he jumped up, “Hoorah!” Then, another thought struck him. Now that the hole was dug, how would he ever fill it?
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      It took Wesson nine days to reach Maylon. He avoided travelers, hiding off the road whenever he saw dust in the distance. He had consumed the remainder of the preserves the previous day, and his stomach grumbled fiercely, but he was still hesitant to enter the city. He had successfully skirted Easting without detection, but he wondered how dedicated the townsfolk of Benbrick were to finding him. Had they sent word ahead? Would Wanted signs with his likeness be posted in the city square? He was only a boy, so he thought perhaps they had determined he was not worth the chase, especially considering nothing that happened was really his fault. His stomach voiced its opinion loudly, and he decided he would have to take the risk and enter the city.

      Maylon was the biggest city Wesson had ever seen, not that he had seen many. He had only been to Benbrick and Easting. Unlike the big cities in his stories, Maylon had no wall surrounding it. In fact, nothing delineated its perimeter. On two sides, the city stopped wherever the dwellings and shops ended. The other two sides were bounded by the river and the trade route. He wondered why no one built on the other side of the trade route, but the land there remained empty, save for the small clumps of trees and brush that dotted the plain.

      As he wandered into town around midday, Wesson gawked at the unfamiliar surroundings. He was awed that this city contained at least two hundred homes, several multistory apartment buildings, and three inns. He followed his nose to a bakery located across from the third inn. As soon as he stepped through the doorway, the lean man pulling a hot pan of sugar rolls from the oven yelled at him.

      “Get out of here, you little beggar! You kids should have learned by now that I don’t want you in my shop.”

      Wesson was stunned into silence but only for a moment. “Excuse me, sir, but I am no beggar. I am a paying customer.”

      The man eyed him, and Wesson looked down at himself. After nine days of traveling cross country, he certainly looked like a beggar. He tugged a lock of his oily hair and said, “Well, I could use a bath. I’ve been traveling, and food seemed the greater priority.”

      His stomach cheered him on, and the baker grinned. “I can hear that.” The man’s smile fell. “Still, you stink. Buy something or get out. Your smell’ll be turning away my customers.”

      Wesson dearly wanted some of the sugar rolls, but he had to be practical. He needed something that would keep as he traveled. He hung his head and muttered, “Do you have any dry wafers?”

      The baker frowned. “That’s not what I was expecting to hear from a boy with money to spend.”

      “I told you, I’m traveling.”

      With a grumble, the man said, “If you’re buying dry wafers, I can assume you’re telling the truth. I’ll be right back.” He ducked into a pantry and came out with a small burlap sack. He plopped it on the counter with a clunk, and Wesson winced. Dry wafers could barely be considered food, but they would fill his grumbling stomach. He pulled a few coppers from his purse and held them out to the man.

      The baker rubbed his jaw and said, “I tell you what. Since you’re traveling, if you buy two bags of these wafers, I’ll throw in a couple of sweet rolls and a danish at no charge.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      The man patted the lumpy sack. “I don’t get many people asking for these. I was gonna throw them out, but if you’re willing to take them off my hands and pay, you’re doing me a favor.”

      Wesson grinned. Finally, something was going his way. He handed the man the money and left the bakery with two bags of dry wafers and the most delicious meal he had ever eaten. He knew he shouldn’t stay at the inn. It was a needless expense. He thought about purchasing a spot in a caravan but worried they might recognize him as the escaped murderer of Benbrick. He stopped at a stall on the way out of town for some dried fruit and nuts and received much the same reception he had initially with the baker.

      Around the next corner, he encountered an angry crowd. They were gathered about a fountain that was apparently the main source of water for the city’s residents, based on the worried muttering of the people around him. Many hollered as they shook empty buckets, while others shoved people out of the way to get to the front. A man in a dark blue smock marked with the city’s emblem climbed onto a crate and raised his arms in an attempt to hush the crowd.

      “People! People, please be calm. There is no need to shove. It will do you no good. The well has run dry.” The crowd roared with panic and outrage.

      “How could you let this happen?” called one man.

      “What will we do now?” cried a woman from the other side of the gathering.

      The drone of the crowd rose as their concerns were echoed. Wesson feared they would turn into an enraged mob—the kind that had intended to lynch him. The man on the crate apparently thought so, too, as sweat began to bead upon his brow.

      “We’ve sent for an earth mage. Until then, we must gather our water at the river.”

      “The river water is dirty!” yelled the man next to Wesson.

      Others voiced protests, but Wesson was thrilled. He wondered if this earth mage could help him. Perhaps he could travel with the mage. Wesson was so wrapped up in his thoughts that he failed to notice when the crowd began to disperse. He wondered how the man had gotten through to them and made a mental note to listen to a city official next time he heard one speak.

      Wesson went sprawling into the dirt when he was suddenly bumped from behind.

      “Outta the way, boy,” said a brawny man with inked arms.

      Scrambling on his hands and knees to the side of the road, Wesson dragged his pack with him. The man was accompanied by five others sporting the same markings. Wesson knew better than to mess with a man bearing ink. It might look like a tattoo, but the purplish drug, made from parabata leaves, stayed in a person’s system for weeks. Those who inked appreciated it for its energizing and intoxicating effects; but the addiction was real, and few could stop once they began. Long-term addicts often became violent and unpredictable.

      “Please, no!” cried a voice.

      Tilting his head upward, Wesson noticed a man was being carried by the group. The prisoner kicked and thrashed, but the inked brutes held tight as they headed toward the dry fountain. They dropped the man beside the stone well, which bore a half-moon shaped bowl that could be filled via the spigot and pump. As the others held the man down, two of them pushed the stone cap off the well. Then, they all hoisted their prisoner into the air again.

      “Stop!” yelled Wesson without thinking. He looked around the square and noted that he was alone with the brutes. He noticed a few gazes peeking from between shutters or drapes and realized that no one else wanted to be involved in this dispute. He looked back at the men who had paused in surprise, and they laughed.

      “I mean it,” said Wesson. “Put him down. The well is dry. If you throw him down there, he’ll die in the fall.”

      “That’s kinda the point,” said one of the younger men.

      “But—but then there will be a body in the well, and the water will be no good once it’s working again.”

      The men looked at each other. Then, the leader said, “The earth mage can raise him out.”

      “No, you cannot just kill a man,” said Wesson. “If he has done something wrong, take him before the magistrate.”

      The men laughed. “Do we look like the kind of people who go to a magistrate to solve our problems?”

      They moved the desperate man closer to the well, and Wesson could no longer contain himself. Something inside wanted out, and he was willing to let it. Spreading from his core, his body was suddenly filled with the sensations of rain, dripping molasses, and hay fever. Energy began seeping into the air around him. He tried to focus it in front of his raised hands, then it shot forth. The invisible burst struck the men, then blasted through the fountain and well. The men, including the prisoner, were pitched into the air. Their flights ceased as they crashed into the buildings and stalls. Wesson found himself coughing again as the dust settled. The fountain had been completely destroyed and the well collapsed.

      People began poking their heads out of windows and doorways. When they emerged, they appeared angry—angrier than when they had learned the well was dry. They began to gather in front of him, and Wesson decided it was time to get out of there before he no longer had an escape route. In the distance, he heard a whistle, and he knew the city guard had been alerted. He grabbed his pack and took off running. The crowd ran after him screaming for others along the way to stop him.

      Wesson had always been small for his age, and his stride was small to match. The adults in the crowd caught up with him quickly. Someone grabbed his pack and yanked it off him. He struck the ground chin first. One of the few advantages of being small was the difficulty the others had in grabbing him as he scrambled over the dirt between their legs. His meager possessions had fallen from his pack and were tossed across the ground. In one direction were his clothes. In another, the pocket portrait of his father and his purse. Furthest from them all was the box with which his father had entrusted him. Wesson didn’t have time to mull over his choices. Someone grabbed his ankle, and he kicked out at them then surged toward the box. His fingers wrapped around it as he pushed to his feet and began running again. He dashed down an alley and found himself trapped by a fence. He yanked a loose board away and shrugged through the small opening, then ran for his life until he was well away from the city. Unfortunately, he ran the wrong direction.

      Wesson slipped and skidded across the wet stones that lined the slippery bank of the smaller tributary that ran south of the city. He could see a bridge in the distance, but it would take him back to the other side—back toward Benbrick. He needed to go east toward the Mage Academy. Someone shouted, and he glanced back over his shoulder. His foot caught, and he tumbled forward. The next thing he knew, he was coughing up water. The river moved faster than he realized, and he could feel it tugging him toward its cold depths. Struggling to keep his head above water while maintaining his grip on the box took all his strength, and he had nothing left in him to search for shore. He was already exhausted from his run in the city. As he grew more tired, he went slack and rode the river to wherever it would take him. He knew he was being swept farther and farther from the route to Kaibain, but he was also distancing himself from the danger he faced in Benbrick and Maylon.

      After what felt like hours of floating, the river slowed, and Wesson began searching for a place to reach the bank. He saw a small tree-lined cove where the water was still and swam toward it. After dragging himself to shore, he stripped off his wet clothes and hung them from a few tree branches. Then, he lay back on the only space he could find that was not covered in shrubs or brambles. He took a deep breath, rested his head atop his father’s box, and fell asleep.

      When he awoke, Wesson felt somewhat refreshed from his emotional turmoil, but he was freezing and hungry. The sun hung low on the horizon, and he had no food or supplies. He had lost his mother’s purse, his extra clothes, and the portrait of his father. Miserable and disappointed, Wesson stood and turned toward the trees. His heart finally hit the bottom of his empty core. His clothes were gone. Even his boots containing the last of the coin his mother had given him had disappeared.

      Wesson searched the area, going so far as to crawl under bushes, and didn’t find a single scrap of clothing. He did, however, suffer numerous scratches and scrapes. Shivering with panic in his heart and tears in his eyes, he plucked the largest leaves he could find from the low-hanging branches. Praying to the Maker the plant wasn’t poisonous, he wove vines through small punctures in the leaves to create a skirt long enough to cover his backside. Then, he glanced at the position of the sun that was quickly heading below the horizon. He grabbed his father’s box and began tromping through the sparse forest along the river.

      After a few dozen paces, he realized his bleeding feet needed protection. He collected a few pieces of bark, lined them with leaves, then topped them off with soft moss. Then, he placed the odd constructions on his feet and wound vines around them until they felt secure. The shoes were difficult to walk in, and he thought the mushy moss might have been a mistake, but his feet were no longer assaulted by bristles and twigs. Numerous cuts and scratches later, he decided his predicament called for additional body protection. He leaned against a tree as he plucked several thorns from his shin. As he did so, he noted the different kind of bark on the tree. It was hard and brittle, perfect for creating armor. He pried off several long chunks and strapped them to his arms and shins using some large, leathery leaves. On another tree, he found bark that was soft and pliable. It hung from the tree trunks in long strips. He wrapped these around his torso and tied them off at the ends using long grass or vines. He tried to ignore the itching as he continued through the woods.

      Over the creaks of boughs, shuffle of leaves, and rustling of woodland life, a sudden shout reached his ears. No, not a shout. A call—a beckoning. He headed toward the welcomed sound. A little more than a hundred yards from the river, in a small clearing, was a house. It was quaint and rough, its timbers still bearing bark. The windows contained no glass, only creaky shutters, one of which tapped against the side of the house with the faintest breeze.

      The old house looked like a home, though, and better than any home Wesson could imagine at that moment besides his own. Pink curtains shifted in the windows, and homespun laundry and linens billowed on two lines outside the back door. Several small pens contained pigs, chickens, sheep and goats, and another fenced area held a vegetable garden. Wesson could hear the clink of metal from the other side of the house and knew someone was home.

      He inched closer to the clothes lines. He had never stolen anything in his life, but in that moment, he was desperate. He tried to think of it as borrowing. Someday, somehow, he would pay these people back for the things he was about to take.

      “Kaylah!” came the beckoning sound once again.

      Wesson heard a giggle from beyond the drying lines and quickly ducked behind a bush. Then he heard the backdoor slam, and he breathed a sigh of relief. Wesson’s gaze was fixed on the doorway as he inched closer to his target. His breathing came heavily, and blood pounded in his ears. When he reached the drying lines, he snagged the first few items he could get his hands on without even looking at them. He headed toward the vegetable garden, refusing to take the time to search for the gate that seemed to be hidden. He scrambled over the top of the rickety fence and began grabbing whatever looked ripe enough to eat, wrapping it in the clothes he had just claimed. Then he heard a squeak and froze.

      He lifted his gaze from the juicy red tomatoes in front of him to find a girl about his age looking at him. She appeared just as startled as he. The golden locks that framed her face in a halo of tight spirals complemented her caramel skin and honey-colored eyes. She blinked at him, then screamed. As she turned to run, she hollered, “Mama, there’s a fairy in the garden! Mama!”

      She ran through the gate, that now appeared obvious, and into the house. Wesson heard the girl’s mother questioning her, then becoming alarmed when Kaylah said he was stealing things. As the ring of steel stopped and many footsteps headed toward the back door, Wesson escaped the garden and headed back into the woods. He didn’t stop running until his lungs threatened to burst. When he finally came to a halt, he doubled over and heaved bile onto the leaf-littered ground. Every muscle in his body shook with the intensity and shock of what he’d done.

      Wesson fell onto his rump and then laid back. After catching his breath, he began to chuckle, then laugh in earnest. The girl had called him a fairy. He could imagine what he looked like to her—a wild, messy boy, dressed in leaves and bark, that came from the forest in the middle of nowhere. He might have thought the same of himself had he been the observer. Finally, he rolled over to inspect his haul. He unwrapped the food and ate a handful of green peas and a tomato before finally examining the clothing.

      With a groan, he held up the largest item. It was an off-white nightgown. At second glance, he thought better of the assumption. The longer he looked, the more he was certain it was a woman’s undergarment. An underdress? He had no idea what to call it. He took a deep breath and held up the second item—an apron. Although it was plain, without frills, it wouldn’t cover his backside.

      It was almost dark, and Wesson was near to freezing, so he ripped the bark, leaves, and vines from his body and donned the underdress. It hung to his ankles and was wide at the shoulders, but at least it covered his bare skin. He ate a bit more of his crisp vegetable harvest, then wrapped the rest with his box in the apron. A branch cracked, and farther away, he heard something rustle in the bushes. Wesson’s heart began to pump harder. In all his searching and running, he had forgotten about building even the simplest shelter. He also realized he was thirsty and could no longer hear the river.

      Wesson grabbed a stick, backed against a large tree, and sank to the ground, settling in for a long, anxious night. Every crackle and snap caught his attention. Every hoot and growl, he knew, was something coming to eat him. He was acutely aware of his power, but he was afraid of it. What if it abandoned him when he needed it? He wasn’t even supposed to be able to access it. He had killed at least one person and seriously injured others. Had he killed the men in Maylon, too? Guilt gnawed at the depths of his conscience. He didn’t want to think about the reason, but he knew. More than for having killed Moulden, or injuring the other bullies and the thugs in the city square, he felt remorse for the dying lamb he had obliterated. He felt the worst for having frightened Diyah and for making her cry. What kind of horrible person was he, he wondered.

      The dawn took forever to arrive. With it came a terrible headache. He knew it was probably caused by lack of sleep and dehydration, but there was nothing he could do about it. Wesson walked toward the rising sun throughout the morning. He passed several mushrooms and berry bushes, but he didn’t recognize any of them so refrained from eating. Around midday, he noticed a number of tracks from deer and smaller animals that all seemed to be heading in the same direction. Wesson decided to follow, wondering if he could figure out how to make a snare like the ones he had read about in the stories. Unfortunately, none of those stories had specified exactly how to make one.

      Through the brush, Wesson could see other game trails and tracks that were converging on something ahead. When he finally reached the place, he fell to his knees in thanks to the Maker. His family had never been religious, but in that moment, he was willing to thank anyone who might listen. A small pool of water, barely larger than a wash tub and fed by a cold spring, had fresh water burbling up from a sandy bottom. Wesson drank deeply, then splashed his face and ran his wet fingers through his grungy hair. He paused as he abruptly felt a strange sensation in his chest, like a tendril reaching toward something. When he looked up, he was not alone.

      “It is interesting that I should find you here,” said a man dressed in the shortened black robes of a battle mage. The hem came to just below the knee, and he wore loose black pants beneath. The panels that ran the length of the robes were not black, though. They were grey and bore white, blue, and brown stripes on the trim. In one hand, he carried a thick walking stick. The man was not particularly tall, although he towered over Wesson. His greying brown hair was short and combed neatly to one side. He had a short, grey beard and mustache, and his skin was tanned and weathered, presumably due to years spent in the sun. He looked down at Wesson with dark brown eyes.

      Wesson’s fear shocked him into silence. From the way the man spoke, it sounded as if he knew who Wesson was.

      “What brought you here?” said the man.

      Wesson’s lips silently wagged, then he sputtered, “The tracks. I saw the animal tracks going this way.”

      The man nodded. “Interesting. Are you sure that is what brought you here?”

      “Yes, of course,” said Wesson. “What else?”

      “I thought perhaps you sensed the presence of water?”

      “No, how could I?” Wesson said. “I cannot say that I felt anything—not until I looked up. It was you, was it not? The pulling sensation?”

      “Yes, you sensed my talent as I sense yours. You do not yet realize you are bleeding off.”

      “Bleeding off?” said Wesson.

      “Yes, usually a mage can sense vimara in use. You are not currently using yours, but some of it is bleeding into your surroundings, so I can still sense you. You felt me because I erected a ward.”

      “A ward?” said Wesson.

      “Yes,” said the man. “It protects me from you and will prevent you from running off again.”

      “I’m trapped?” shouted Wesson. “Who are you? What do you want from me?”

      “I am Master Mage Ikestrius. How about you tell me what you know about me?”

      Wesson almost said he knew nothing about the man he had just met, but he paused upon realizing that wasn’t true. He had already noticed a number of facts that could not be ignored. “You are a battle mage.” The man nodded, and Wesson felt more confident. “Since your panels are grey, you are not a natural battle mage. That means your affinities are for constructive magic, which you have learned to use for the purpose of battle. That makes you a trained battle mage. The white stripe indicates a tropestrian affinity, for wind, the blue for aquian or water, and the brown for crystallis or earth.”

      Wesson swallowed hard. This man had to be very powerful to have three affinities and to be a battle mage. The stories rarely spoke of anyone having more than two affinities. Mages were often still able to use the other powers, but their affinities were the strongest. If a mage bore two strong affinities, the others were usually negligible.

      “Very good, Lord Seth. I can see you are already educated in the basics.”

      “Only from books,” said Wesson. “Everyone kept the fact that my father was a mage from me.”

      “That is a shame. Mage Seth was a mage to be admired.”

      “You knew him?”

      “Only through his work. It was exquisite.”

      “How did you know who I am?”

      “I have been looking for you. A generalist I met on the road mentioned your presence in Benbrick. He said you had come into your power and needed escort. When I reached your hometown, you had already fled.”

      “They were going to hang me!”

      The man tilted his head. “Would you have let them?”

      “What? How could I have stopped them?”

      “I saw what you did in Maylon. You need not have feared the noose.”

      “I was told I would not be able to access my power after the first time,” said Wesson.

      Mage Ikestrius nodded. “That is generally true. You are also too young to have come into your power. Most do not gain the talent until near adulthood—or older. Yours has presented differently. It will be an interesting mystery to explore. Still, after what you did to the lamb—” He paused when Wesson gave a start. “Yes, I know about that, too. After the lamb incident, you probably knew you could protect yourself.”

      “No!” Wesson shook his head. “I have no desire to hurt anyone. The townsfolk are good people. They were just scared. I would not have wanted to”—he gulped—"do to them what I did to that lamb.”

      “I am pleased to hear it, especially considering your recent act of theft.” The mage raised an eyebrow as he perused the women’s undergarments with a poorly concealed smirk.

      Wesson’s cheeks heated. “I was desperate. I left my clothes to dry, and they disappeared.”

      “They vanished? Right before your eyes?”

      “Well, no. I was asleep on the riverbank.”

      “Hmm. Could have been an animal, but it was likely bandits. You are lucky to be alive.” The mage rubbed his chin and mumbled, “Perhaps you inadvertently cast a ward in your sleep.” Looking back to Wesson, he said, “In this area, bandits are not common, but they do show up from time to time.” He lifted his walking stick, “Come now. We have not far to go. You were headed almost directly toward my estate.” The man gave him a knowing look, but Wesson had no idea what he was supposed to know.

      “I am surprised you found me,” said Wesson.

      The man raised an eyebrow again. “I am a master battle mage. Tracking people is one of my specialties.”

      “Are you going to arrest me?”

      “For what?”

      “For killing Moulden … and maybe some of those people in Maylon.” Wesson’s stomach lurched, threatening to expel the water he had consumed.

      Mage Ikestrius pursed his lips, then said, “You did kill three people in Maylon, but you saved the man who would have died in the well. His son and two daughters offer their gratitude.”

      While infinitely relieved that he had not killed the supposedly innocent man, his head spun at the news that he had now killed four people. Tears streamed down his face as he blinked up at the battle mage. “What will you do with me? I cannot keep hurting people.”

      “No, you cannot. I will take you to the Mage Academy. There, your power will be suppressed until you learn control.”

      “But what about the people I killed? Am I not to stand trial?”

      Ikestrius shook his head. “By law, you cannot be held responsible for the damage you wrought during the awakening of your power. Now that I am here to shield you, I will be responsible for any destruction you cause until we reach the academy.”

      “Is that why the generalist neglected to help?” said Wesson.

      “Partly. I doubt he knew how to restrict your power, and it is even less likely that he had the control and strength to do it. Now, come. If we hurry, we may be at my home before dinner.”
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      Ikestrius’s home was more than an estate. It was a castle. At least, it was the closest thing to a castle Wesson had ever seen. It possessed one wide tower with four levels of windows. A wall wrapped around the base, and the tops of the tower and wall were crenulated. Outside the wall was a moat filled with dark water. Beyond the moat was a wide ring of sand, and beyond that was a ring of rubble. To enter the so-called estate, they crossed a drawbridge and passed under an iron gate complete with gatehouse and guards.

      The two guardsmen, dressed in grey uniforms with black boots and matching felt hats, snickered as Wesson passed. At second glance, he realized they were young—too young to be guardsmen … and one of them was a girl. They both broke into all out laughter. His face heated again. He was mistaken for a girl all too often, and to arrive at this place in women’s undergarments was more than he could handle.

      “That will be enough,” said Ikestrius to the two young guardsmen. “Now that I have returned, you two get changed and attend to your studies.”

      “Yes, Master,” they said in unison before running across the empty bailey into the tower.

      “They are students?” said Wesson.

      Ikestrius nodded. “The girl, Liska, is my daughter. She is five years your senior. She came into her power two months ago, although she is driven and has been preparing for it for most of her life. The boy is Ticarius, but he insists on being called Tica. He is sixteen and just came into his power a few weeks ago.”

      “Are they going to the Mage Academy, too?” said Wesson.

      “No, Liska wishes to learn from me, and Tica’s family needs him to remain close to assist with the fields. His father passed away last year, and his younger brother cannot tend the farm alone. I have two other students, as well. Porelly is here under similar circumstances to Tica. Oleshta applied to the Mage Academy, but her power was insufficient to earn her a place. Her family is wealthy, though, and offered to pay me to teach her whatever she can learn.

      “I tell you this because they will be your classmates and companions for a time. I cannot take you to the academy immediately. I have just returned from an extended absence and am needed here. The new academic cycle will not begin for several months anyway. We will begin your tutelage here, and I will take you to Kaibain closer to the new cycle.”

      “You are going to teach me?”

      Ikestrius turned to look at him just before they entered the portal through which the two guards had gone. “Does this displease you?”

      “No, no,” said Wesson. “It is just that I have no desire to be a battle mage.”

      Ikestrius chuckled. “Few with constructive power become battle mages, and those with a natural affinity for destructive are rare. I will be teaching you basic magecraft, just as I am with the others.”

      “Oh, thank you,” said Wesson. “I apologize if I offended you.”

      “Not at all,” said Ikestrius. “Not everyone has the stomach for battle magic.”

      Ikestrius led him through a foyer and past a sitting room to a large spiral stairwell. As they ascended, Wesson began to huff, and he tripped on his underdress about every third step.

      He said, “How do I know what kind of mage I am?”

      “We cannot know until you see a reader. One visits the academy every year. He or she will be able to see your vimara and identify your strength and ratio. If you have very poor strength and ratio, you will not be accepted to the Mage Academy.”

      “How often does that happen?”

      “More often than not, but I do not think you have cause for worry. The evidence of your power is in Benbrick and Maylon.”

      Wesson’s blood curdled at the reminder of his most horrible deed. He followed Master Ikestrius in silence until they came to the third landing and walked to the end of the curved corridor. A door stood open to a chamber containing a bed, side table, study table, chest, and bookshelf. The room was empty of any personal affects or accoutrements, but it had a window that faced west, so it was bathed in the orange and pink hues of the setting sun.

      “This will be your room. The bathing chamber is two doors down on the other side of the corridor. You will present yourself appropriately at dinner.” Wesson glanced down at the underdress. Ikestrius smirked and added, “I will have some clothes brought to you. You are small. I am sure some of the others have a few things they have outgrown.” He walked over to the writing desk. He indicated a stack of paper and a bottle of ink. “You will write to your mother and let her know what has become of you. Letters will be sent out at the end of each week.” Then he pulled something from the sack that dangled from a tie at his waist and set it where Wesson could see.

      Wesson’s eyes widened. “Where did you get that?”

      Ikestrius tapped the frame of the small portrait. “I am afraid the rest of your belongings were stolen.” He eyed the bundle that held the vegetables and his father’s box. “That is special. It is warded.”

      Wesson set the bundle on the table and removed the box. Holding it out to Ikestrius, he said, “Can you open it?”

      “I likely can, but I will not. You will—someday. It belongs to you, does it not? Where did you get it?”

      Wesson eyed the small box entrusted to him as a young child. “It was my father’s. He said I was never to let it go. I do not know what is in it.”

      “Then this will serve as motivation. Learn to use your talent, learn to break this ward, and you will find the answer.”

      Ikestrius turned and left without another word. Wesson stood in the middle of the room as his tumultuous feelings collided with each other. He had just gone home with a complete stranger and ended up in a room high in a tower. He was to be given clothes and a place to stay and an invaluable education, but he did not know where any of it would lead. Was the master really going to teach him and then take him to the academy? The most important question in Wesson’s mind was, why?

      He sat at the foot of the bed and waited as the light from the window began to fade. Suddenly, a thud sounded at his feet, and he looked down to see a messy pile of assorted garments. He looked up to find Liska leaning against the doorframe. Her blonde hair hung in shimmering waves to her shoulders, and her blue eyes glistened like sapphires in the candlelight. Deep within them, though, he saw only mischief and mirth. She grinned and said, “The boys threw these together—or would you prefer a dress?”

      “No! I mean, no, this is not mine. It was—”

      He didn’t get a chance to finish because she simply turned and walked away. Was he not worth her time? Perhaps not, he thought. He was a killer—a murderer. Liska was probably better off staying far from him.

      He sifted through the pile and donned a pair of brown trousers and a blue tunic turned pale with age. He found a worn belt and a pair of stockings but no shoes. Just as he fastened the belt, which needed at least another hole to fit properly, a strange trill rang throughout the tower. It took him a moment to realize it was the dinner bell. Wesson hurried from the room and realized he did not know where to go.

      “Hi there,” said a voice from behind that made him jump. It was Tica.

      “Hello,” said Wesson. “You startled me.”

      “Yeah, I’ve learned to control my power bleed. You won’t be able to sense me unless I’m using my power or you get really close. Um … that wasn’t an invitation, by the way.”

      “What?” said Wesson.

      “Well, I wasn’t sure, what with the way you arrived and all …”

      Wesson stared at the older boy before the implication finally hit him. “No! Those clothes were not mine. Mine disappeared, so I had to, um, borrow some.”

      Tica narrowed his eyes. “You’re a thief?”

      Wesson shook his head adamantly. “Not at all. I was just desperate. I fully intend to return them or pay for them when I have the money.”

      Tica laughed. “I’m just messin’ with ya. I heard you were on the run. Come on. I’ll take you to the dining hall.” Wesson’s feet were becoming chilled by the floor and he shifted. Tica glanced down. “Oh, I guess we forgot something. We’ll have to find you some shoes later. We can’t be late for dinner.”

      As they walked, Tica turned to him and said, “So what happened?”

      “I would rather not talk about it,” Wesson mumbled. “It has been a terrible, terrible few days.”

      “You just came into your power?”

      Wesson nodded.

      “Ah, I get it. There’s never been anyone in my family that was a mage. It was a shock, to say the least, when my mother’s cooking pot suddenly began melting into a puddle on the floor. Luckily, it wasn’t hot. It was crystallis power, you see? Oh, sorry. That’s earth power.”

      “I know,” said Wesson.

      “Great. So anyway, there wasn’t any pyris”—he looked sideways at Wesson.

      “Fire.”

      Tica grinned. “Yeah. It could’ve burned the house down if there had been.”

      “So, you’re an earth mage?” Wesson said.

      With a shrug, Tica said, “Don’t know yet. Haven’t seen a reader. Usually only mages who go to the academy get to see one. They’re really rare, you know. There’s only like two or three in all of Ashai.”

      “Why?” said Wesson.

      “Why what?”

      “Why are they rare?”

      Tica shrugged again. “Don’t know. They just are. At least, that’s as much as I got from Master Ikestrius. So, what are you—nine? Ten? I’ve never heard of anyone getting their power so young.”

      “I’m twelve,” said Wesson.

      “Wow, I wonder why you got it so early. You sure you’re not gonna tell me what happened?”

      “That is not appropriate dinner conversation,” said Master Ikestrius as they entered the dining hall. He gave Tica a disparaging look, then turned to Wesson. “I expect you’ve been instructed in appropriate dinner etiquette, Lord Seth?”

      “Yes, Master Ikestrius.”

      “Good. Mages are to comport themselves with dignity,” said Ikestrius. “Let us be seated.”

      Wesson followed Tica to the other side of the table, but the older young man seemed suddenly uncomfortable. Once seated, Tica leaned over and whispered, “Are you really a lord?”

      Wesson had no desire to draw attention to himself, and it felt strange using that title in such a place. He looked at Tica and said, “I am a mage apprentice.”

      Tica grinned and clapped him on the back. Wesson glanced over to see Master Ikestrius’s nod in approval, and he felt as if he had just passed his first test.

      

      The next day, Wesson felt as if he failed all of his tests. Dinner had sat heavily in his stomach the previous night, and he had tossed and turned as his mind visited an infinite loop of explosions and death. Now, on his very first day as a student of the talent, Wesson could not call upon the tiniest speck of power.

      “You need to focus. Feel the energy in your well—the place where it resides deep inside you. It wants to be released. You must allow it to be free.” Master Ikestrius held up a finger. “But you must restrain it. Keep it within the spell.”

      Wesson had been given the very first spell a mage was supposed to learn. It was what they called a ward—a shield to protect himself from attacks and accidents. The spell was simple. Draw a loop and a cross in the air, whisper the words only if needed, and focus the vimara into the whole construct. According to Ikestrius, once he improved his skills, the motions and words would not be necessary. Wesson worked at the spell all morning while the others manifested spells around him in the bailey. With nothing to show for his efforts, by lunchtime he was famished.

      Tica sat next to him at the wooden table in the bailey as the cook and his assistant served a lunch of potato bread, cheese, and sliced venison. As soon as Wesson packed his mouth full, Liska spoke from the other end of the table. Her tone was both curious and condescending.

      “I wonder why Father is trying to teach you that spell on your first day. Usually, it is weeks before a student performs a spell.”

      Wesson paused and glanced at the others. Oleshta and Porelly both nodded, their cheeks bulging with their own meals. Tica said, “Why are you trying spells?”

      Wesson shrugged and swallowed. “I am not the master. How should I know?”

      Master Ikestrius, who had gone to his office at the break, suddenly appeared from nowhere at the other end of the table beside his daughter. Everyone jumped when he spoke.

      “Apprentice Wesson is capable of accessing his power, as he has done on several occasions already.”

      “Really?” said Oleshta. “And you’re only twelve? It’s not fair!”

      “It is not a matter of fairness,” said Ikestrius, “and it says nothing about the strength of his talent, only that he has it. Although, by the effectiveness of previous events, I would say he has enough to become a mage.”

      “So, this little boy can become a mage, but I can’t?” cried Oleshta.

      “We all work with what we have, Oleshta. You have to realize that you simply do not have enough power, and your ratio is wrong. I told you I would teach you what I can, but you must accept reality and be reasonable. Do not hold others’ power against them.”

      Oleshta gave Wesson a sour look. Porelly shrugged as he stuffed another bite into his mouth and spoke around his food. “I don’t care if he’s got a lot of power or not, so long as he doesn’t blow one of us up.”

      “Porelly! You are to comport yourself as a gentleman at my table. Do not talk with your mouth full,” said Ikestrius.

      “Why would he blow us up?” said Tica, eyeing Wesson sideways.

      Porelly glanced at Ikestrius, swallowed his food, then said, “That’s what I heard he did to a bunch of people. Even killed ’em.”

      Tica looked back as Wesson’s cheeks heated, and everyone but Porelly stared at him. Porelly, for his part, was focused on his food.

      “Where did you hear that?” asked Ikestrius.

      “On my run to town this morning. They were talkin’ about some kid who killed a bunch of people in Maylon and some little village. Blew them up, is what they said. I figured it had to be him.”

      Wesson dropped his gaze to his lap. He could no longer withstand their penetrating stares. As his eyes filled with tears, Tica said, “Well, if he did, it wasn’t his fault.” Wesson glanced up to see Tica looking at him with pity—no, it was sympathy.

      Master Ikestrius stood from the table and called for Wesson to follow. They left the bailey through the front gate and walked to the center of an open, grassy space between the fortress and the tree line. A lone, dead tree, split by lightning, stood in front of them.

      “You cannot escape your past,” said Ikestrius. “You can only learn from it and improve yourself for the future.” Wesson said nothing as he wiped his nose and swallowed what might have become a pathetic sob. “This tree is the enemy. It is going to destroy you, the fortress, and everyone who lives inside it.”

      “The tree is?” said Wesson skeptically.

      “Yes. You need to erect the shield between the tree and us, using the spell I taught you, so that I may focus on destroying it.” Ikestrius pulled a mound of earth into a hovering ball in front of him and held it spinning in the air. “Now, Wesson! Protect us!”

      With the abrupt expression of power from his master and the alarm in his tone, something tugged at Wesson’s core. He imagined the tree to be a giant monster ready to attack. He drew the symbols in the air and muttered the words, but it felt as if the spell was squirming out of his grasp. Just as he filled it with power, the spell slipped away, and the power surged out of him. It swept forward, ripping the tree from the ground. Its massive root system took chunks of dirt with it as it crashed into the tree line twenty paces behind it. All of the branches at the front of the tree line were swept bare in the blast.

      Ikestrius dropped his glob of dirt into the massive hole in front of them and said, “That is not the spell I requested.”

      “I don’t think it was a spell at all,” said Wesson. “It got away from me. It was like the spell had a mind, and it did not desire what I offered.”

      “That is an interesting way of putting it. Perhaps your ratio does not allow for this particular spell. We shall try another.”

      The rest of the day was much of the same. By the time they were called to wash for dinner, Wesson had destroyed five more trees, eight boulders, thirty feet of fence, and flattened a small hill.

      “Well,” said Tica as they walked toward the tower. “At least Porelly got some practice with crystallis when he had to fill those holes with the dirt from the hill.”

      “Are you always so positive?”

      “No, but you seem to need it.”

      “In that case, you are going to become a very positive person. What am I doing wrong?”

      “Maybe you’re not doing anything wrong. Maybe you have a bad ratio. Maybe you just can’t be a mage.”

      “What happened to all that positivity?”

      “I’m just being realistic. If you want to be a mage, you’re going to have to work at it. For some, it’s simply not possible. You have a lot of power, though. Even with a bad ratio, you should be able to at least become a generalist. But, if you do have a bad ratio, it’s going to take a lot more work than it would for someone with a good ratio like Liska.”

      “So, even with a bad ratio, I could become a mage if I work hard?”

      Tica nodded. “That’s the problem with Oleshta. She has a bad ratio and low power. She’ll never be a mage, but she’s still working hard to learn what she can. Porelly has a perfect ratio but low power. He can still become a great mage, but he has to work hard to become efficient.”

      Wesson mulled over Tica’s words. Finally, he said, “When will you find out about your own ratio?”

      Tica shrugged. “Don’t know. Maybe never. Seeing the reader outside the academy is difficult and expensive. Most mages who don’t attend the academy never see one. Porelly only saw one because he went to the academy for a year before he had to come home to help his family. I never made it to the academy.”

      “That must make it difficult to know your strengths and weaknesses. How do you know what kind of mage you should train to become?”

      “Trial and error,” said Tica as they stopped to wash their hands and faces at the small trough outside the kitchen.

      Liska stepped from the doorway, her arms crossed and a haughty expression on her face. “I saw Wesson’s trials and all his errors. Can you do anything but destroy things?”

      “Destruction was not my intent,” said Wesson.

      “The talent works by intent,” she said. “If you blow something up—like you have been all day—it is because you intended it.”

      “Untrue,” said Wesson. “I never meant to hurt anyone.”

      Her expression softened, and she dropped her arms. “That is not what I was talking about. I am sorry that happened to you.” She glanced through the open gate that led to the site of his mass destruction. “I was talking about what you did out there. If you want my opinion, I think you are filled with fear. Something bad happened to you. Most of us gain our power when we are under distress, but yours must have been terrible. Now, everything you cast is filled with that fear. You need to get your head straight.”

      Tica said, “We didn’t ask you, Liska.”

      She scowled at him. “I was only trying to help.” She held her hand up to indicate the tower. “If we coddle him, we may all end up with nowhere to live.”

      Tica rolled his eyes. “He doesn’t have the power to bring down the whole tower.”

      “I am not so sure about that,” she said. “Even so, he does a lot of damage. We need to work on his mind if we are to help him.”

      “We?” said Tica.

      She flipped her hair over one shoulder and said, “You cannot do it yourself.” She turned and walked back through the kitchen without another word.

      Wesson was at a loss. Although he was unsure if Liska was friend or foe, she seemed to know what she was talking about. He was filled with fear. Every moment since his confrontation with Moulden had been filled with fear. It made sense that it would affect his power if the talent was really controlled by intent. Did that mean that somewhere inside him, he really wanted to kill those people?

      Dinner tasted like sawdust in his mouth that evening. After struggling through the meal, he made a hasty retreat to the master’s extensive library. He then sat in his room poring over a book that discussed the influences of intent and will on spellcasting. It seemed Liska had been right, which made him all the more miserable. Eventually, he could no longer keep his eyes open, and he began readying himself for bed. Just as he pulled on the night clothes that were far too baggy, a heavy knock sounded at the door. Wesson opened it to find Liska standing there with a sour expression. She crossed her arms and rolled her eyes. “Why do you look as if you are going to bed?”

      “Um, because I am,” said Wesson.

      “No, you are not. I told you we need to get your head straight. Every evening after dinner you will spend an hour with me. Wait”—she held up a hand to stave off his protest—“do not think I am doing this out of charity or because I like you. My motives are purely selfish. My ratio is ideal for becoming a life mage, and you will be an excellent subject for this year’s major project.”

      It took Wesson a moment to catch up. He was exhausted, and his mind was muddled with guilt and self-loathing. “You want to experiment on me? On my mind?”

      “Yes,” she said with a lift of her chin. “It needs to be done anyway. I might as well reap the benefits.”

      Wesson rubbed his eyes that were burning with fatigue. “Have you considered that you may not have the temperament for a life mage?”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” she snapped.

      “Nothing. Never mind. I am drained. Can we not do this tomorrow?”

      “No, this is the perfect time. You are less likely to turn me inside out or paint the walls with my blood.”

      Wesson dipped his head and fisted his hair as he tried to clear the image from his mind. A beautiful, sweet girl drenched in blood, tufts of wool and flesh dripping from her strawberry hair.

      “What is wrong with you now,” Liska said as she shoved him aside and entered his room. She turned in a circle, squinting into the dark. The only light came from the moon and the mage lights in the corridor. She clapped her hands together, snapped, and held out her palm as a tiny flame appeared in the air above it. The flame grew only slightly, and it was barely enough to light the center of the small room.

      “Where are your mage lights?” she said.

      “I have none. Nor do I have any candles. And, I have nothing with which to light candles even if I had some, since I cannot do that,” he said, pointing to her flame.

      She sighed. “This will not do. This tiny flame is the extent of my ability. Fire is not one of a life mage’s fortes. Come, then. We will go to the library. It is not far.”

      Wesson followed her out of the room, not bothering to shut the door. He had nothing to steal. As he caught up with her, he said, “You never attended the Mage Academy.”

      “No.”

      “Then, how is it you know your ratio?”

      “Father took me to see a reader, of course—as soon as I came into my power and told him I would be taught only by him.” She paused to look at Wesson. “He is famous, you know. He fought beside General Marcum, himself, in the war.”

      “The General Marcum? General of the army?”

      “Yes, well, he was not general of the army when they met.”

      “I would have thought the general would have had a natural battle mage,” mused Wesson.

      She began walking again. “There were others, of course. Most are trained battle mages. Natural battle mages are rare.”

      “I cannot imagine why anyone with constructive power would want to learn to use it for destructive purposes. Everything I have done with my power since it presented has been horrible.”

      “Well, I doubt you are a natural battle mage. You are just messed up in the head. Once we get you straightened out, you will understand my father’s motives.”

      “What if I do not want you near my head?”

      “Well, that is rude,” she said with a pout as she stopped outside the open entry to the library. “Here I am trying to help you, and you show absolutely no appreciation for my efforts.”

      Wesson’s face flamed. “I-I apologize. I spoke poorly. Please forgive my tired, addled mind.”

      “Hmph. More like your mouth,” she said. “Very well, but I shall hear no complaints during our sessions. Let us begin.”
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      Dear Diyah,

      
        
        I have been taken in by a Master Battle Mage. He has agreed to teach me until I can go to the Mage Academy. I have been at his home for three weeks, but I am not alone in my studies. There are others here, others like me, except that they are older and better at pretty much everything. I am trying to stay positive. Being a mage should be a wonderous thing, yet I cannot shake the memories in which it was the source of tragedy, especially for you. Please know that I am sorry for what happened. I never meant to hurt you. I could not control myself. I will strive to become the best mage possible so that I may never hurt another. I will write to you every week and send the letters with the courier each month. I hope to hear from you soon.

        

      

      Sincerely yours,

      Wesson

      

      Wesson stood at the top of the tower with Master Ikestrius staring down between the crenellations in the balustrade. The entire bailey was on fire. All of it. Around the entire tower an inferno raged. What was more amazing was that there was nothing in the bailey to burn. The very dirt was on fire.

      “Oops,” said Wesson as he glanced at the single torch he was supposed to have set aflame. It was still mounted on the wall, unimpressive, dripping with oil, and unlit.

      Ikestrius shook his head but remained otherwise unmoved. Actually, to Wesson he seemed resigned. “You are lucky Tica has shown an affinity for water, lest you burn down my home,” was all that he said before turning and descending the stairs.

      Wesson followed, hoping the master was not considering putting him out—or putting him down. With all the damage he had wrought under the master’s supervision, he did not imagine the mages would allow him to roam the countryside alone.

      When they reached the bottom of the tower, everyone was working to put out the fire. Porelly tried a wind spell, which only whipped the flames higher. Master Ikestrius berated him fiercely for his idiocy. Wesson wondered why the master never scolded him in this way. Tica was beyond the fire on the other side of the bailey by the gate. Wesson could see the sweat staining his shirt as he struggled to draw a stream of water from the moat. The spell failed several times before the water finally began to rise and trickle toward the burning bailey. Once the water cut a path through the flame, Liska added her assistance to Tica’s efforts, and the water spread more rapidly. The water hissed and filled the air with hot moisture.

      Master Ikestrius stood beside Wesson directing their efforts, but he did not assist in dousing the flames. In the time Wesson had been at the fortress, he had seen Master Ikestrius do only subtle spells, but the depth of knowledge in his gaze told Wesson he was capable of much, much more. Once the fire was under control, Ikestrius turned to Oleshta who was standing to one side with her arms crossed and a pout on her face. He said, “Why did you not assist, Oleshta?”

      “I tried,” she said. “All of my spells failed. I couldn’t get even one to materialize.”

      “You have successfully cast water draw before.”

      “I know, but I was scared. There was so much fire.” She pointed at Wesson. “It was his fault. Why are you not yelling at him?”

      “I instructed him to cast the inferno spell. Although the bailey was not the intended target, he cast the spell successfully. You, on the other hand, have done nothing.”

      “But he almost burned down the tower!” she cried.

      “That is irrelevant,” said Ikestrius. “You will practice for an extra hour today and tomorrow, Oleshta.” He turned to Porelly. “You will write a ten-page thesis on why wind break was a poor choice.” Porelly groaned, and Ikestrius turned to Tica and Liska. “The two of you worked well together. Raging river is a difficult spell, Tica, one you have only just learned this week. I am impressed.”

      Tica grinned over his heaving breaths. “Thank you, Master.”

      Ikestrius laid a hand on Wesson’s shoulder. “You should thank Apprentice Wesson. You would not have had the chance to make the impression without his assistance.” Finally, he turned to Wesson. “You are not to cast any more spells.”

      “What?” Wesson blurted.

      Ikestrius held up a finger and captured Wesson’s gaze. “None.”

      Wesson’s heart thudded in a panic. “Ever? Am I banned? What happens to a mage who is no longer permitted to cast? What will you—”

      “Calm yourself, Apprentice. I received word that the reader will be visiting the academy in a few months. I have decided to take you early so that we may meet with her. I am afraid trial and error is too dangerous with you.”

      Wesson’s dread turned to excitement. He glanced around the scorched bailey and saw the nodding faces of the others. He said, “I wholeheartedly agree.”

      

      It turned out that Master Ikestrius’s tower was only a day’s ride from the East-West Trade Route by wagon. Wesson was still trying to wrap his head around how he had ended up so far north after being swept downstream, but then he had wandered the forest for a long time.

      Liska mildly pouted for having to stay at the tower—until her father explained that he was leaving her in a position of responsibility. It was her duty to keep an eye on the staff and students. Oleshta and Porelly offered to help Tica’s family with the farm so he would have what was probably a once in a lifetime chance to see the reader.

      Wesson was glad Tica was traveling with them. It meant that Wesson did not have to spend his time alone with the master and he had a companion. Although Tica was several years older, Wesson felt they had much in common. They had not read many of the same books, but Tica was an avid reader like Wesson. The older boy got a thrill out of Wesson’s accidental destruction and never complained about the practice he got while trying to fix the problems. Wesson was no longer permitted to cast spells, though, and it felt as if the power was crawling under his skin, itching to be released.

      The East-West Trade Route was long and dotted with small villages. Master Ikestrius used spells to speed their travel, mostly to help smooth the passage of the wagon over the rutted road. Every day, Tica was required to perform each of the spells he had learned, then the master added a new one. Wesson also had to learn the spells. He had to form each one perfectly but without the token that would accept his vimara and cause the spell to manifest. Wesson felt as if his well was overflowing with power. It was almost painful.

      Unfortunately, he and Tica both forgot more spells than they remembered, so after weeks on the road, they arrived in the city of Caradon each knowing only a dozen spells well enough to cast them. Wesson doubted his spells would work even if he did apply the token. He knew he could not consider trying, though. Like Maylon, Caradon was one of the capital cities, home to thousands of people. He dared not risk burning it down.

      The streets were swarming when they arrived just after midday, although Wesson imagined they were crowded all the time. It seemed to him the population had outgrown the city. With so many people on the main thoroughfare, the air felt stifling. As they entered a larger intersection, a cool wind whipped across Wesson’s face. It was a pleasant distraction from the afternoon sun that burned into his back while he sat atop the seat of the wagon next to the master. Tica had been dozing lazily in the wagon until their arrival, but he was now sitting up staring at the multi-story wooden structures. They were painted in bright colors, and most were embellished with glazed ceramic pots filled with colorful flowers on their stoops and balconies. Lines hung between the buildings from which linens and clothing swayed in the wind, and colored flags with designs on them flapped atop poles at each of the intersections.

      The market street was so packed it took them a half hour to travel a hundred paces in the wagon. They turned down a side street then onto another great thoroughfare. This one was lined with what looked like residences, but Master Ikestrius explained that most of them were inns, brothels, and taverns, as denoted by the signs that hung above the doors. Ikestrius pulled the wagon into an alley to the side of one such building marked with a sign bearing the image of a bed under a full moon. After instructing Wesson and Tica to stay with the wagon, he went inside.

      Wesson turned around in his seat scanning the street for a courier’s office so that he might send the letters he had written to his mother and Diyah letting them know he was safe in his travels. His attention was drawn to a man who was pushing a cart up the main road while shouting and banging on a pot with a wooden spoon.

      “Look, Wess!” said Tica. “He’s selling mash and meat wraps.” Then Tica jumped from the wagon and ran across the road to the traveling vendor.

      “We are supposed to stay with the wagon, Tica!” Wesson’s shouts were made in vain. Tica was fully under the thrall of fried meat wraps.

      Something sharp suddenly stuck into Wesson’s back.

      “Don’t move,” said a gruff voice. “I only want yer money an’ anythin’ valu’ble you got in the wagon.”

      “I—I don’t have any money,” said Wesson without moving. His vimara squirmed inside him, pleading to be released. Wesson kept it clamped down tightly. “Please, my master will return shortly. He is a battle mage. You should go before he sees you.”

      The voice laughed heartily before failing with a sickening cough. “A battle mage. Ha! Look, kid, I ain’t got no problem with killin’ ya, but ya made me laugh, so I’m feelin’ gen’rous. Gimme what ya got an’ I’ll be on my—Gah!”

      The sharp object was abruptly removed from his spine as the thief shouted. Wesson spun around to see a massive man—no, a warrior—standing over the filthy thief who was on the ground bleeding from a gash on his arm. The warrior held a blade that gleamed in the light, silver with blue swirls. He flicked the blade, then sheathed it at his hip.

      “Is that a Sheyalin?” Wesson blurted, unable to stop himself.

      “Yes,” said the man.

      “May I see it?”

      “No.”

      “Please. It is so beautiful,” said Wesson.

      “The unusual patterning is impressive,” said the man, stroking his stubbled jaw with one hand and pulling his dark cloak back around himself with the other.

      “No, I meant the spells. I have never seen anything like them. They are brilliant and … and elegant.”

      The man looked at him curiously. “You are a mage?”

      “Apprentice,” said Wesson. “And, you are really a swordbearer?”

      Before the man could answer, Master Ikestrius spoke from behind Wesson. “Thank you, Swordbearer, for intervening in what looks to have been an attempt on my apprentice’s life.”

      The swordbearer nodded. “Only an attempt on your possessions, Master Battle Mage.”

      The thief began to laugh mirthlessly. “A battle mage and a swordbearer. What terrible luck to end my days.”

      Master Ikestrius moved closer and leaned over the thief. “Your true luck was that you did not press the boy, lest you end up splattered all over these walls.”

      Wesson winced as a pang of guilt filled his chest. For him, it was not difficult to imagine the scene.

      “Is the boy so powerful?” said the swordbearer.

      “His weakness is in his control,” Ikestrius said, with a meaningful glance at the thief. “I shall reward him for his temperance.”

      “Fascinating,” said the swordbearer. He grabbed the man on the ground by the collar and said, “I shall take care of the thief.”

      “You have my gratitude,” said Ikestrius before the swordbearer and the thief disappeared into the crowded street.

      Tica returned at that moment, his mouth bulging, a half-eaten wrap in one hand, and a fresh one in the other. “Wha-id-I-iss?” he mumbled around his food.

      “A swordbearer just saved my life,” said Wesson. “A real swordbearer.”

      Tica swallowed hard. “No way! How do you know he was a swordbearer? Did you see the Sheyalin?”

      “I did,” said Wesson. “It was amazing!”

      “I told you to stay with the wagon,” Ikestrius said to Tica.

      Tica pointed toward where the vender had been. “I was only over there.”

      “Yes, and a thief was over here—with Apprentice Wesson.”

      “Oh, ah, sorry, Wess. I got you a wrap,” he said holding out the steaming sustenance.

      Wesson reached for it, and Ikestrius sighed. He said to Tica. “Pull the wagon around back. We are staying here tonight, and it looks like I will be dining alone since the two of you will have already eaten.”

      “Don’t worry about that, Master Ikestrius,” Tica said, rubbing his belly. “There’s plenty more room where that wrap went.”

      

      The next day, they boarded a ship that took them south through Lorelis to Drennil. Wesson thought Lorelis to be an unimpressive military town that had grown around the fort, and Drennil just seemed dirty and worn. From there, they boarded another ship that would take them the rest of the way to Kaibain. The ships were busy with common travelers and merchants who mostly kept their distance from the battle mage and his apprentices. The town folk had also been accommodating. It seemed no one wanted to cause trouble for a master battle mage, and Wesson was starting to understand the appeal of the position. Their only excitement had been Wesson’s encounter with the thief and swordbearer, the tale of which Tica insisted Wesson tell over and again, certain not to leave out the tiniest detail.

      “What?” said Tica. “Don’t act like that. It’s thrilling! The chances of ever meeting a swordbearer again are … well, you won’t.”

      “The swordbearers are to be revered,” said Ikestrius, “but they are not mystical creatures. They are men who have been granted an ultimate authority of a specified nature—”

      “By the king,” said Tica.

      Ikestrius sighed. “Yes, for extraordinary service and skill.”

      “But they are granted a Sheyalin blade,” Tica exclaimed with enthusiasm. “Only a swordbearer may carry one.”

      “The blade was fascinating,” said Wesson, “but the enchantments were phenomenal.”

      Ikestrius looked at Wesson sideways. “You saw the enchantments?”

      “Yes, of course. Well, only for a second before he sheathed it.”

      “Were there many?” he asked.

      Wesson nodded. “So many I could not count them in the short time I saw it.”

      “Hmm, interesting,” said Ikestrius. “Most of the enchantments on a Sheyalin are composed of destructive power. It is difficult for the majority of mages to see them without intense focus and time.”

      Master Ikestrius said nothing more, and Tica nagged Wesson to tell him the story again.
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      As they got closer to Kaibain, Wesson grew increasingly anxious. The Mage Academy was distanced from the rest of the city, as most mundanes were wary of the power the mages wielded. None wanted an errant experiment visited upon them. Wesson, the master, and Tica left the docks and skirted the city, avoiding the crowds as they made their way toward the academy. It was nearly dark when they arrived. The streetlamps were lit, and most people were already inside their homes enjoying dinner. A large tract of fields and trees separated the academy from the rest of the city. The road was paved and lined with mage lights that illuminated as they approached and winked out after their passing.

      “When we get there, you two remain behind me and be silent,” said Ikestrius. He looked pointedly at Tica.

      “Yes, Master,” they both mumbled.

      “There are protocols at the academy that you have not yet learned. There will be absolutely no casting from either of you unless a master mage makes a request.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      “Apprentice Wesson will not perform a casting unless I am present.”

      “Yes, Master,” Wesson said.

      The academy was a fascinating combination of common stone and something the master described as a mage material that seemed to shimmer and glow, even in the dark. The building appeared circular from the front and had a domed top with a pointed spire. Two wings stemmed from the sides and wrapped around it toward the back.

      “It seems a strange shape,” said Wesson.

      Ikestrius said, “You would recognize it if you saw it from the air. It is the shape of the ward spell you learned on your first day. The entire building is the embodiment of a spell of shielding and protection. The spell is fueled by the vimaral bleed of the many mages and students who inhabit it.”

      Standing under the cool glow of a bluish mage light, the master cast a spell that was new to Wesson toward the towering door. Wesson ran his hand across the door’s surface. Although it looked like wood, it was smooth as polished stone and radiated warmth. The door eventually opened to reveal a woman wearing a white robe. Wesson had never seen a white mage robe, and he tilted his head with curiosity as he stared at it.

      The woman’s green gaze fell on him. Her auburn hair was wrapped atop her head with one long braid stretching down her back. Her lips were painted pinkish red, and her eyes looked over-large due to the dark, smoky powder that covered her lids. Her flawless skin made her seem youthful, but her gaze appeared ancient.

      She glanced at Tica, then turned her attention back to the master. “Ikestrius,” she said.

      Ikestrius bowed. “Archmage Genevera. I did not expect you to greet us personally.”

      Wesson and Tica shared a glance. Archmage Genevera was the highest mage in all of Ashai. Wesson realized that her youthful appearance had to be due to spells, for she was reported to be over a hundred years old.

      “I felt your sigil at the door,” she said. “When a master battle mage calls at the academy, I feel my personal attention is warranted.”

      “I appreciate your regard, but you need not be overly concerned. I have brought two of my apprentices to see the reader. One will be staying if he is granted admission.”

      Her gaze passed over Tica to land on Wesson again. “I have never seen a mage so young.”

      “He is young,” said Ikestrius, “and too powerful and destructive to be left alone.”

      “I see,” she said. She stepped back and waved her hand toward the foyer behind her. “Please, come in. It is late. Our business can wait until the morrow, I believe. You will be shown to your rooms. Dinner is being served as we speak. I am afraid it will be over before you finish preparing yourselves. You will receive your meals in your rooms.” She nodded toward Ikestrius, then glided down a corridor to their left just as a lanky man with stooped shoulders shuffled forward. He was not wearing mage robes, only dark trousers and a plain brown tunic.

      “Please follow me,” he said.

      Wesson gawked at the high ceilings and walls embellished with depictions of mages casting fantastical spells, some creating intricately detailed artwork, others building megalithic structures, and a few causing terrible destruction. A thrill washed through Wesson upon seeing these, and he was disgusted with himself for it. None of the destruction he had caused had been thrilling. It was sickening.

      He was surprised upon being given his own room. All the stories he had read about the academy involved young men and women sharing rooms with others of their same gender. An entire genre of dramatic and comedic works had grown around the practice. He supposed he should enjoy the spacious, richly appointed room while he had it. He wondered which of the tales his life would mimic when he received a roommate. He hoped for little drama, although he could use a good laugh—so long as he was not the butt of the joke.

      He slept better that night than he had since leaving home. He wasn’t sure if it was because the academy gave him hope or if they had woven a spell into the walls to help the inhabitants rest. Dreams were plentiful, and Diyah had filled most of them. He had relived many of the joys of their childhood together, causing him to feel both content and lonely when he awoke. Although he did not write every day, as he had thought to, he did write to her at least once per week. He vowed to write her a letter as soon as he found out if he had a future at the academy. As usual, he would apologize profusely for what he had done to Lady Belle, and he would promise to make up for it as long as he lived if she would only forgive him.

      The next morning, the dining hall was filled with students and mages sitting at round tables waiting to break their fast. The tables were bedecked with fine linens, crystal, and porcelain. Everyone in the hall was wearing a robe but him, and he was the youngest person in the massive room by several years. He and Tica were shown to a table with two empty chairs. Although Tica was the more impressive of the two, everyone stared at Wesson.

      “This hall is for mages only,” said one boy who looked to be about seventeen and whose spectacles fell low on the bridge of his long nose.

      “Stuff it, Moralory,” said another young man who appeared to be a few years older and was sitting across the table from Wesson. “Can you not feel the bleed coming from him? He is not even casting anything, and I can feel it from here.” He glanced at Wesson and then Tica. “I am Novalu; and, before you ask—as if you would need to—yes, I am Pruari.”

      It was evident from Novalu’s dark skin, hair, and eyes that he was Pruari, and his accent told them he was not native to Ashai.

      “I’m Tica.” Tica slapped Wesson on the back causing him to slosh his breakfast tea. “And this is Wesson.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” said Novalu.

      Moralory looked at Wesson again and sniffed. “You are a mage? That is not possible. You are too young.”

      Tica said, “I’d not question him if I were you. He might show you what he can do, and you’d not like it.”

      “Is that a challenge?” said Moralory.

      “No!” said Wesson. He elbowed Tica and muttered. “You know I am not to cast except in Master Ikestrius’s presence.”

      “Ikestrius?” said Moralory in surprise … or alarm. “Are you battle mages?”

      “No,” said Tica. “Well, we don’t know what we are. We’re here to see the reader. Wess, here, might join the academy if he’s accepted.”

      “Not you?” said Novalu.

      Tica shrugged. “I would if I could, but my family needs me on the farm. Our home is not far from Master Ikestrius’s, so he agreed to take me on as an apprentice.”

      “That is amazing,” said Moralory. “I wonder if I could get him to take me as an apprentice.”

      Tica furrowed his brow. “You are attending the academy. Why would you want to limit yourself like that?”

      Moralory lifted his head and sniffed again. “I intend to become a trained battle mage. Entry into the Battle Mage Academy is strict, though.”

      “Nearly impossible for anyone but naturals,” said Novalu. “Only the best get in.”

      “Why would you want to?” said Wesson. “Look at all the amazing things the talent can create. Is it not better to build something than tear it down?”

      “Blowing things up is more fun,” Moralory said with a vicious grin.

      “Maybe,” said Wesson, “until someone dies. If you destroy a palace, you are not just destroying the building. You are snuffing the light out of everyone inside.”

      Moralory shrugged. “So, what if they are the enemy? That is the point in battle—to defeat your enemy.”

      “Surely there are better ways,” said Wesson.

      Novalu said, “Where I come from there are many battles. The people have been torn for hundreds of years. We fight just to stay alive. Our enemies do not care to negotiate. They want us dead. All of us. Killing them is the only way.”

      “So you want to be a battle mage, too?” said Tica.

      Novalu shook his head. “No, my path is one of healing. I have been accepted to the Healer’s Ward.”

      “Congratulations,” said Wesson. “I am happy for you.”

      Novalu dipped his head. “Thank you. My mother will be very happy as well. She thinks as you. She does not like the fighting and death. She will be glad that I am healing, rather than killing.”

      After breakfast, Master Ikestrius retrieved Wesson and Tica. “The reader will see you, but there are many to be seen. You must wait your turn in the queue.”

      In unison, Wesson and Tica said, “Yes, Master.”

      Ikestrius nodded, then told them they would be joining the introductory classes until they were called upon for the reading.

      “But, are they not already nearing the end of the year?” Wesson said.

      “Yes, the new year begins in a few months. I think you will find that you both have learned much coming to my home and on our journey here, so you will not be completely lost.” To Tica, he said, “Do not perform any spells we have not covered.” To Wesson, he said, “Do not perform any spells. Observation only.”

      Wesson was both disappointed and relieved. He wanted to perform spells and to be able to do it well. He wanted badly to become a mage. He knew it was probably his only chance to earn enough money to purchase his family’s estate and return the family to good standing. It was also the only route to seeing Diyah again.

      They followed the directions they had been given—down one corridor, through a garden, to the right two times, past another corridor, and through the door on the left. Tica turned to him as they walked and said, “Sorry he won’t let you cast anything.”

      “No, it is fine. The last thing I want is to blow up the school.”

      Tica laughed. “That would be extremely embarrassing, but what a story it would make. I’m sure there are tons of wards to prevent any major damage. This is probably the safest place for you to cast.”

      Wesson shrugged. “Maybe after I see the reader the ban will be lifted.” A shudder passed through him. He tried not to think about the alternative.

      The first class they joined had a rather interesting lesson on alchemical uses of mage equipment. They got to experiment with a dizzically funnel, separation ramp, and densification scale. Although Wesson could not operate them due to his ban on casting, he enjoyed watching Tica’s work.

      The second class was taught by Mage Mondorose. He was a sour-faced man with a haughty bearing and shifty eyes. The class of sixteen students, plus Tica and Wesson, gathered in a large courtyard at the back of the academy. The courtyard was surrounded by a ten-foot stone wall covered in vines. A small pool was in one corner, a rock garden in another, and a bowl of fire in a third. The fourth corner held three rows of benches upon which the students sat as they listened to the instructor.

      “We are going to use Element Animation. You will use your strongest element to create an animation of something not native to that element. Most of you will struggle with this. Some will not be able to cast it at all. Consider it today’s challenge.” Mage Mondorose demonstrated the spell. It was one Wesson and Tica had learned on the road. Tica had even managed to cast it a few times. Of course, Wesson had not been permitted.

      Wesson watched as the others tried and became frustrated. One young woman successfully made a fish the size of her palm out of wind. The fish, only visible because of the dust particles tossing about inside it, swam through the air. An aspiring earth mage conjured a tornado of roiling dirt and rocks that reached from the ground to his knee, and Tica created a walking tree as large as his hand out of water. As it moved, droplets dripped off it like falling leaves.

      “Apprentice Wesson, you have not even attempted to cast the spell,” said Mage Mondorose as he came to hover over Wesson. “I can feel that you have come into your power. Do you think you are exempt from the exercise just because you are not yet a student here? Hmm? Perhaps with that attitude, you never will be.”

      “No, Master Mondorose, it is just that I am banned from casting except in Master Ikestrius’s presence.”

      “Hmph, he is not the master in this class. You are here, and you will participate with the rest of them.”

      “I—I am sorry, Master, but it is forbidden—”

      “I will not hear of it! You cast that spell, or I will turn you into an animation.”

      Wesson gulped. He was banned. He knew he was banned and for good reason. He glanced at Tica who smirked.

      “Go on, Wess. Show Master Mondorose your casting. I am sure he can smooth things over with Master Ikestrius, since he insists.”

      Master Mondorose gave Tica a withering look, then turned back to Wesson. “Well?”

      With a massive exhale, Wesson closed his eyes. He did not want to become an animation, and he doubted Master Mondorose would threaten him with something he could not accomplish. Wesson opened his eyes as he began to form the spell. He held his breath as he applied the final activation symbol, the token. Nothing happened. Wesson exhaled in relief, and Master Mondorose shook his head with disappointment. “Just as I figured.”

      Wesson’s eyes suddenly widened. The only element he had be able to affect to that point had been fire, and he was regretting the choosing of it now. “Watch out!” he shouted as he shoved Master Mondorose to the ground.

      A giant, flaming dragon swept through the air over them, nearly incinerating the mage’s head. The whole class fell to the ground, and wards began popping up everywhere. The dragon looped around, sailed over the roof of the academy, then headed straight for them again. Master Mondorose cast one massive ward over the class, and Tica used Raging River to cover the ward in a layer of water just as the dragon struck. Steam filled the courtyard as the dragon darted back toward the sky. When it turned back to rush toward them, a massive pillar of rock shot from the ground. Wesson could feel the air around them begin to draw toward the pillar, and he realized the monolith was hollow. The wind swept into the cylindrical spire. The fire dragon plummeted into the opening, and Tica’s water shield surged in after it. Then, the rock closed over the dragon and dropped back into the ground with a thunderous rumble.

      Wesson and the rest of the class slowly got to their feet and turned to see their savior. Master Ikestrius was descending a flight of stairs that led into the courtyard from an upper level. The master’s expression held no hint of mercy as he came to stand in front of Wesson.

      In a disturbingly calm voice, Master Ikestrius said, “I told you not to cast.”

      Wesson was mortified. “I am sorry, Master.”

      “Sorry?” said Ikestrius. “You defied me!” Wesson was surprised. It was the first time the master had raised his voice to him—even after all the destruction he had wrought.

      “It wasn’t his fault,” said Tica. “Master Mondorose said he would turn Wesson into an animation if he didn’t cast.”

      Ikestrius’s expression softened toward Wesson, then hardened again as he turned toward Mondorose. “Is this true? Did you threaten my apprentice?”

      Shaking the dirt from his robes, Mondorose said, “This is my class. It is my prerogative. The students will follow my instructions so long as I am their instructor.”

      “And are you satisfied with the results?” said Ikestrius with a wave of his arm. The entire courtyard was reduced to scorched rubble, and the students were filthy—a few of them even singed. Wesson winced and mouthed sorry.

      Mondorose said, “How could I have guessed the boy would do that?”

      “Perhaps next time you will yield to an apprentice’s master.” Ikestrius stepped closer to Mondorose and lowered his voice. “If you ever threaten one of my apprentices again, I will show you why I am honored with the rank of master battle mage.”

      Mondorose swallowed hard, then said, “I apologize. It was a lapse in judgment.”

      Ikestrius glanced around the courtyard again and said, “I should say so.” Then, he turned to Wesson and Tica. “It is time for you to see the reader. Come.”

      Wesson and Tica did not speak as they followed Master Ikestrius up the stairs and into the building. Master Ikestrius said nothing more about the incident, either. Wesson had been both amazed and terrified of his creation. On the one hand, it had been thrilling to wield so much power in the form of a raging beast of myth; on the other, he had not truly been in control. He had been so scared that he had neglected to give it instructions, and the beastly spell had run wild. If it had not been for the multiple wards and Tica’s forethought, everyone in that courtyard would have been incinerated.

      After nearly running into Tica at a doorway, Wesson tried to clear his mind. The corridor where he found himself was lined with windows in which hung gossamer curtains that billowed with the breeze carrying the scent of lilacs. The afternoon sun glinted off marble tiles on the floor and walls, and glittering chandeliers hung at every ten paces lighting the recesses. Portraits of the former archmages lined one wall, while busts of famous mages lined the other.

      Master Ikestrius stopped in front of a large stone door. He splayed his fingers in front of it and cast the same sigil spell he had upon their arrival at the academy the previous night. The door swung open silently and without effort. The master led them into an office. The walls were lined with shelves fully populated with books and scrolls. A large desk stood at the center, on which sat only a stack of papers, an ink well, and a quill. One chair had been placed on each side of the desk and two more were pushed up against the wall. The room was unoccupied.

      A door opened to their left, and the archmage stepped through. The master instructed Wesson and Tica to bow, which they did, and the archmage smiled at them. “Welcome,” she said. “Reader Kessa will see Apprentice Ticarius first.”

      Tica slapped Wesson on the back and glanced back at him with a grin as he headed toward the doorway. Archmage Genevera followed Tica into the room and shut the door behind them. Wesson and Master Ikestrius sat in the chairs against the wall in silence. After about twenty minutes, Tica emerged, confusion etched across his face.

      “Is everything all right?” Wesson said.

      Tica nodded. “Yes. It’s just—she says I’m an earth mage. I thought for sure it would be water, but apparently that’s my second affinity.”

      “Well, that’s great,” said Wesson. “An earth mage is a good thing to be for a farmer.”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” he said, but his expression did not change.

      “Apprentice Wesson,” said the archmage.

      Wesson anxiously tugged a lock of his hair as he stepped away from Tica and entered the room beyond. It was completely empty save for the middle-aged woman sitting atop a pillow on the floor. It was also very dark. Thick curtains were drawn over the windows, and the only light came from a small mage stone in the archmage’s hand. The reader motioned for Wesson to sit on the pillow across from her.

      “Welcome, Wesson Seth. I am Reader Kessa.”

      Wesson ducked his head. “Greetings, Reader Kessa.” She smiled at him, her eyes twinkling in the light of the mage stone. He nervously said, “Um, what do I have to do?”

      “Do?” she asked.

      “For you to read me. Do I need to cast—because that is probably not a good idea.”

      She hummed under her breath. “No, it is not a good idea right now—not here, anyway. You need do nothing. I have already read you. It takes little more effort than looking at you with mage sight.”

      “Then, what is the purpose of all this?” he said, waving his hand at the dark room and pillows.

      “This is for you to come to terms with the nature of your talent. Some people are pleased to hear their power level and ratio—others are not.”

      “What about me? Will I be pleased?”

      “That depends,” she said. “What kind of mage were you hoping to become?”

      The faces of people he had hurt and killed flashed through his mind. He said, “I thought maybe a life mage or healer.”

      The woman shook her head. “I am afraid that can never be. You have almost no adamantine power. Your constructive power level is that of an average elemental mage, but”—she paused—“it is only about ten percent of your total power.”

      “I do not understand,” said Wesson. “What is the other ninety percent?”

      “I think it will not come as a surprise to you that the rest is destructive power. In fact, your destructive power alone is twice the total power of the most powerful mages. You bear sixty percent pure nocent power and thirty percent pyris.”

      “What? That is impossible! You are saying I am over three times more powerful than an average mage?”

      “Yes, and your ratio matters little when it comes to destructive power. I am afraid you will never be able to become a regular mage. Your destructive power completely overwhelms the constructive, effectively negating it. You will never be capable of performing constructive spells to any significant degree. You are … singularly and naturally … a battle mage.”
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      “No!”

      “Yes,” said Ikestrius.

      Wesson shook his head adamantly as he paced the archmage’s office. “I have no desire whatsoever to become a battle mage. No offense, Master, but it is not for me. I have destroyed enough. I have killed enough. I never want to do it again.”

      “You have no choice,” said Ikestrius. “You cannot attend the Mage Academy. You must enter the Battle Mage Academy.”

      “What if I choose neither?”

      “You are too powerful, and you cannot control yourself. Again, you have no choice.”

      “What if you teach me?” Wesson said with a pleading gaze.

      “Me? I am a battle mage, which you just said you do not wish to become.”

      “Yes, but you are a trained battle mage. You know constructive spells. You can teach me.”

      “You heard the reader,” Ikestrius said, nodding toward the room from which Wesson had escaped as quickly as possible. “You cannot perform the constructive spells.”

      “Maybe I can,” said Wesson. “I will work really hard—harder than any other student you have ever had.”

      Ikestrius sighed.

      “Pleeease,” Wesson begged. “You use constructive magic to cause destruction. Maybe you can teach me to use destructive magic to construct.”

      With a shake of his head, Ikestrius said, “I cannot teach you to use nocent power. I have none.”

      Wesson’s heart raced, and tears began to well in his eyes. He no longer cared if they fell. He no longer cared what anyone at the academy thought of him. He just wanted to be gone from there. “We can figure it out. Please, Master Ikestrius, do not make me become a battle mage.”

      Ikestrius gazed at the ceiling then looked to the archmage. The woman said nothing, so Ikestrius looked to Reader Kessa who was standing in the doorway of the dark room. He said, “What is the likelihood that he can learn anything but battle magic?”

      Reader Kessa looked at Wesson sympathetically. “He is a battle mage, plain and simple. It heartens me, though, that the most powerful battle mage of our time—of, perhaps, all time—as young as he is, is cognizant of the consequences of his power. I would be wary were he to celebrate too strongly.”

      “Celebrate?” Wesson blurted. “What is there to celebrate? This is the worst news I could have gotten. I would rather be no mage at all.”

      Archmage Genevera said, “That can be arranged.”

      “That will not be necessary,” said Ikestrius, his tone dark and almost threatening. Wesson glanced at the master battle mage. He had never seen such danger in an expression alone. “I will take him as an apprentice and teach him to become a mage.”

      Reader Kessa scoffed. “Not possible.”

      Genevera held Ikestrius’s challenging gaze for a long while. Finally, she said, “Very well. You have until the boy turns eighteen. That is when most come into their power anyway. If he fails to pass the apprentice tests, he will attend the Battle Mage Academy.” She looked directly at Wesson. “You will become a battle mage.”

      Wesson glanced at Master Ikestrius who continued to stare at the archmage with narrowed eyes. The woman’s tone had made it obvious that rejecting the consequences was not an option. “I understand,” he said.

      After leaving the archmage’s office, Wesson followed Master Ikestrius in silence. He eventually said, “Where is Tica?”

      “He rejoined the classes after his reading.”

      They walked in silence a moment longer. Wesson said, “Thank you. I can tell you are not happy about this but thank you anyway.”

      Master Ikestrius said, “It is not a matter of happy or unhappy. This is a challenge—one we will in all likelihood fail. The archmage knows this, I know it, and you should know it.”

      “Then, why are you doing it?” said Wesson, his anxiety welling inside him once again.

      “Because you do not have the countenance of a battle mage—not yet. You are young and have been traumatized. You need time to grow into your power and your potential.”

      “So, you are saying that no matter what, I will eventually become a battle mage—no matter how hard I work to be anything else.”

      “It is who you are. You will learn to accept it.”

      They stopped at a plain brown door. Wesson looked at Ikestrius questioningly, but the man stared down at him with an unfathomable expression. Ikestrius shook himself and said, “This is the next class. You will attend, but you will not cast. Can you follow that simple direction this time?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      Wesson entered to find himself standing at the front of the class. Everyone stared, and the instructor blinked in confusion before turning her gaze on Master Ikestrius. Some unspoken message passed between them, then the woman said, “Please, take a seat.”

      Tica waved at Wesson to sit beside him, and Wesson shuffled forward. He did not wish to think about the news he had received, so he paid extra close attention to the lecture. It was regarding magical creatures, both real and those presumed to be of imagination. The instructor, whose name he had yet to learn, introduced several dead specimens and a few live ones. Wesson was fascinated. Thinking it might be nice to have a companion, he wondered if he could tame any of them. He was sure a life mage could. It was then that he resolved to become a life mage, no matter what the reader said.
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      “Master, there is something you should know.”

      Berringish looked up from his book. He was in his study. He was glad to be in his study. People rarely bothered him when he was in his study—unlike now. With a sigh, “What is it, Armas?”

      Armas rubbed his hands together. The scrawny man’s beady little eyes glinted joyfully with knowledge. “Sources say there is a battle mage at the academy.”

      “Yes, Armas, I know that Ikestrius is visiting.” Berringish slapped his book closed and moved to the sideboard. His steps were bouyed by the plush rug he had requisitioned from the palace vaults. He poured a dusky liquid from a crystal decanter and swirled it in his silver goblet before taking a taste. He allowed the smooth ambrosia to slide over his tongue and around his mouth before swallowing. Then, he remembered Armas was speaking. “What was that?”

      Armas stopped short in what was surely an obtuse monologue and blinked at him. “I said, no, Master, it’s one of the apprentices. The reader just confirmed it.”

      Berringish finally looked at his assistant and took another sip from his goblet. “That is interesting, Armas, but not worth interrupting my work.”

      “That isn’t the interesting part,” said Armas. Berringish frowned as the idiot was nearly bouncing on his toes with joy. “They say he’s quite powerful, and he’s young—about twelve.”

      Berringish leaned back against the sideboard. “Twelve, you say?” His interest finally piqued, Berringish set down his goblet and said, “What is this boy’s name?”

      Armas grinned. Berringish hated that grin. The assistant always looked that way when he thought he could gain Berringish’s favor, which he couldn’t. Berringish only put up with him because loyal, capable assistants lacking the intelligence to use his secrets against him were hard to find. “Well?” he said. Berringish hated it when Armas drew out the suspense almost as much as he hated that grin.

      “Seth, Master.”

      Berringish stood straight with a start, slammed his goblet on the desk, and fisted his hands at his sides. Armas rubbed his own hands together with glee, and Berringish could not have cared less at that moment. “Byrant Seth’s son is a powerful natural battle mage?”

      “That’s what my source says.”

      Berringish shook his head. “I cannot imagine Byrant Seth would use his own son in such a way.” Looking back at Armas, he said, “How powerful?”

      “She—uh, my source—wasn’t able to get that information. The reader saw him alone with the archmage. My source only overheard Ikestrius and the archmage arguing over it later.”

      “Over what?”

      “The archmage wants the boy sent to the Battle Mage Academy. Ikestrius has offered to take him as an apprentice to teach him non-battle magic.”

      “Why would he even bother?” mused Berringish.

      “Apparently, the boy doesn’t want to be a battle mage.”

      Berringish frowned. “That makes no sense. If he were the vessel, he would be elated to have the power.” Berringish ignored Armas as he muttered to himself. “No, he cannot be, but his power may have been influenced by it. If that is the case, he may know where the vessel is located.” He sat back at his desk and withdrew a sheet of parchment and a pen. As he wrote, he said, “Take this to Devascus.”

      Armas cringed, and Berringish felt a small thrill—very small, since vexing Armas was hardly worth the effort. “Devascus, Master?”

      “Yes, I am placing him in charge of the investigation.”

      “But, Master, I—”

      “You are needed here, Armas.” Berringish could not wait for the day he could be done with Armas and that sickening grin. “Now, go.”
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        * * *

      

      Devascus read the missive, then pushed the woman’s soft, bare leg off him. He could not remember her name, nor did he care to. “Go,” he said.

      She scowled and stood, snagging a silk robe off the bed post and wrapping it around herself. Placing her hands on her hips, she leaned forward and said, “You seem to forget this is my room.”

      He pulled a knife from under the mattress on his side of the bed. It was sharply curved on one side and serrated on the other. He dug beneath his fingernails with the tip and said, “You seem to forget I don’t care. Get out now or you won’t live to tell anyone I was here.”

      A thought suddenly occurred to him. Oh yes, Margot was her name … maybe. Whatever-her-name-was huffed and stalked out of the room with a sour look for Armas. Devascus wished he could forget the assistant as well, but he did not have that luxury. He looked at Armas and said, “Where is he now?”

      “They are preparing to leave the academy as we speak.”

      Devascus sighed. He would have little time to gather his supplies for such a long journey. It would have been easier had he been granted permission to just kill the boy, but Berringish’s orders were clear. He was to follow, investigate, test, and report.

      “Very well,” he said. “But you tell Berringish this is going to cost double our usual rate. I never go west if I don’t have to.”

      Armas grinned. Devascus hated that grin. “Well, you have to—unless you wish to displease Berringish.” The scummy little man’s tone turned up at the end, and Devascus wanted nothing more than to slit the man’s throat at that moment.

      “Yeah well, Berringish knows I don’t work for free, and this involves a battle mage. Tell him it’ll be double unless killing you is part of the deal.”

      Armas scowled. “Don’t push your luck, Devascus. It’s no secret that Berringish favors me. In fact, it was only today that he said I am needed here. You are just the hired help.”

      Devascus laughed—hard—and wiped a tear from his eye. “Thank you for that. It is so rare that I see the humor in anything. I am very much going to enjoy ending you one day if Berringish doesn’t do it first. Why are you still here? You delivered the message. Leave me.”

      Armas stomped out with a huff and a grumble. Devascus was disappointed the guards in the foyer had even allowed the little gremlin into the room. He would need to have a talk with them. He glanced around the nearly dilapidated room. It was covered with shiny baubles and colorful bolts of cloth, most riddled with moth holes, and the smoky air was heavy with the spicy scent of incense. Or maybe not, he thought. This establishment was falling into the gutter. It was probably time to find a new place and fresh pleasure.
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        * * *

      

      “A life mage?” said Tica with a look of disbelief as he loaded his pack into the wagon. “The reader said you are a life mage?”

      “Well, no,” said Wesson. “Actually, she said, in no uncertain terms, that I will never be a life mage. I refuse to accept that, though. I have no desire to be—well, what she said I am.”

      “What did she say you are?”

      Wesson remained silent, pinching his lips together.

      “You have to tell me if we are going to be training together. I would rather not be exploded.”

      With a heavy sigh, Wesson said, “I am supposed to be a natural battle mage.”

      “Ha ha! I knew it. Do you know how amazing that is? Natural battle mages are rare. I can’t believe you’re unhappy with that.”

      Wesson shrugged. “It does not matter. I am going to be a life mage.”

      Tica looked at him skeptically. “Maybe an elemental m—”

      “Life mage,” Wesson said with a cut of his hand.

      Master Ikestrius stepped up to the wagon, directing a servant to where his trunk should be placed. “You will not be training to be a life mage, Apprentice Wesson. At best, you might become an elemental fire mage. Without a second affinity, though, that would still place you at the Battle Mage Academy. Therefore, you will train as a generalist.”

      “A generalist?” cried Tica. “But, as a battle mage, he could be wealthy—he could have fame! As a generalist he’ll be nobody with no money to show for it.”

      “That is true,” said Ikestrius, “but that is his choice.”

      Wesson’s head spun. According to Reader Kessa, he could be the most powerful battle mage ever, but if he wanted to be anything but a destroyer—a killer—he would be relegated to a generalist. He felt sick. He would never be able to buy his family’s estate as a generalist. Something dark inside him hoped he would fail. Ikestrius’s next words echoed his thoughts.

      “Not that it will probably matter. In less than six years, he will be sent to the Battle Mage Academy.”

      “Not if I pass the apprentice exam,” said Wesson.

      Ikestrius turned to him and said, “Although you will fail, I will not consider these next years wasted. You will learn every constructive spell you can fit into your mind, even if you cannot manifest them. You will learn about politics, religion, history, and cultures. You will learn Gendishen—”

      “Why Gendishen?” said Tica.

      “Because I speak Gendishen,” said Ikestrius. “Do not interrupt.” Turning back to Wesson, he said, “You will be far more educated than any battle mage that enters that academy, and your knowledge of the capabilities of others will enable you to overcome any opponent.”

      Wesson lifted his chin. “I will learn because I will become a mage—not a battle mage. I can do it. I know I can. My father created beautiful things. I will learn to do so as well.”

      “You may try,” said Ikestrius, “but the result will be the same.” He straightened. “You will be my protégé, my legacy—the greatest battle mage who ever lived.”

      Wesson’s stomach was doing flips. Part of him thought that sounded like a fantastic idea. He was thrilled. In his mind’s eye, though, all he could see was Moulden’s broken body and a girl covered in lamb bits.
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      Devascus turned to the man crouched beside him behind the shrubs that had grown thick between the slopes of the two hills. “That’s them,” he said.

      Benton rubbed his scruffy chin. “You sure? Looks like that one’s wearing mage robes.”

      “He’s an imposter,” said Devascus. “He wears ’em when he’s traveling with his boys.”

      “That’s smart,” said Benton. “Nobody wants to get mixed up with a mage.”

      Devascus thought Benton’s statement ironic considering his idiocy. “The boy’s the target,” he said.

      Benton furrowed his brow and looked at him. “What good is killin’ the boy gonna do us? If they’ve got anythin’ worth stealin’, it’ll be with the men.”

      Devascus poked Benton in the forehead with a heavy finger. “See? Yer not thinkin’ again. They give the goods to the boy to carry ’cause nobody’ll suspect him.”

      Benton blinked at him, then looked back at the travelers who were almost within range. “Right. I guess that’s a good idea, too. But, we’ll have to kill the others if we wanna get away with it.”

      “Of course,” said Devascus. “I’m gonna go ’round the other side in case any of ’em run. You six attack from this position.”

      Benton nodded. “Yeah, that’s a good idea, ’cept maybe Jodui should go with you.” The bandit glanced at Devascus with a hint of suspicion.

      Devascus nearly laughed. Benton wasn’t quite as stupid as he looked. He glanced at Jodui who was busy inspecting a glob he had pulled out of his nose. The man shoved it into his mouth, and Devascus retracted his previous thought. “Come on, Jodui, and be quiet.”

      “Yeah, Boss,” Jodui practically shouted.

      Devascus led Jodui around the bend where they bounded across the roadway. They circled a small hill, returned to the road, and hid behind the bushes and boulders the travelers had already passed. As soon as they were in position, Devascus drew his sword. “Now,” he whispered in Jodui’s ear.

      Jodui stood and shouted at the travelers to stop. As soon as the mage turned, Devascus rose behind Jodui and stabbed the blade into the man’s back, striking his heart with practiced ease. Then, the other bandits attacked.
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        * * *

      

      Wesson turned with Master Ikestrius to see a man stab another man in the back. There were shouts from beside them, and more men appeared from the bushes beside the road. They were rough men bearing as many scars as they did weapons. Wesson’s heart burst into a gallop. These men looked much like the men in Maylon. His first instinct was to blast them with power, but the memory of the dead helped him to rein in the urge. Master Ikestrius was not so reserved.

      A ward erupted around the wagon at the same time a javelin of bright light burst in the midst of the bandits. Then, the hill to the left started to shift as if a wave were washing through it. A blast of rubble smashed through the bandits, and Wesson jumped as it crashed against the shield ward. When the dust settled, all but one of the bandits was dead. The man from the rear who had killed the first bandit rushed forward and stabbed the final one through the chest, pinning his body to where he lay on the ground.

      The man leaned forward, breathing hard with his hands on his knees. Through heaving breaths, he said, “You missed one.”

      Master Ikestrius eyed the man suspiciously. “I was saving him for questioning.”

      The man glanced down at the bandit, then back up with chagrin. “Oh, sorry.” Then, he stepped forward with his hand raised in greeting. “I’m Ander.”

      Master Ikestrius gripped his staff tighter but did not move from his seat on the wagon, nor did he lower the ward between them and the stranger. “Why are you breathing so heavily, Master Ander?”

      “I was trying to catch up with you. I saw the man back there”—he thumbed over his shoulder—“and realized you were headed for an ambush. I wanted to help. I, ah, didn’t realize you were a mage.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I guess this is a bit embarrassing—me thinking you needed my help and all.”

      Master Ikestrius glanced at Wesson with a meaningful look, then turned to Tica. Wesson recognized that look. The master didn’t trust Ander. Wesson didn’t trust him either. It was a bit too coincidental that he should show up right at the time of ambush, then kill the only man who could have answered the master’s questions. Wesson glanced at Tica, but Tica only looked confused and a bit unsteady.

      “Are you okay?” Wesson whispered as the master continued to question Ander.

      “Yeah, I think so. I knocked my head when the wagon suddenly stopped. He looked at Wesson questioningly. “Who are you?”

      Wesson’s face drained as he stared at his bewildered friend. Then, Tica laughed and slapped Wesson on the shoulder. “I’m just kidding, Wess. I’m fine.” Tica’s smile faded, and he swallowed hard as he looked at Master Ikestrius. Wesson turned to see the master scowling at them both.

      “I am conducting an interrogation,” said the master. “Will you two please be silent and pay attention?”

      “Whoa,” said Ander, raising his hands and taking a step back. “I don’t want any trouble, and I don’t need an interrogation. I was just trying to help. I actually was thinking we might travel together. You know, for safety’s sake.”

      “We are perfectly capable of traveling on our own,” said Master Ikestrius.

      Ander chuckled anxiously and gripped his throat. “I was kinda thinking for my sake.”

      Ikestrius pointed with his staff toward the dead bandit and said, “You seem to do well enough on your own.”

      “Well, yeah, against one, maybe two, I can handle myself. But, all of them? No way. Besides, you gotta sleep sometime, right? You might could use an extra set of eyes on watch.”

      “Your assistance is unnecessary,” said Ikestrius. “And, if you were concerned for your safety, you should have considered traveling with a caravan.”

      “Well, I wasn’t concerned until now,” Ander said with a grin.

      Wesson didn’t like Ander. He was a little too smooth. Sure, his face was scruffy and his clothes and gear worn and dusty like that of any traveler, but he had a glint in his gaze that reminded Wesson of Moulden. Something inside Wesson reared at the reminder of Moulden’s cruelty.

      Ikestrius said, “While I sympathize with your position, it is best for your sake and ours that you go on and find yourself other traveling companions. I am not the kind of man to be trusting of a random stranger on the road, whether he offers assistance or not.”

      Wesson thought he caught a flash of something new in Ander’s gaze. Was it anger? Disappointment? Whatever it was, he was trying to hide it behind a pleasant smile, and Wesson didn’t like it.

      Ander bowed, then straightened and said, “Well, I appreciate your consideration, Master Mage, and I shall do as you say. If I encounter any more problems along the way, I’ll try to alert you in some way. We wouldn’t want the boys to get hurt, after all.” Ander shifted his pack, then turned and began walking up the road. Master Ikestrius’s gaze followed him until he had disappeared around the bend.

      “Who’s he callin’ a boy?” huffed Tica.

      Ikestrius turned to Wesson and captured his gaze. He said, “If you see that man again, kill him. Do you understand?”

      Wesson shook his head. “No—”

      “I mean it, Apprentice Wesson. That man is not to be trusted. He is a predator, an animal. If you fail to kill him, he will kill you—or worse.”

      As Wesson sat stunned, his stomach churned.

      Tica appeared even more shocked by the master’s declaration. He said, “He seemed like a pleasant fellow. How do you know he’s dangerous?”

      Master Ikestrius shook the reins, and the wagon started rolling again. “I have been casting a sensory net. I knew the ambush was coming. I sensed seven men in wait.”

      Tica and Wesson both turned their gazes toward the dead bandits—six of them.

      “So he was with them?” said Tica. “But he killed two of them.”

      “It was a ruse,” said Ikestrius. “He wanted to gain our trust. As he said, he wanted to travel with us.”

      “Why did you not kill or capture him?” said Wesson.

      “Because I want to know who he is, who he works for, and what he wants.”

      Tica said, “Wouldn’t that have been easier to find out if we had captured him?”

      “That man is well-trained,” said Ikestrius. “I doubt he would talk, and anything he said under duress would probably be a lie. It is better to wait and watch.”

      “But he is gone,” said Wesson. “How will you find out anything?”

      Ikestrius shook his head. “He is not gone. I think he will not be gone until he gets what he wants. Unless you see him again, you two will stay out of it. I will take care of this.”

      Tica said, “Since I don’t know any battle spells, I’ll stay near Wesson. I pity anyone who goes against him.”

      “Apprentice Wesson has the capability but not the will,” said Ikestrius. He gave Wesson a sideways glance and said, “Perhaps if you are also in danger, he will overcome his aversion.”

      Wesson didn’t like the sound of that. He didn’t want to be responsible for someone else’s welfare. He watched as Tica sat back against the wagon railing, his hands behind his head, without a care.
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        * * *

      

      Devascus was disappointed but not surprised the plan hadn’t worked. It had been a long shot, but an amicable relationship with the battle mage would have made things much easier. The mage didn’t trust him, but how far did that distrust go? Did he suspect Devascus had been a part of the attack, or was it just a general dislike? It no longer mattered. He had other plans, and they started with a certain alchemist.

      A few hours later, he was glad to be off his aching feet as the horse shifted beneath him. He had made sure to hide the body of the horse’s previous owner far from the road so as not to arouse the battle mage’s suspicions any further. It had been a waste to abandon his first horse, but a man on foot was supposed to be less threatening than a man with a mount. It was just one of the many lessons he had learned in his years at the Black Hall. The grandmaster didn’t like Devascus’s methods. He claimed they were too overt. They were effective, though, so the grandmaster spared him as long as no one ever connected him with the assassin’s guild.

      Knowing he could not afford to openly approach the battle mage again, Devascus hurried toward what was one of the tiniest villages in western Ashai. Bombiday was not even worth a dot on a map. He needed time to investigate the village before the battle mage returned to his home on its outskirts. With so few residents, it would be impossible for an outsider like him to blend in, so he would be staying in Maylon while he kept an eye on the boy. He hoped this assignment lasted no more than a few weeks. Then again, he was getting paid quite well to do relatively nothing.
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      Dear Diyah,

      
        
        I have yet to hear from you, so I can only assume you have not found it in your heart to forgive me. I cannot blame you but know that I have tried my best to refrain from causing harm to others, even when I have been threatened. I will never forget the look in your eyes when you witnessed what has become both my blessing and my curse. I am told I could be the greatest battle mage to ever live, but I want nothing of it. I wish only for peace beside you, reading books at the standing stone, arguing over which hero could defeat another. You are my inspiration to be better. Please forgive me.

        

      

      Sincerely yours,

      Wesson

      

      “Hey, Wess! Lob another one,” called Tica.

      Wesson grinned and formed a fire ball the size of an apple over his palm. He reached back then threw it toward Tica with all his strength. Tica watched the swirling ball whip toward him as he gripped a club wrapped in a ward. He swung the club just as the flame reached him. The fire spell smacked into the warded club and rebounded into the air. A screeching sound signaled its flight over the wall and through an open window of the tower.

      “No!” cried Tica and Wesson in unison.

      They ran through the gate, across the bailey—nearly knocking Liska off her feet—and took the stairs two at a time. Wesson had grown in the three years he had been at the master’s estate but not much. His head still barely reached as high as Tica’s shoulders, which made taking to the stairs so quickly all the more daunting. He collided with Tica’s back upon exiting the stairwell and nearly fell backward down the stairs. Master Ikestrius stood before the other apprentice with a hardened scowl that Wesson knew was reserved for the times when he found his pupils the most trying.

      “Ah hello, Master Ikestrius,” said Tica, trying to hide the club he had forgotten to drop in his haste.

      Master Ikestrius held up a clear sphere, inside of which spun the glowing ball of fire. He looked around Tica to Wesson. “I believe this is yours.”

      Wesson tugged a lock of his hair and chewed his lip. “S-sorry, Master. We were, ah, practicing, and that one got loose. I had no idea you could trap a fireball spell within a ward sphere. That is fascinating.”

      “Do not change the subject,” said Ikestrius. He held his hand out to Tica who begrudgingly offered up the club. The master extinguished both the ward sphere and fireball to examine the club. He hummed a few times and nodded at others. “Crude but effective. This is a clever spell.”

      Tica slapped Wesson on the shoulder and said, “It was his idea.”

      “I can see that,” said Ikestrius. “It was also his construction.”

      “How do you know?” said Wesson.

      “It bears a hint of your aura. Most mages leave a bit behind when casting. You are getting better at creating wards.” He tipped his head to looked at Wesson from beneath his brows. “But this one was not made with constructive power.”

      Wesson bit his lip again. “No, Master.”

      “You created this ward with nocent power.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      “How did you know to do this?”

      “Well, I had the idea after I read about the spell in one of your books.”

      “You have decided to become a battle mage, then?”

      “No!” Wesson said shaking both his head and hands adamantly.

      “Your assignment was to practice the creation of constructive wards. You will never pass the apprentice exam if you cannot perform even the simplest task.”

      “But, I can!” said Wesson. “I only did it this way because I thought it had a greater chance of surviving the fireball.”

      “Show me.”

      “Show you what?” said Wesson, hedging for time and hoping against hope that he was mistaken.

      “Show me your constructive ward.”

      His hope was dashed. Wesson glanced at Tica who gave him an encouraging smile before dropping his gaze back to the floor with contrition. Wesson swallowed hard, then began forming the basic first-year apprentice spell. He performed the motions and whispered the words using every resource available. Once he applied the final token, he filled the spell with power. He had to dig deep inside him, shifting through the other power that wanted so badly to be released. It required great focus to keep the nocent power down while he pulled the constructive forth. It was only because he had so much of it that he was successful.

      The ward popped into existence between him and the master. It was fuzzy around the edges and wavered in the middle, but it was there. He began to breathe harder as he held the ward in place. The master said nothing as he stood waiting. Wesson wished the master would say something, anything, that would give him an excuse to drop the ward. He wondered what the master was waiting for, then realized he was waiting for failure. That was all it took. One errant thought—one tiny instant of lost concentration, and the ward fizzled.

      “You will continue working on it,” said Ikestrius. “Truthfully, I thought you would not get that far. Your fire ball is another story.”

      Wesson’s grin for the praise abruptly fell. “What was wrong with my fire ball?”

      “Nothing was wrong with the ball. It was your casting of it. You need not physically throw the ball. It is a spell. You could have included in the second lexilog a subcommand for propulsion.”

      “But the second lexilog was intended to continue the flame even after collision with the club ward.”

      “It does not matter. Both are third degree manifest commands, so they are compatible, regardless of their unrelated natures.”

      “Oh,” said Wesson as he began reconstructing the spell in his mind.

      “Do it now,” said Ikestrius.

      “Now? In here?”

      “Yes, now.”

      Wesson brought his imaginary spell into existence and applied the final token. As soon as he released the token, the fire ball shot straight at the master. Ikestrius was apparently prepared for the attack and immediately erected a ward to protect himself. Wesson’s eyes widened as the fireball rebounded off the shield ward back at him. He instinctually drew from his constructive power to build a shield ward of his own—the same one that had failed only moments before. Wesson’s shield was wobbly, lacking the smoothness of the master’s, and the ball refracted toward Tica who quickly ducked. The fire ball sailed out the window toward the yard, and Wesson and Tica again shouted, “No!”

      Ikestrius grabbed them both by their collars as they turned back toward the stairs.

      “Not so fast,” he said. “You can clean up your destruction in a moment. I intended to make a point.” He looked at them both questioningly, but neither had an answer. Ikestrius sighed. “A fireball designed to continue burning may come back to haunt you.”

      Shouts from outside reached their ears at that moment, and Wesson groaned. A quick glance out the window confirmed his suspicions. The bailey was on fire—again.

      The master said, “Go, Tica. Help the others.” Wesson knew he would not be dismissed so easily. “Come with me, Apprentice Wesson. We have something to discuss.”

      As they walked down the short corridor toward the master’s office, the master said, “Did you see him again?”

      “The man in the hood?”

      “Yes.”

      “This morning—when we were gathering firewood. He was some distance away.”

      “You still did not recognize him?”

      “I have never seen his face. Every so often, I get the feeling he’s there—watching me. Sometimes I think I am crazy because I cannot find him. The few times I have seen him, he was far away.”

      “He may just be a curious mundane, but we need to be careful. Rumors of an apprentice natural battle mage draw the attention of many who would use you for nefarious causes, and you are not yet ready to protect yourself. I know you do not wish to be a battle mage, but you must, at the very least, learn the defensive spells and a few offensive ones.”

      “I understand.”

      “Good, because you will learn them within the next six weeks.”

      “Six weeks? Why?”

      “Because you are all going to participate in the first annual Western Talent Showcase.”

      “What is that?” said Wesson with horrifying suspicion.

      “It is demonstration of sorts. More accurately, it is a competition. The talented from across the western region will be in attendance. It is our opportunity to gain notoriety while also putting on a show for the mundanes.”

      “Why would I want to participate in such a thing?”

      Ikestrius shook his head as if Wesson were daft. “Notoriety, fame—it is the way the talented seek honor and fortune. Warriors struggle to become knights or strikers or—given the grace of the Maker—swordbearers. The talented fight for position via renown. If you intend to be anything more than a generalist, you will need to participate in showcases and win.”

      “But I can barely do any spells,” said Wesson, “and I have been struggling for years. How am I supposed to learn new spells in a matter of weeks?”

      Ikestrius held up the warded club. “The same way you learned this. I have acquired books related to destructive power and had them sent to your room. You will study them and learn to use destructive power to the same effect that I would use constructive.”

      “But if I use nocent power in the showcase, I will develop a reputation as a battle mage, will I not?”

      “Yes, and it will benefit you greatly when you go to the Battle Mage Academy.” Ikestrius held up a hand to forestall Wesson’s argument. “I know you do not desire to attend the academy, but would it not be better to prepare for the eventuality?”

      Wesson balled his fists at his sides. Something inside him squirmed, and he recognized it as the dark power wanting to be unleashed. “No, if I must attend this competition, I will do it using constructive power only. I will not be made into something I do not wish to be.”

      Ikestrius leaned down to look Wesson in the eyes. “A leopard cannot shed its spots. You are a battle mage. If you fail in this showcase because of your stubbornness, you will bring shame on me and my house. You will not enjoy the consequences.”

      The master stepped around Wesson and descended the stairs. A moment later, Wesson heard the man hollering to people in the yard about their failure to extinguish the fire in an efficient manner. Wesson dragged his feet as he returned to his room. There, on the desk, was a pile of books. He sat in his chair and opened the top book to the first page: Infernal Incendiation, An Index of Inflammation, Studies of Pyris, Volume One.

      Wesson sighed heavily and closed the book. He pulled out a sheet of crisp, clean paper, one of the many on which he spent his small allowance. He dipped his pen in the inkwell and began: Dear Diyah …
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        * * *

      

      Devascus brooded as he rode back toward the city of Maylon. Somehow, the Seth boy had spotted him again, even though he had kept his distance. He didn’t think the young mage recognized him, though, or that his master would come after him yet. He once again chided himself for his sloppy work on their first meeting three years prior. He had underestimated the battle mage’s suspicious nature. It seemed ridiculous now, but hindsight was clear. He had been overconfident. It was a mistake he had sworn not to make again, but the boy had managed to spot him several times over the years. It didn’t matter now. He had investigated the illustrious Mage Ikestrius, and now his plan was coming to fruition.

      Berringish had been most obliging in arranging for the Western Talent Showcase to be held in Maylon. Devascus figured the temptation to show off his students and gain more favor with the mage community would be too much for Ikestrius to resist. The young apprentice would no longer be protected by the wards around the mage’s estate, and Devascus could finally carry out the orders he had received six months prior. He did not know what had prompted the change in Berringish’s plans. Devascus’s regular updates had not contained anything of particular interest. The boy was a terrible mage. After three years, he could barely cast the simplest introductory spells—or so he had gathered from the almost daily berating the boy got from his master. Devascus thought Ikestrius should have recognized already that the boy was a lost cause.

      Why Berringish had any interest in the boy was beyond him, but his purse had been filled for three years for doing virtually nothing, so he couldn’t complain. Devascus was satisfied with the timing, though. Assassinating a mage, even a young one, would be much more difficult once he learned to effectively use wards. This one was just beginning to get the hang of it. Devascus’s only hesitance was in the fact that things around the boy tended to explode or catch fire far too often. Devascus didn’t want to become one of those things, so he had settled on a stealthy approach. The showcase would provide the perfect opportunity.
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      Dear Diyah,

      
        
        I must make a confession. I nearly killed again. Please understand that it was not my intent or desire. Porelly, Tica, and I were attacked outside the walls two days ago. Master Ikestrius claimed them to be bandits, just as he has the last three times it has happened (in as many months), but I do not believe it. From what I can tell, neither does he. There were no serious injuries among us, except for, perhaps, Tica’s pride. He was knocked unconscious before we knew we were under attack and missed the whole thing. Porelly and I defeated the bandits. They were only mundanes. (I am sorry, I didn’t mean it that way.) I buried one of them under a mound of dirt then accidentally set it aflame. Master Ikestrius doused the blaze and excavated him before he burned or suffocated, but he surely would have died had the master not been there to help. I probably should not tell you that, but I promised to be honest with you always. The master would not allow our presence during the questioning, so I do not know what they were after.

        I am to participate in a showcase of talent today. I am torn in my dedication. The master wishes for me to outperform the others, but I hope to fail. The thought of being marked for the Battle Mage Academy sours my stomach. I will think of you when I force down the darkness that wells within me, and I will embrace the light of constructive power. It will be a challenge, but such is my destiny if ever I am to be a true mage. I fear what they will do to me if I fail and refuse to be taught the destructive ways of the battle mages; but, the fear of what terrible deeds I would be forced to perform as a battle mage outweighs any fear for myself. I wish only to come back to you and Mother. Please write to me.

        

      

      Sincerely yours,

      Wesson

      

      “Don’t be stupid,” said Liska. “No one can pull off the Andronidus spell.”

      “Merishka can,” said Tica.

      “Just because the rumors say she did it in practice doesn’t mean it actually happened,” said Porelly.

      Wesson listened to every word of the debate as he watched the mage duel commence at the center of the arena. Six mages whose primary affinity was water occupied the center ground. They were gathered around a deep pool that had a small island in the center. Three officials stood on the island, while another seven were arrayed around the field. Five judges occupied a private box at the top of the stands behind Wesson and his classmates. Each of the competitors was casting a different aquian-based spell of their own design. While the mundanes in the crowd celebrated the astounding displays, Wesson was more interested in the spell components themselves. Designs more intricate than most of those he had seen glowed in the air as more were added—layer upon layer of commands, distinctions, and tokens, each specially designed to empower something that did not even exist the previous moment. It was almost like giving birth to a life that only mages could see.

      Tica nudged his arm. “What do you think, Wess?”

      As Wesson was shaken from his thoughts, he said, “About what?”

      “Have you not been paying any attention?” Wesson thought he had. “Do you think Merishka successfully cast the Andronidus spell?”

      “Are you still talking about that?” said Wesson. “What does it matter if no one saw it?”

      “It matters because her reputation has increased ten-fold since the report.”

      “Why does everyone care so much about reputation?”

      “We’ve been through this,” said Tica. “You want money, right? You need to be known to get a good position in a high house or at the academy.”

      Wesson nodded. He did need money. He needed to buy back his family estate within five years of his eighteenth birthday or it was forfeit to his stepfather. He had never met the man since he had never been able to return to Benbrick, but his mother’s letters had put his mind at ease to some extent. She seemed content.

      “I guess Merishka could have performed it. I’ve heard that she’s highly inclined toward tropestrian.”

      “What does wind have to do with it?” said Porelly. “It’s an aquian spell.”

      “Well, if she pushed a wind component through the third incidental on the fourth lexilog, it could stabilize the spell long enough for the aquian structure to crystallize into a trigonal form.”

      Liska rolled her eyes and said, “It’s a hexagonal spell, Wesson.”

      Porelly and Oleshta laughed, but Tica appeared thoughtful. He looked at Wesson. “Why would she want the spell to be trigonal?”

      Wesson shrugged. “Everyone who has publicly attempted it has cast it as hexagonal. I just thought if it was collapsed into trigonal it might be more stable. It is only an idea. It is not as if I could ever cast it.”

      “It’s a shame,” said Tica. “You know spellography better than any of us.”

      “Speak for yourself,” said Liska. “I think he’s full of it. It’s convenient that he can’t actually prove any of his ideas by casting them.”

      Wesson felt an abrupt upwelling of frustration and something else. He stood and turned to face Liska. “How is that convenient? What about not being able to cast the multitude of ideas in my head is convenient?”

      “That is enough,” said a deep voice from behind him. Wesson turned to face Master Ikestrius whose gaze could have burned a hole through him in that moment. “Apprentice Wesson, you will bide your temper in silence until you have learned restraint.”

      “Yes, Master, but she taunts me about my inability to cast—”

      “An inability you inflict upon yourself,” said Ikestrius. His gaze flicked to Liska and back. “You could already be casting spells twice as complex as anything the others cast, but you refuse your talent. Therefore, you will bear the weight of your decision. A generalist must learn restraint—or, at the least, apathy.”

      Wesson dropped his gaze to his shoes. The master was right, and so was Liska. He had made his choice. “I apologize, Master. I will work to remain calm.” He glanced up to see Ikestrius nod, then the master dismissed him altogether as he looked to the others.

      “I have secured your places in the showcase in each of your divisions. He turned his disgruntled gaze on Wesson. You will compete in pyris.”

      Wesson wanted to argue. Ikestrius narrowed his eyes at him as if to challenge his resolve, but Wesson bit his tongue. It would do no good to argue with the master, especially since there was no division for generalists in the competition.

      “Liska competes first,” said Ikestrius.
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        * * *

      

      Devascus sat in the shade of a pillar on the opposite side of the arena from his target. He didn’t want the master battle mage to see him and become suspicious. There seemed to be some discord amongst the group members, and his target was apparently at the center of it. He had noted over the years that the Seth boy had somehow lost his master’s favor and figured it was probably because he was such a terrible mage.

      Waiting for an opportunity to get the boy alone was wearing on Devascus’s nerves. He hated being around so many people with power. The talented could sense the talent in others, particularly when it was in use. It became immensely more difficult to skulk about when people could sense your presence. For this reason, the Black Hall warned against taking jobs targeting mages. His particular affinity for enchantments, though, made him an excellent assassin; and he had accepted this job because the money was good and the target was only a boy—one with no control over what little power he seemed to have. At least, that was what he told himself. If he was honest, he would admit to being afraid of angering Berringish. Anyone with sense would be. So much for being a notorious assassin of the Black Hall.

      He gazed down on the arena where the mages were casting water in every direction. He had only to get the boy alone, and he could be finished with the job. He could be back in Kaibain by the next full moon. Finally. Maylon was a large city with plenty of distractions, but it had nothing on Kaibain. He deserved a better life than the one he had endured for the past three years.

      Devascus shifted as his heart pumped faster. He slipped an amulet over his head to hang around his neck, its black and green stones dark against the glinting gold that encased them. He had paid a hefty price for the item, but it was better to be safe than sorry. He was going up against a mage, even if the boy was the worst mage he had ever seen. Then, he began walking toward the arena entrance, keeping to the shadows as much as possible. The battle mage’s little group was splitting up, and his target was suddenly alone.
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      Wesson shivered as he passed through the archway. The gargoyles that lined it appeared like living creatures turned to stone. To think of such a horrible fate was truly disturbing and one he would not wish on anyone. The shade of the dark passage made it all the more ominous. Once on the other side, he was momentarily blinded by the brightness of the sun. He blinked the spots from his eyes and gazed around the square. It was the same one he had destroyed several years prior. The fountain stood at its center, repaired, presumably by an earth mage, to look as if nothing untoward had happened. Except that something had happened, and three people had died.

      He froze in his tracks as a group of men headed in his direction. He exhaled a heavy sigh of relief when they turned down the side street, seeming not to have seen him at all. He wondered if the people of Maylon had forgotten the boy who destroyed the fountain and killed three men. Perhaps they simply did not recognize him. He had grown a few inches but had not changed much in appearance. His caramel locks still framed his soft face and long lashes, he towered over no one his age or even years younger, and he was still most often mistaken for a girl.

      With snakes twisting in a pit in his stomach, Wesson walked over to the fountain. He squeezed his eyes shut and remembered. He remembered the men he had killed, and the pit grew larger.

      “Hey,” said a voice beside him.

      Opening his eyes, he peered over to see a girl who appeared to be half his age. She had long black hair and large brown eyes, and she wore a frilly pink dress. Wesson blinked at her. She grinned and again said, “Hey.”

      “H-hi,” he replied.

      “It’s only water,” she said.

      “What?”

      “You look really sad. If you’re thirsty, just take some.”

      “I cannot,” he said. “It would be wrong.”

      “What’s so wrong with drinking water?” she asked.

      “It is not the water. It is where it comes from that is the problem.”

      “The ground? Is there something wrong with it?”

      “Only for me,” he said.

      “You!” shouted an old woman who came limping up to them with a craggy frown and bent finger. “I know you,” she grumbled.

      Wesson glanced around before his gaze landed back on the woman.

      “You’re the one who saved that man,” she said.

      “What man?”

      “Oh, don’t play coy with me, boy. I may be old, but I have a long memory. You saved the man those brutes were going to throw down the well a few years ago.”

      Wesson’s mouth hung open. He had spent so much time focusing on the lives he had taken that he had nearly forgotten the one he had saved.

      “Is that true?” said the little girl. “Are you a hero?”

      With a shake of his head, Wesson said, “I cannot be.” He swallowed hard and whispered to the old woman, “I am a killer.”

      The old woman frowned. “You mean those thugs? They deserved worse. If you ask me, they got off easy.” Grinning, she said, “I take it you’re here for the showcase.” She cackled as she turned away. “I’d not want to be your competition.”

      As he watched the old woman hobble away, he felt a tug at his sleeve. He looked over to see the young girl staring at him in awe.

      “Are you a mage?” she said.

      “Apprentice.”

      “Which competition are you going to be in? I’ll root for you.”

      Wesson glanced at the fountain again, then miserably said, “Pyris.”

      The girl’s eyes widened. “Oh, that is the most exciting!”

      “You think so?” he said skeptically.

      “Of course! It’s so scary.”

      A man’s voice called out, and the little girl turned to leave. She looked back as she waved goodbye and said, “I’ll cheer for you!”

      Wesson was alone again—alone in the square of the dead. He shook his head, unsure from where that morbid thought had arisen. He needed to find the pyris practice area. It had been established outside the city for obvious reasons. Following the directions he had been given, he traversed the northeast road to the city limits, then followed the dirt path toward a couple of standing stones. The grassy hills gave way to sandy gravel, and he knew he was getting close. He heard the whoosh of flame in the distance, then a much closer whoosh at just the moment he tripped over a stone. He called out in pain as his knees skidded over sharp rocks. He rolled onto his rear and lifted his skinned and bloody palms for inspection. Then, he realized he had heard a clink just as he fell.

      Squinting into the bushes to his right, he searched for the source of the sound. He was reaching for something shiny when a dark presence in the back of his mind screamed in warning. Wesson spun around, instinctively erecting a destructive ward around himself in the same instant. Something struck the ward, and he heard a terrible shrieking sound as a glowing glob melted onto the ground at his feet.

      Stumbling backward, Wesson fell into the bush behind him. Something jabbed his rear and he yelped as he pulled it from beneath him. The shiny object was a crossbow bolt. Wesson looked at the small glob of metal on the ground in front of him, as his heart leapt into his throat. Someone had tried to shoot him—twice.

      A chill ran through him as he was suddenly cast in shadow. He glanced up just as a blade whipped toward him. He quickly rolled out of the way, then skittered backward over the rubble, his bloody hands leaving smears in their wake. Wesson could not see his attacker’s face as it was hidden by the sun behind him. The man was large, though, and he did not pause in his attacks. Wesson raised a shield ward just as the sword came down on him again. To his surprise, the blade passed through it with only a minor deflection. It sliced through his tunic to score his right shoulder rather than taking his head.

      As he screamed, Wesson’s heart began beating so fast he thought it might burst. This man could get through his ward, but Wesson could feel no power emanating from him. As the man prepared to attack again, Wesson summoned a ball of blue mage fire. He threw it toward the man, but the spell unraveled and was sucked into the man’s chest. No, not his chest—an amulet hanging over his chest.

      The man raised his sword to strike again. Wesson quickly grabbed a handful of rocks and sand and threw it into the man’s face. He rolled and scrambled to his feet then began running. The man shouted at him, but Wesson was only spurred on faster. Suddenly, a searing pain shot through his body from his hamstring. He fell to the ground but caught himself and quickly recovered. He gripped the bolt in the back of his leg as he limped away from the man, crying out and screaming for help all the way. He glanced back in time to dodge another bolt and then turned to meet his attacker. With a crossbow bolt in his leg, there was no way he could outrun the man.

      Something welled inside him. It squirmed to be released, and Wesson knew it would be thrilling to allow it. It was full of fire and darkness—a black, oily void that would consume and destroy. Wesson stared at the amulet around the man’s neck as he closed the distance and realized he could see the enchantment clear as day. It was composed of destructive magic, the kind that stirred inside him. Wesson raised his hands and whispered a word, one that he had never before heard. Black tentacles shot toward the man. One of them snaked around the amulet and crushed the spell it held before consuming the useless ornament. The others wrapped around the man and began synching tighter. Laughter burbled up from between his lips, and Wesson began to cackle madly as the man’s bones snapped, his last breath spent on a silent scream.

      Before Wesson could celebrate his victory, he was struck from behind by a blast that sent him sprawling into the rubble. His tongue throbbed with pain as blood dripped from his lips, and he blinked tears from his eyes as he tried to focus on the mound laying in the road in front of him. The man he had thought dead inhaled sharply and rolled over. He held his sides and looked over at Wesson with a murderous gaze. Then his attention shot to something beyond Wesson. He quickly got to his feet and ran, stumbling into the brush beyond the road.

      Wesson’s first instinct was to pursue the man, but the power that had sustained him had fled with the blast that knocked him from his feet. With that thought, he abruptly realized he and his attacker had not been alone. As he struggled to his feet, he was acutely reminded of the crossbow bolt in his hamstring. His legs buckled beneath him, the one throbbing in terrible pain. His injured shoulder also protested, and he knew he needed to get medical attention quickly. His instincts told him something else was more pertinent at that moment—the second attacker.

      “You!” said a woman holding a fireball in one hand. “Stay where you are, and don’t try anything.”

      Wesson wiped his mouth on his sleeve as he took in her appearance. She wore the pale grey robes of an apprentice and panels indicating a primary affinity for fire and secondary for air.

      “Why did you attack me?” Wesson said. At least, he tried to say that. His words came out garbled around his injured tongue.

      “Are you serious?” said the woman. “You were killing that man. I heard you laughing. Do you think it’s funny harm others? You disgust me.”

      “I was not laughing,” Wesson said as he raised a hand in protest.

      The woman’s eyes widened, and she yelled, “Stop!” before her fireball came hurtling toward him.

      Wesson deflected the fireball with a hastily erected ward and shouted, “What are you doing? Stop attacking me. Can you not see that I am injured?”

      “I’ve alerted the officials,” she yelled. “They’ll be here any minute, so don’t try again.”

      “Try what? I am not doing anything—except bleeding. Please, I need help. That man was attacking me. I am not the enemy.”

      “Do you think I’m dense?”

      The pyris practice yard was not far, and he knew there would be healers on site. Wesson did not get a chance to answer as he realized all too soon that he would not be able to make it there. His head spun, and his vision narrowed to a small point of light before it went black.

      

      “Yes, yes, he is fine,” said a soft, feminine voice. “Once he wakes, he will need food and water, but he is fully recovered.”

      “Good,” said a second voice, one with which he was familiar. Master Ikestrius said, “Where is the bolt you pulled from his leg?”

      “It is there in the pan,” said the woman. “I am afraid it bears no markings nor hint of enchantment.”

      With a huff, Ikestrius said, “The boy should be better than this. How could he let it get through his wards?”

      A second woman’s voice was firmer as she said, “From what I saw, he did much more damage to the other guy.” It was the mage who had attacked him in the road.

      The softer voice said, “You think he was the one attacked? Well, I am sure he was not expecting it to happen on the road to the practice field.”

      “A battle mage should always be prepared for attack,” snapped Ikestrius.

      “I am not a battle mage,” Wesson mumbled. At least, he tried to, but his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth, and his lips failed to completely part. He opened his eyes and sat up to see that he was in a healer’s tent. His head spun, and he nearly fell over as the healer rushed to his side with a goblet.

      “Here,” she said, “drink this.” The woman was of middling age and her kind eyes reminded Wesson of his mother’s. He wanted to stay with her and forget about the showcase and Master Ikestrius’s stern glare.

      “How many times have you been involved in something like this?” said Ikestrius. “You must be a battle mage, for the Maker has made it so. You have only to accept it.” Something inside him told Wesson that what his master said was true, but he was not ready to accept that he was meant to destroy.

      Ikestrius must have seen something of the internal struggle in his expression. His master’s hard gaze softened, and he said, “I am glad that you were not seriously harmed. Please tell me what happened.”

      Wesson nodded and anxiously looked at the healer. The woman seemed to busy herself with other tasks, but he knew she would hear. He said, “That man attacked me out of nowhere. I was just walking to the practice field and then someone fired crossbow bolts at me. I tried to protect myself, but somehow his sword passed straight through my ward. After my fireball was sucked into an amulet on his chest, I realized it had something to do with why the power was not working right. I do not know what happened next exactly. I cast a spell I have never before cast and it destroyed the amulet and wrapped around the man.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “It was killing him. I know it was. Then, that woman”—he pointed to the female mage who had accosted him in the road—“attacked me from behind, and the man got away.”

      Ikestrius’s gaze darkened with each new fact. He said, “This seems like a targeted attack, and you do not look to have anything worth stealing. I will look into this. You drink that and get up. It is nearly time for the pyris division.”

      “Oh no,” said the healer. “Can you not see that he is drained. He needs rest.”

      “My apprentice is stronger than you think. He can handle it.” To Wesson, he said, “Now, get up.”

      Wesson knew better than to argue with the master anymore. He drank down the nourishing liquid, then stood on wobbly legs. That was when he realized he was wearing no pants. He quickly glanced up to the healer who held out a fresh pair that looked as if they would fit him. He was wrong. They were far too long, but with a quick spell to lop off the excess material and a cinched belt, they fit well enough. Ikestrius made his disappointment clear as he handed Wesson a fresh tunic that was equally ill-fitting. As he shucked his own, he understood why his master was so disgruntled. Not only was the tunic bloody from his injuries, but also the entire back was singed from the fire blast. The fact that he was not, at that very moment, being berated for neglecting his wards only meant that worse was to come.

      Wesson ignored the judgmental glare of his second attacker and followed Ikestrius toward the arena. It occurred to him that he should have been thankful to her for preventing him from killing his first attacker. He could almost feel the questions forming on Ikestrius’s tongue, and he did not want to talk about the incident. He thought to change the subject before it started. He asked, “Why is it called a showcase?”

      “What do you mean?” said Ikestrius.

      “I mean, why don’t they call it a tournament or a competition?”

      Ikestrius looked at him sideways. “We are not uncouth soldiers and warriors.” He lifted his chin. “We are mages, most revered and studious. The showcase is our opportunity to demonstrate our accomplishments to our peers and elevate our status.”

      “I fail to see the difference,” said Wesson.

      Ikestrius paused and turned to him. “It is a matter of dignity. We are not here to defeat the other participants. We are here to demonstrate the glory of the talent.”

      “But awards are granted to the winners,” said Wesson.

      “Of course.”

      “Then, it is a competition.”

      Ikestrius sighed and continued walking. “The best are rewarded for their accomplishments. I am confident you could receive one such award should you actually try.”

      Wesson considered his options. If he did well in the showcase, it would further solidify an undesired commitment to becoming a battle mage. If he did poorly, he would embarrass his master, his fellow apprentices, and himself.

      When they arrived at the arena, the apprentice water mage competition was going strong.

      Ikestrius gave Wesson a stern look that said he had better do well. “Do not think I will forget about what happened back there. We will have an in-depth discussion when you are finished with this.” He then left to join his other students in the stands.

      Wesson migrated toward the group of fire mage apprentices who were awaiting their turn to showcase their talents in the entryway to the arena or gallery, as the mages referred to it. He felt a tap on his shoulder and turned to find Tica towering over him.

      “Hey, Wess. I’m glad you’re okay. I heard about the bandit attack.”

      “I think he was the Watcher,” Wesson said, using the term they had taken to calling the man who seemed to have been stalking him for three years. “I did not get a great look, but he seemed familiar. I cannot place him, though.”

      “Oh?” Tica said with surprise. “What did the master say about it?”

      “Nothing yet. He is going to talk to me after the competition.”

      “I see. He’s not giving anything away, is he? Well, now it’s time to get your head in the game. You’re gonna do great, I know it.” Wesson grimaced, a look that did not go unnoticed by his friend. “What is it?” said Tica.

      “I am not sure I want to do well.”

      Tica nodded. He knew well Wesson’s aversion to becoming a battle mage. “Look,” he said, “as you know, fire is a strange element. It can be both constructive and destructive. If you’re so worried about it, stick to the constructive spells.”

      Wesson anxiously tugged on a lock of his hair, scratched his head, then squinted toward the gallery. “I suppose—”

      Tica slapped him on the back hard enough to cause him to stumble. “That’s the spirit.”

      “You know I only get those spells to work about half the time, right?”

      “I know,” said Tica with a big grin. Wesson narrowed his eyes at his older friend, sure he was up to something. Tica nodded toward the gallery. “It looks like you’re up. Do that light burst spell the master taught you last week. It’ll be a crowd favorite. Anyway, no matter how you do, remember, you’re an inspiration.”

      “What do you mean?” Wesson said cautiously.

      Tica rocked on his heels and shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’ve got an idea, and it’s all thanks to you.”

      With a twist of anxiety, Wesson said, “What idea?”

      Tica shook his head, and with that same cheese-eating grin, he backed away. “You’ll see.”

      “You! Get out there,” shouted a man from behind Wesson.

      Wesson turned to see that the other fire mage apprentices were already nearing their positions in the gallery. He hurried to catch up and realized the rune on the chip he had been given matched the rune on the floor at the very center of the arena. Everyone would be able to see him. He wondered if Ikestrius had pulled some strings to get him the position. The pressure to do well mounted, and Wesson thought he might be sick. Gazing around the stands, he knew the crowd was mostly composed of mundanes, since the showcase was attended only by mages and apprentices in the western region. He also knew that at least a few representatives of the academy were in attendance. Given the deal between his master and the archmage, he wondered if she was personally following his progress, then decided that was absurd. He was nobody—a minor lordling with no money to save his family name and an almost complete inability to cast constructive spells. Still, if felt like every gaze was burning into him as he stood awaiting his chance to excel or fail.

      A spell rune abruptly appeared in the air in front of his face. He knew the other participants would be seeing the same rune. The demonstration started with a set of introductory spells they were to cast in unison. It was to be an awe-inspiring display for the crowd. As he formed the spell web in front of him and applied the token, Wesson only hoped the constructive spell would work. A thin pillar of fire abruptly erupted from the ground a few paces in front of him. As it did, pillars also appeared in front of the other participants. Wesson’s cheeks flushed as he realized his was the thinnest and palest fire column. Still, he was glad not to be standing there without fire at his call.

      The second command rune illuminated his vision, and Wesson began another spell that twisted the pillar into a knot that was supposed to bend and direct the pillar toward another participant’s knot so that they all joined into one design. Wesson struggled to keep his under control, though. If he had been using destructive fire spells, he would have had no problem. He also might have burned down the entire arena. Still, he managed to attach his thread of fire to his neighbor’s, and he released a pent breath in relief.

      Wesson knew the purpose of these little demonstrations was for more than the crowd’s delight. They were a test. Fire was dangerous to work with, since having the ability to cast fire did not mean a mage was immune to it. If an apprentice could not control his fire, he could not participate in the next stage of demonstrations. It would be too dangerous.

      The final preliminary command rune appeared, and Wesson groaned aloud. On the surface it seemed simple. Create a ball of fire and guide it to roll along the web of fire knots in unison with the other fireballs. In practice, it was much more difficult—at least, for him. If his ball failed to travel properly, it could fall off the web to splatter on the ground or collide with another apprentice’s ball and burst. If that happened anywhere near one of the apprentices, they could get seriously injured.

      With that thought, Wesson suddenly realized he had forgotten something important—something absolutely essential. He quickly glanced toward the apprentices near him and found that they were all encased in protective wards. He was the only participant standing unprotected in the midst of a massive web made of fire, and there were now fireballs traversing the web in synchrony, controlled only by apprentices. The other mages must be thinking him an idiot. He had no time to wrestle with the protective ward, though. He was too busy trying to keep his fireball on the web.

      Somewhere along the web, someone’s spell began to fray, and the entire thing shook. At first, Wesson thought it was his, but his unimpressive thread was holding strong. If even one person’s thread broke, though, the entire web would snap back on them all, and he would be incinerated.

      It felt like an eternity as they were forced to hold the three spells, but eventually, the cease rune appeared. It flashed red, then blue, then green, and everyone terminated their spells as one. Well, almost everyone. One fireball was flung toward the stands as the thread whipped through the air. Despite their wards, the other apprentices collapsed to the ground to avoid the flaming tendril. Wesson’s curls sizzled as the flame whipped over his head nearly incinerating him. He looked up from where his face had struck the dirt to see a gangly young man being escorted from the gallery—much to the excitement of the crowd. Wesson was only glad it was not he who had been so thoroughly humiliated. No, he had managed to pass the initial testing stage, so he would not be a total embarrassment to his master.

      The next stage was each participant’s opportunity to showcase their talents. He was to choose any three spells, presumably the most complex, to perform. Wesson remembered what Tica had said about casting only constructive spells. His master would be angry, but there was no way the academy could outright label him a battle mage if he could perform constructive magic. He summoned his courage and began the light burst spell. Few with a destructive affinity were capable of pulling it off. He was proudly one of them. Although it was not particularly difficult for someone with an affinity for constructive power, the layers of glistening, colorful light that burst in front of him, incited cheers from the crowd. The other mages in attendance were not impressed, however. His fellow participants were performing spells far beyond his level.

      The young brunette woman next to him made a snide smirk, and something reared inside him. He wanted to wipe the look off her face with a spell unlike any she could imagine. The power began to build inside him. It clawed at him for release. He looked into the stands to see his master staring at him with a disgruntled scowl. Wesson’s sudden desire for destruction was abruptly doused. He had no desire to prove the master right in this regard.

      Instead of creating the most impressive display the mages of Maylon had ever seen, Wesson juggled fireballs. With every round of the little flames, his master’s scowl deepened. Even Tica covered his face in embarrassment—or was it shame—with Wesson’s last spell. As his fellow participants guided flaming griffons, eagles, and serpents around the arena, Wesson held in place a rose over his head. It was about the size of his body, and each flaming petal was clearly defined such that the rose glowed with a brilliance that any other rose would envy. Although the flower was a masterpiece in his mind and in the intricacy of the spell, it was less than impressive to the crowd. Master Ikestrius rolled his eyes and shook his head when Wesson looked toward him for approval. He had performed an advanced spell, yet he knew it would not earn him the renown his master had been anticipating.

      As Wesson left the gallery, he felt both satisfied and abashed. Two of the young men who had been behind him laughed as they joked with each other about the girl who made a flower during the showcase. The brunette woman who had already passed judgment during the display walked up to him and said, “I don’t know if you’re stupid or brazen. How could you even consider going out there without your wards?”

      “Ah, I forgot—”

      “Ha!” laughed one of the young men. “He forgot to ward himself in an arena full of fire.”

      “Well, I am not very good at those wards,” said Wesson as his cheeks flushed.

      The woman said, “If you can’t protect yourself, you shouldn’t be out there. Who is your master? I will be sure to file a formal complaint against him for sending an unprepared child into the gallery.”

      “No, I mean, I can cast wards, I just did not want to—”

      “You didn’t want to?” she barked. “If you had gotten hurt, it would have been one of us that had to feel the guilt for it.”

      “I wouldn’t feel any guilt,” said the man. “He’s obviously too stupid to survive.”

      “I’m not stupid,” said Wesson. “It is just that Master Ikestrius wants me to be—”

      “Ikestrius?” shouted the woman. “Battle Mage Ikestrius is your master?”

      “Yes, but—”

      The woman held up a hand. “Never mind, then. If he sent you out there, you must know what you’re doing. Now I realize you were just showing off.”

      “Showing off?” said Wesson at a loss.

      “If you think you can get away with that little stunt, think again. The judges will know you weren’t taking things seriously.”

      “You mean he wasn’t taking us seriously,” the man said with a scowl.

      The woman nodded. “It’s no wonder you think so highly of yourself if Ikestrius is your master.”

      The two of them walked off with their companions, and Wesson was left to endure the rude stares and snide comments on his own. A few minutes later, Tica strode up to him with a less than enthusiastic grin.

      “Hey, Wess. What were you thinking? You didn’t even protect yourself out there. And a flower?”

      Wesson tugged a lock of hair and shrugged. “It was the least battle mage thing I could think to make.”

      Suddenly, Tica laughed. “I’m glad you’re staying true to your desires, Wess, but I think you’re giving up too much. You could be great. No one would ever laugh at you again.” He looked to where the other earth mages were gathering to enter the gallery, then back to Wesson. “Be sure to watch this, Wess.” Then, he walked into the throng.

      Wesson circumvented the crowd to get to the stands. He was still small enough to duck around most people to avoid notice. Still, he heard a few remarks about the flower boy. When he joined his group, Master Ikestrius gave him a disparaging look and said, “We will discuss this later—among other things.”

      Wesson’s stomach fluttered with anxiety as he considered what awaited him.

      The apprentice earth mage showcase began, and the ground, walls, seats, everything rumbled with each spell cast. Halfway to the center of the gallery from the entryway was Tica. After the initial trials were complete, Tica erected a short wall of stone around himself, not an easy feat since the arena was made of sand. His second spell carved a detailed depiction of a city around the outside circumference of the wall. Then, Tica’s face contorted in deep concentration as he began weaving the most complex spell Wesson had seen yet in the showcase. The wind began to whip in a spiral around Tica, and a dark cloud formed over his wall. A shower of icy water began to fall on the tiny city, and the entire structure quickly weathered and eroded back to the sand from which it had been formed.

      Wesson felt a jab in his arm. “Ow!” he said as he looked over at Porelly.

      “Look, Wess, that’s your spell! He did it. He cast the Andronidus spell the way you said. Well, I mean, it’s a lot smaller than if it were really cast, but he actually did it!”

      Ikestrius said, “Tica’s vimara is not strong enough to cast the Andronidus spell at full strength, yet what he has done is impressive.” He looked over at Wesson thoughtfully. “You designed that spell?”

      Wesson blinked at them and stuttered. “Yes, I mean, we were talking about it earlier. I had no idea he intended to actually cast it.”

      Rubbing his chin, Ikestrius mused, “Few have the talent or inclination to design spells. Perhaps academic pursuits would best serve both our needs …”
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      “He used no destructive spells at all?” said Berringish.

      Armas wrung his hands together, a terrible habit that made Berringish want to remove them from his body. “That’s what my source at the academy said.”

      Berringish hummed under his breath as he considered. “And he was capable of casting constructive magic …”

      “Yes, Master—”

      “That wasn’t a question, Armas. Obviously, he used constructive power if he did not use destructive. This changes things. From Devascus’s previous reports, I was convinced the boy possesses what we seek, but now I am no longer certain. Still, he may know where it is.” He slammed a fist onto his desk and leaned back in his chair. “If only that idiot Ermelda had not killed the boy’s father before extracting the information.”

      Armas winced. Berringish knew his assistant had been fond of the mage, so he enjoyed bringing up her failures—and death—as often as possible.

      “Perhaps she did—”

      “What does it matter? She died with Byrant Seth before she could bring us anything. She failed.” Berringish stood from his chair and rounded his desk to peer at the map on the wall. “We will wait. After Devascus’s miserable failure, Ikestrius has become more suspicious. He is asking questions. He cannot discover that I am involved. From everything I have heard, the boy is a terrible mage.”

      “He defeated Devascus.”

      “Bah, even a weak mage can get lucky.”

      “Then why did you send Devascus after him?” said Armas with a pleased grin.

      Berringish turned to him. “Are you so dimwitted?” Armas’s grin fell. “If Devascus had succeeded, the boy would be dead, solving one problem; but that which I seek would be lost forever.”

      “So, you wanted Devascus to fail?”

      “Call him off. I need the boy alive if he is to lead us to the vessel. We will wait until the boy finishes his apprenticeship and is no longer under Ikestrius’s protection.”
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        * * *

      

      Three years later …

      

      Dear Diyah,

      
        
        I have come a long way in my studies. I think the master approves of my intellectual endeavors. He pressures me less each day to become the battle mage he desires me to be. I was disheartened, though, when in a recent letter, Tica suggested the master was merely giving me space to grow before he pushes me back down that path to destruction. I hope he is wrong. Every time I use my power, a part of my mind is dedicated only to thoughts of you. I am sickened by the way things were left between us. Know always, you are the light in my darkness.

        

      

      Sincerely yours,

      Wesson

      

      Wesson circled the table, then tapped the map with his stylus. He looked up at his master and said, “I would use the Esevento spell here in this canyon.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, the duke’s troops must travel through here in order to get to the stronghold. There are only two ways out once they enter. Esevento cast in either of them would produce gale-force winds in both.”

      “Why not just plant noctu bombs in the canyon?”

      Wesson nodded. “The noctu’s poison gas would be quite effective with the troops trapped between the canyon walls if the air was stagnant. A good breeze would blow it away from them, and they would get sick at most. The other problem is manpower. We would not know which canyon they would take, and noctu bombs require more power than most constructive mages can manifest. Covering both canyons would be impossible given the timeframe. Besides, if the Esevento spell were strong enough, it might deter the duke from going up the canyon at all, and bloodshed could be avoided.”

      “Avoiding bloodshed was not the task I assigned to you. You were supposed to tell me how to defeat the duke’s forces.”

      Wesson winced. “I know, but would it not be better to avoid war if we can?”

      “While I appreciate the sentiment, sometimes war cannot be avoided, especially if the aggressor threatens the safety of our own people.”

      With a knowing nod and a heavy sigh, Wesson said, “If we position noctu bombs here at this entrance and employ the Esevento spell, the noctu gas would be sucked into the canyon and caught in the vortex at the center. If timed right, the entire battalion would succumb to its effects.”

      “Excellent,” said Ikestrius with a broad smile.

      “But this is just a mental exercise,” Wesson said slowly. “A game. You know I would never do something like that.”

      Ikestrius held up a hand. “Yes, yes, I know. I told you this is just a practice in strategy. I would not wish to imply that any of the dukes would require such heavy handedness.”

      Wesson gave his master a knowing look. Ikestrius’s tone had been less than convincing.

      Ikestrius shrugged. “It is no secret that the political climate has changed. Never invest in rumors but heed them, for certain. As battle mages”—he held up a hand to forestall Wesson’s protest—“we must remain vigilant. We could be called upon at any time. It is not uncommon for the king to issue a request for a mage draft from the academy during times of war. Anyway, the fact that you know what to do is sufficient. Remember, you are strongest in destructive power. If you manage to pass the apprentice exam, no one will care what kind of talent you possess. That is why you have spent so much time learning to accomplish constructive effects using your destructive power. When doing so, your enchantments and wards are excellent. The effectiveness of your constructive spells is erratic, however.”

      “I have gotten better. I practiced endlessly while you were away.”

      “Is that so? Good, then come with me. We have an errand to run. Prepare Shiela.”

      Wesson left the keep and trudged to the stables. Already worn from a long morning of tests and drills in both knowledge and casting, he yawned, inhaling deeply—something he wished he had done before entering the stables. Then, he bent to pick up the halter from where it had fallen to the ground. After placing it on Shiela, he secured the empty packs to her back. It was two years before, on a trip to market, that he had helped procure the donkey and had unofficially claimed her as his own. Since his fellow apprentices had all left to become journeymen and mages, only he and his master remained at the fortress, so he received no argument. He was fond of the sweet jenny who never protested even their heaviest loads. On the same trip, Wesson had seen his first stage performance. It was the popular romantic tragedy Dreysial and Shiela, and thus the donkey was named.

      Wesson gripped the lead as he and Shiela crossed the bailey to the gate where the master was waiting. Ikestrius said nothing as they walked toward the village that was not far from where they had first met. The master seemed to be brooding, something he did often those days. Wesson knew the man’s mind was absorbed with events in Kaibain, the seat of the king. Ever since King Caydean took the throne a year and a half before, rumors had abounded. Whispers claimed the king had killed his own father and that he was not quite sane. His master had never said so, but Wesson knew the battle mage dreaded being called upon to serve a mad king. The matter had somewhat benefited Wesson, for his master was no longer pressuring him to attend the Battle Mage Academy. On the other hand, Wesson knew Ikestrius believed his attendance inevitable.

      They walked down a grassy path that was only slightly marred with ruts by their infrequent trips to the village of Bombiday. Shiela tried to munch on the taller plants she passed, which amused Wesson even if the master thought she was getting a bit too round in the belly. They had only just entered the village when the master stopped in front of a house. Wesson looked at him curiously. He was familiar with the small farm. It had been a source of great embarrassment for him many years prior.

      Wesson tied Shiela to a post as the master grabbed a small sack he had placed in her packs. Then, the two of them walked up the short path, and Ikestrius rapped on the old, wooden door. Although the small home appeared aged, it was well kept. The shutters hung straight, the roof was freshly thatched, and the porch was swept. A girl close to Wesson’s age opened the door. In her arms was a sleeping baby swaddled in a homespun wrap. Wesson recognized the girl as the same one who had once thought him to be a woodland fairy stealing from their garden. The girl smiled at them bashfully and invited them inside with a nod. The front room of the small home held two chairs in front of the cooking hearth, one beside a spinning wheel, a bench along the front wall beneath the window, a long table with benches on either side, and a small bed in one corner. The house had two more rooms that he could see through open doorways, one a bedroom and the other a small storeroom. Four people occupied the room besides the girl and babe.

      Ikestrius shook hands with an older man, greeting him as Master Martis. Then, he turned to the woman beside him, who was the Mistress Martis. The master said, “These are the young men, then?”

      “Yes,” said Master Martis. “I’m not yet sure which to put in the ground.”

      “I’d say you’ll have the same concern even after we find out,” said the woman.

      Ikestrius turned to Wesson. “You are here to perform a spell of bloodline confirmation. This young woman, Kaylah, was left with child, and they know not which of these two young men is the father.”

      Wesson glanced between Kaylah and the two young men, each of whom were at least a head taller than he yet could not have been more than a few years older.

      “Ah,” he eloquently said. Then, he leaned toward the master and whispered. “I have not yet performed that spell.”

      “I am aware of that.” With a lift of his eyebrows, he said, “I believe you owe these people a small debt, though? This is how you will repay them for the items you borrowed.”

      Wesson flushed. “Yes, Master, but that is a complicated constructive spell. I am not sure I am able to cast it.”

      “You said you have been practicing. Now, you will show me. This is only slightly above the normal apprentice-level spell and will be of value when you are on your own.”

      Wesson released a breath and closed his eyes. He shuffled through the lists of scrolls he kept in his mind and pulled forward the spell in question. This was just one of many the master had added to his list over the past month. Wesson opened his eyes and glanced at Ikestrius. The glint in the master’s gaze was one of challenge. Ikestrius did not expect him to succeed in casting the advanced constructive spell. Wesson was determined to prove him wrong. There was one major problem.

      Wesson looked to Ikestrius. “The babe is too young to consent.”

      With a grin, Ikestrius said, “Yes, he is. You must convince him.”

      “But he is a baby. He looks to be a few weeks old at most.”

      “Four, actually,” said Kaylah. “He’s small, I know.”

      “How am I to convince an infant to freely give his blood?” Wesson said to Ikestrius.

      Ikestrius rocked back on his heels and hummed under his breath as he looked at Wesson with the question hanging between them. Wesson looked back at the baby, then turned to gaze out the window as he racked his brain for the answer. The sun shined brightly on the verdant garden plot where a goat munched on grass and plants sticking through the slats in the fence. His mind wandered while his gaze rested on the small beast when a thought struck him. Turning his attention back to the people in the room, he blinked the sun spots from his eyes and said, “Bestialansia.”

      With a nod, Ikestrius said, “Very good.”

      Wesson shook his head. “But that is a spell to communicate with animals for consent.”

      Ikestrius shrugged. “Animals, babies—they are not so different. They lack the knowledge to make informed decisions and the ability to communicate their desires. We use the bestialansia spell to communicate and convince them that we intend them no harm.”

      Wesson took the sack from the master and pulled out a small bowl. Then, he turned to the young woman. “I require a bit of blood, freely given for the purpose of performing the bloodline confirmation spell. I will cast a spell upon the babe. It will not harm him, only allow me to communicate with him in a rudimentary way. If he consents, only then will I take his blood. Do you agree?”

      “Of course, she agrees,” barked Master Martis.

      “H-how much blood?” said Kaylah.

      “Only a few drops—if I succeed the first time.” He tugged at the collar of his grey robe, then scratched his head. “I may need a bit more if I must perform it again.”

      “How will you convince him?” she said.

      “I will let him know that you, as his mother, desire this for him. Then, I will promise to use the blood only for this spell. It is an oath taken under spell, a mage oath, so it cannot be broken. If he trusts you to make this decision for him, he will likely consent.”

      She pensively said, “Very well. I consent.”

      Wesson had tried the spell a number of times on Shiela, but the jenny was too stubborn. Thus far, his only successes had been with the chickens in the bailey, and now he was expected to perform it on a human baby. Wesson waved his hand over the baby’s face as he began forming the web that he would cast into the infant’s mind. The spell was weak and rarely worked on adults unless they were severely infirm. To cast a stronger spell of that nature on a human was forbidden.

      He began to sweat as the spell wobbled within his mental grip. He pushed down the dark power that threatened to overcome his constructive abilities and finished weaving the spell into place. Then, he added the token that powered his manifestation. His mind rocked as it joined with one of nearly equal intelligence for the first time. The babe opened his eyes and blinked at him in wonder as Wesson expressed his intent in feelings and images. The baby did not understand, but he was pleased with the thoughts of his mother and was glad to please her in return.

      Wesson withdrew a tiny blade, barely larger than a needle from a packet in Ikestrius’s sack. As soon as he pricked the infant’s heel, the babe began to wail. Feeling terrible for the baby’s plight, Wesson collected more blood than was necessary in the bowl so he would not have to do it again if he were to fail. Then, he turned to the two young men who had remained silent but wide-eyed as he performed his duties. After collecting a few drops of blood from the first into another bowl, he turned and set the items on the table. He transferred a few drops of the infant’s blood into another bowl, then added the blood from the first young man.

      The constructive spell was complicated and required a great amount of focus for him since the dark power inside him wanted to consume everything. It seemed to squirm and growl as it crawled out of the well inside him. Wesson swallowed hard and took a deep breath in an attempt to tamp it down. He utterly failed, and the destructive power surged up his core and exploded into the spell causing it to unravel and rip apart the samples. The blood was vaporized leaving behind only a dusting of brown powder.

      His face flushed with both embarrassment and the strain of his efforts. He glanced at Ikestrius. The master shook his head and motioned to the young men. “Again.”

      In the end, it took Wesson three tries to obtain a result. Master Martis took to beating the man who was not the father of the babe, all the while hollering for his wife to begin preparations for the nuptials. Kaylah appeared mortified as she disappeared into the bedroom with the baby, and Mistress Martis spent her breath trying to calm her husband. Ikestrius led Wesson from the small home and said nothing as they continued into the village for supplies.

      After a few minutes, Wesson gathered the courage to broach the subject. “Master, I am sorry I could not complete the spell the first time. I did not mean to make your teachings appear weak.”

      Ikestrius raised one eyebrow as he looked at Wesson. “You think I am disappointed? On the contrary, I am impressed. I did not expect you to succeed at all.”

      “What?”

      The master nodded. “I requested two difficult constructive spells from you, one of which is rarely performed on humans. You performed them both. Although you struggle to keep your destructive tendencies under control, you are able to do so to a degree. It may be enough to enable you to pass the apprentice exam.”

      Wesson’s stomach fluttered. “Really?”

      The master looked disturbed as his gaze fell to the path. “Yes,” he said, “I thought I would never say it, but it is possible.”

      Wesson was silent for the rest of the trip to the village and so was the master. Ikestrius seemed to be deep in thought, as was Wesson. If he could prove that he could control his destructive power and perform constructive spells, he could graduate with the title of generalist. If the archmage kept her word, he would not have to attend the Battle Mage Academy.

      The village was quiet, as usual. In truth, it was just a cluster of homes, each with a family garden plot, and a general store run by a barber who also practiced in mundane medicine and surgery. If ever there was a disagreement in the village, its residents had to travel hours to see the magistrate in Maylon. In most cases, both parties simply agreed to let the barber to settle it. Therefore, the barber was also the closest thing they had to a town magistrate, and that man was currently rocking in his chair on the front porch of the general store.

      “Good day, Barber,” said Master Ikestrius as they approached.

      “Is it?” said the old man. “Seems the same as yesterday, and that one wasn’t noticeably better than the rest.

      Ikestrius flicked a stray strand of grass from his tunic and said, “Master Barber, when you’ve endured the things I have, a quiet day is a good day.”

      “Fair enough,” said the barber. “But my time in the army didn’t prepare me for all this sittin’ around.”

      “You seem to do well enough,” said Ikestrius, with a heavy dose of disdain.

      The barber’s scowl finally broke into a grin, and he kicked his boots up on the stool in front of him. “That I do. Now, what can I do you for?”

      Ikestrius shook his head then nodded toward Wesson. “We’ll be traveling soon. My apprentice here needs a new set of clothes.”

      “The boy’s finally grown, has he? Hmm, not impressively. Looks the same to me.”

      Wesson drew his attention back from his survey of the area to focus on the men. “New clothes, Master? Where are we going?”

      “Have you not been paying attention, Apprentice Wesson? Next month marks your eighteenth year. You are to test at the Mage Academy, or have you changed your mind?”

      “Oh, no! Of course not. I did not realize it was so soon.”

      “Hence the reason for your test today.”

      “Ah.” Wesson was suddenly terrified. “I’m glad I was able to certify the bloodline and pass.”

      “Certifying the bloodline was not the test. It was a bonus. The test was not exploding the baby.”

      “What?” Wesson exclaimed. “You thought I would blow up a baby and you had me do it anyway?”

      Ikestrius pinched the bridge of his nose and, with a sigh, said, “No, Apprentice Wesson, I said that in jest. Do you honestly think I would have you perform spells on an infant if I did not have faith in you?”

      “Well.” Wesson paused, then looked at Ikestrius again. “You told a joke? You?”

      “I have been known to do so from time to time.”

      The barber barked a laugh and slapped his knee. “You must be talkin’ ’bout the Martis babe. Well, which one was it? Dunce or dimwit?”

      “Is there a difference?” said Ikestrius.

      The barber laughed again, and Wesson was floored by his master’s sudden display of wit. He wondered what had suddenly put his master in such a good mood and decided that it surely had nothing to do with the prospect of his testing at the Mage Academy.

      “So, you’re needin’ some clothes, huh? I don’t think I’ve got anything for him here.”

      “No, I did not expect you would,” said Ikestrius. “We’re heading to Maylon.”

      Wesson’s eyes widened. “But I didn’t bring any—"

      “It’s kinda late to be headin’ out, don’t you think?” said the barber.

      “We should arrive before dark. I have locked and warded the keep but wanted to let you know that we will be gone for the night.”

      With a husky laugh, the barber said, “I’m sure the village can handle one night short a master battle mage.”

      “Then we are off,” said Ikestrius as he turned and began walking down the vague path that would eventually lead to the main road.

      Wesson tugged Shiela’s lead and hurried after him. The master’s stride was quite longer than Wesson’s, and he never slowed to accommodate his apprentice.

      “But, Master, I did not pack for a trip. I thought we were going only to the village market.”

      “I am aware of your state of unpreparedness.”

      “Should we not go back and get supplies?”

      “What supplies do we need that cannot be found on the road?”

      “Um … everything?”

      “Consider this to be a test of your survival skills, meager as they are. A few hours on foot are hardly worth the trouble.”

      “I did manage to survive my escape from Benbrick,” he said as he nearly tripped over a tumble of weeds.

      “Barely.” Ikestrius lifted his gaze toward the tops of the stunted trees then farther skyward. “As I remember it, you were practically starving and naked in the woods.”

      “Not true! I had, um, acquired food and clothes.”

      “Stolen vegetables and women’s undergarments are hardly prizes won. What would you have done had you not stumbled upon the village?”

      “Well, I do not know, but I am sure I would have thought of something.”

      “I approve of your self-confidence, if not your forethought. You must learn to plan ahead. Consider the events that may occur and those that likely will not and prepare for both.”

      “How am I supposed to prepare for anything that might happen?”

      “Practice.”

      Wesson’s boots scuffed a rock hidden by the weeds, and he stumbled into Shiela. The jenny shifted her weight to support him, and he was able to avoid an embarrassing fall. He patted her neck and said, “I think maybe it’s better to shift with the events rather than trying to think of ways to fix all the things that might happen. If I learn to deal with everything, then I’ll always be prepared for anything.”

      Ikestrius abruptly stopped and turned to look down at him with a penetrating gaze. “Very astute, but do you have the capacity for it? That kind of fluidity requires immense knowledge and a willingness to tread whatever path appears beneath your feet. Most people abhor change. They detest the unknown.”

      Wesson tugged a lock of his hair as he considered the master’s words. Then he said, “The future is always unknown. We only think we can anticipate it because we make choices that guide us in a certain direction. There is no guarantee we will end up where we thought we would.”

      Wesson followed the master’s gaze to a hawk soaring above them then they began walking down the overgrown path again. Ikestrius said, “You have been reading Antioppe.”

      “No, I finished Antioppe. Now, I’m reading Hedrid Myer.”

      The master grumbled with distaste. “Hedrid Myer never wrote anything original. It was all a regurgitation of Filiponius and Mariquette.”

      “I thought it sounded familiar.”

      “What did you think of it?”

      “Like you said, it is redundant—”

      “No, what did you think of Antioppe?”

      Wesson waved off a buzzing insect that then skipped over several tall, dry stalks to land in a clump of yellow wildflowers. The sun was still high, and its heat soaked through his tunic making him slightly uncomfortable. “I like the idea of life being a tributary of shifting waters. You can try to guide your boat, but sometimes you get pushed into a different branch. I don’t mind change. Actually, I quite like the adventure.”

      “What if your channel caries you away from something important?”

      Wesson’s heart sank with the thought. He had been carried away from something important—someone important. His mother and Diyah had been all that he cared for in the world, and he had been taken from both. Hope that he would see them again had not yet died in him.

      “I think that maybe if you’re meant to find that something again, and you keep following the river, it will carry you back.”

      A hare skittered across the path ahead catching the attention of the hawk still circling over them. The predator’s wing dipped, and its flight path changed to one of pursuit.

      “Ah, now you are assuming you have a predetermined destiny.”

      Wesson shrugged even though the master was not looking at him. “Some people believe in prophecy. Is that not evidence of destiny?”

      “People believing in a thing does not make it real. Still, there are verifiable instances of mages foretelling future events.”

      “Really? Why have I never heard of them?”

      “They are rare and usually of little consequence. It is known to happen in some powerful mages on the eve of their vimaral awakening, usually in a dream.”

      A memory flashed behind Wesson’s eyes. His nostrils filled with the scent of charred meat. The sky turned red so that the sun was barely visible through the smoke; and somewhere near, he heard the caw of a raven. Wesson’s stomach soured.

      “I had a dream—when my power awoke, I mean—one that felt both more real and unreal than any others. It is not something I could ever forget, although I have tried. It returns to haunt me often.”

      “That is interesting. Tell me of it.”

      “I would rather not. We should all pray to the Maker or whatever deity will listen that what I saw does not come to pass. If it was a premonition, in truth, I fear no amount of preparation will suffice.”

      “I must ask you this, and you must answer truthfully.” He looked at Wesson as though he would strike out should Wesson answer incorrectly. “Were you the cause of this turmoil?”

      Wesson’s first instinct was immediate denial, but he chose to consider the question thoughtfully. They walked in silence as he forced his mind to return to the nightmare that often plagued his dreams. After careful deliberation, he said, “I think not. In the dream, I was an observer.”

      “Were you alone in this dream?”

      “Yes. Wait, no. At the beginning, someone was chasing me. I never saw who. Then there was a bird. It was squawking at me like it wanted me to do something.”

      “Ah, so you were the savior.”

      Wesson twisted a lock of his hair between his fingers as he considered the way the dream had made him feel. He dropped his hand and said, “I don’t know. It didn’t seem like there was anything left to save.”

      “This is what your power showed you, yet you still refuse to become a battle mage?”

      “The last thing that world needed was more destruction.”

      “Battle is not just about destruction, Wesson. It is also about preservation. If we do not fight for that which we love, it will be taken from us. It is the way of the world.”

      Wesson saw Diyah in his mind’s eye. Although he had not seen her since she was a child, he had formed an image of what she might look like as a young woman. He wondered if what Ikestrius said was true. Was he supposed to have fought for her? Was he supposed to fight for her now?”

      “Are you listening?”

      Wesson’s heart jumped as he was jerked from his thoughts. “What?”

      Ikestrius sighed. “Never mind. Show me the spell I taught you yesterday. What have you learned?” Wesson stopped and prepared to cast the spell. His master scoffed. “What are you doing? We don’t have time to stand around all day. Cast it while we walk.”

      Wesson hurried to catch up with his master who continued walking at a brisk pace. “But I need to concentrate.”

      “If you cannot walk and cast at the same time, you will be a poor generalist and an even worse battle mage.”

      Wesson began forming the layers in his mind. He did not need words or motions to cast the spell but doing it while walking seemed more difficult than weaving a tapestry while swimming. He had never woven a tapestry, much less while swimming, and he began imagining how one might go about it. He wondered if his legs would have enough power to keep him afloat while he manipulated the threads. His thoughts were interrupted when his master cleared his throat loudly and with apparent purpose. Wesson shook his head in an attempt to rid his mind of the errant thoughts. He had completely lost focus and had dropped the spell he had been constructing.

      Wesson focused and started over. As soon as he added the third stratum, the first slipped from its position and was left further behind with each of his steps. He groaned and started again, this time tying the eutectic to the second lexicon so it could not unravel. Finally, after about five minutes, he was able to cast the spell. It required another five minutes to reach its conclusion so that enough water had been drawn from the air to create a sphere the size of a grapefruit in front of him. He breathed heavily as he nearly jogged beside his master.

      “That was the least impressive manifestation of spheris aquus I have ever seen. Over ten minutes to create one small ball of water.”

      “I am sorry, Master, but there are no water sources near to us at the moment. It was difficult to acquire that much water vapor.”

      “Pitiful. Now, use your destructive power to accomplish the same feat.”

      “How?”

      “Must I constantly repeat myself? I do not possess destructive capabilities. You must use your considerable spellcraft skills to design a spell of your own.”

      Wesson grinned at his master. “You think my spellcraft skills are considerable?”

      “There is no question. If spellcraft was all that was required, you would have been raised to full mage status ages ago. It is not sufficient, though. You must be capable of casting the spells you design—obviously.”

      “Right,” said Wesson. He was frustrated with his master’s disappointment yet heartened by the uncommon praise. Turning his mind to the task at hand, he formed a thought of what he wanted to do, then reached inside himself for the dark power. He had but to think of it and it was at his call. It was too eager, though. It threatened to overwhelm him, and he had to tamp it down before he could use it. Water naturally wanted to be connected to other water. All he had to do was break the links that kept it bonded to whatever held it and … in a split second, a sphere of water large enough to capture a person floated in front of him and the master.

      “Excellent,” said Ikestrius. “Let us hope you have not spoiled any farmers’ crops, though.”

      Wesson looked past the sphere, and all around them the foliage had been completely desiccated. Leaves, branches, shafts, and chutes everywhere had been stripped of their water. Their husks crumbled to powder like ashen embers. The land was baren, dry, dead for what looked to be at least a mile around. Wesson was alarmed, but his hold on the water ball was strong. It would not budge until he willed it to be so.

      “I did not mean to—”

      “No, I thought not. I suppose I should be grateful that you did not pull the water from me. Where did you go wrong?”

      Wesson swallowed hard. “It had, thankfully, occurred to me to exclude animals from my water sources, but I had not considered the extent of the desiccation to the plant life. Also, I did not set a sufficient limit on the size of the water sphere. Technically, though, I did not go wrong at all.”

      “Indeed. You did accomplish your goal. I think I do not need to impress upon you the potential consequences of using destructive power to accomplish constructive results. Can you put it back?”

      Wesson frowned. “I can disperse the water, but I cannot return the plants to life.”

      “A lesson learned.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Wesson was utterly drained upon their arrival at the inn in Maylon. A long morning of tests followed by hours of foot travel combined with continuous, intense spellcasting had divested him of every ounce of energy and vimara at his disposal. He thought he could not so much as light a candle by the time they reached the inn. Wesson thought he might not even wake in the morning—or the entirety of the next day, if given a choice.

      He followed Ikestrius into the room and realized there was only one bed. He choked down a groan upon realizing he would be expected to sleep on the floor. He dropped the empty sacks that Shiela had carried from the estate then sat on a stool by the window. His master waved his hand in the air, and a slip of paper flitted into existence. It rocked back and forth on the air currents until it landed in Wesson’s outstretched hand. Wesson wanted to wad the paper and incinerate it on the spot but instead held it carefully as he read its contents—another list of tasks. He thought he knew the answer but decided to ask his question anyway.

      “Am I to carry these out in the morning?”

      “No, you will finish the list tonight. When you return, drop the bags in here and then report to the innkeeper. He will have chores for you. When you are finished with those, you will sit or stand on the front stoop of the inn. Your task for the night is to guard the inn.”

      “Guard then inn?” he said incredulously. “From what?”

      “It does not matter. That is your task.”

      “All night?”

      “Yes.”

      “But when am I to sleep?”

      “You may sleep when we return to the keep. Until then, you will be alert and ready for anything. And you will complete your tasks.” This last he said with jab toward the paper in Wesson’s hands.

      “Why are you doing this to me? Have I failed you in some way?”

      “A battle mage must be focused and in control at all times. Battles do not wait for you to get a good night’s sleep. They are long and demanding, and the slightest slipup could mean death for you or your allies.”

      Wesson wanted to argue. He wanted to scream that he was not a battle mage. He wanted to burn the inn down around them. He knew such a tantrum would only aggravate things, so he kept his composure, collected the empty sacks, and left the room without another word. He skirted the square where things had gone awry those many years ago and worked his way toward the oldest part of the city. There, the streets became a warren of broken paths too narrow for a wagon and too crowded for horses. Shops, pubs, smokehouses, and tattoo parlors filled the real estate and spaces in between. Wesson was wary of the latter as they more often than not catered in ink and not the decorative kind. The purple designs of ink derived from parabata leaves were a delivery mechanism for the energizing, intoxicating drug that had swept through Ashai some years prior. Although the ink at first seemed harmless and even advantageous for productivity and efficiency, it was highly addictive and its victims quickly became aggressive, even violent, and paranoid as its effects waned.

      Wesson wrapped a protective shield ward around himself as he passed a group of highly inked ruffians, although he likely need not have bothered. They took one look at his empty sacks and continued scanning the crowd. He picked up his pace. As the last vestiges of sunlight glinted off the lanterns that did not yet light the warren, he knew shops would be closing soon. He stopped in front of a tailor’s shop, and something bounced off his ward. He turned to find a stunned boy sprawled on the ground. The boy looked up at him with wide eyes before scrambling to his feet and disappearing into the crowd. Wesson was heartened that his forethought had paid off and the pickpocket had not divested him of his purse.

      Chimes jingled as he pushed the tailor shop door open, and Wesson felt the buzz of mage power slide over him. The shop was larger than he had first thought, providing ample space to peruse an assortment of premade garments as well as a stand of mirrors in one corner. A man stood beside the mirrors holding a measuring tape.

      “May I help you, Apprentice?”

      Although the man wore a smart suit, rather than mage robes, Wesson could feel the man’s power. He said, “Yes, Master. I am in need of a new set of robes. I am to visit the Academy next month.”

      “Ah! Joining the Mage Academy, are you? Congratulations.”

      Wesson tugged on a curl. “Um, no, actually. I am to take the apprentice exam.”

      “So soon?” he said in dismay. “You cannot be older than sixteen. You must be a prodigy.”

      “I am eighteen, and I only hope to pass.”

      “Well, we can get you sorted. Have you lost your panels, too? What are your affinities?”

      “Um, I prefer not to wear panels.”

      The mage tailor pursed his lips and looked down his nose at Wesson. “I see.”

      Wesson thought it rather odd that the man would judge him so, considering the man chose not even to wear robes. “If you do not mind, Master, what are your affinities?”

      “Hmm, well, mine is tropestrian with a touch of amber.”

      “So mostly air with a bit of an affinity for plants and animals.”

      “Just a smidge,” he said as he ran a scarf through his fingers. As he did so, the scarf changed colors from blue to red. “It is enough to be useful in my profession.”

      “And do you enjoy your profession? You would rather be a tailor than find work in a noble house or some such?”

      “Most definitely.” He spread his hands to indicate the large room of treasures. “In here, I am my own master, and I have made quite the name for myself, I should say.”

      Wesson nodded. “Yes, Master. Everyone speaks highly of your apparel. It heartens me to know that you were able to find happiness doing something you enjoy.”

      “It is where my talents lie. You would do best to find yours.”

      Wesson’s heart sank, and he pointed toward the calf-length, dark grey robes, the robes that, worn without panels, would mark him as a journeyman generalist.

      “Journeyman, eh? You must have some confidence in your ability to pass.”

      Wesson held up the list. “It is as my master has indicated.” Wesson eyed the next item on the list, and his stomach churned. He hung his head and said, “I also need a set of battle mage robes.”

      He glanced up to see the tailor’s eyebrows reach for the ceiling. “And who would those be for?”

      Wesson cringed as he said, “Me.”
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        * * *

      

      Devascus leaned back in the shadow of his hood as he watched the tailor’s shop. It was important that he not be seen, and to wrap himself in a concealment ward would only draw the apprentice’s attention. Devascus had been praised by those at the Black Hall for his skill in hiding his vimaral bleed, but the boy had become adept at finding him. He often wondered if six years of surveillance had not been the catalyst for the advancement in his quarry’s skill.

      For three years, his anger over being bested by what amounted to a toddler with a broken wand had festered such that he did not always trust himself not to snuff out the would-be generalist in spite of Berringish’s orders to merely watch. He thought that if he ever got close enough, his self-restraint would not last, and the idea thrilled him. Such was the feeling when the amulet wrapped about his wrist alerted him to the apprentice’s presence in the city. He found great satisfaction in his success in marking the boy with a locater spell that had not been detected either by the boy or his battle mage master. He had managed to place the spell on the boy’s boots that had been left ashore during a waterborne training session six months prior. The boots were worn everywhere, and due to his lack of funds and stunted growth, Wesson had not acquired new ones.

      It had been nearly a month since he had checked in on the boy, and Devascus plotted as he waited. He envisioned the numerous ways he might get his revenge on the boy. The Black Hall had taught him to never let his work become personal; but, for him, this case was the exception. The inept apprentice had somehow nearly killed him. He had been crushed alive, his bones fractured and organs squashed to nearly bursting. Although the healer had fixed him up, his back still ached from it on occasion. The healer had insisted the pain was in his mind, so he had shown the healer how pain really felt.

      It was not just his pain and suffering after the lost battle for which he sought retribution, though. It was the six miserable years he had spent in the wasteland of Western Ashai taking the most pitiful jobs. Small-time merchants and minor nobles tended toward small dreams, and small dreams meant mediocre jobs with little challenge for an assassin. He asked himself, again, why he had stuck with the assignment for so long. He told himself it was the money. He told himself it was curiosity over the importance of a small, unimpressive boy. He knew he was lying to himself, though. He was once again forced to admit his one lingering fear. Berringish. Something about the man put his nerves on edge. He had seen men’s eyes filled with hate, emptiness, pain, or—worst of all—apathy; but never before had he seen what he found in the eyes of Berringish. It was knowledge—knowledge of things men should not know. Knowledge of power, a kind of power was just wrong.

      Devascus pushed the thoughts aside and stood to follow the boy as he left the tailor’s shop. Devascus was not without his own sort of power and his own sort of knowledge; and what he knew best was death—how to bring it and when. The boy got lucky three years before on the road. He had somehow nullified the amulet Devascus wore to concentrate his power. Devascus did not doubt the boy’s luck had been purely accidental.

      He checked the multitude of enchantments he had about his person. He had worked long and hard to ensure that their vimaral bleed was next to nil. While the boy was a magical oaf, Devascus was a master enchanter. The boy would not even detect them.

      The meandering corridor that led through the warren of shops and stalls of the market district was becoming prematurely dark due to the overcast sky and limited space between the stacked hovels above them. The boy was a little difficult to follow as he was small and ducked between patrons as a child or street urchin might. Most people barely noticed him. Devascus would have approved had the boy been a pupil of the Black Hall, but as it was, it was merely frustrating. He lost sight of the boy as he neared an intersection where the paths split into four directions. Devascus scampered up a stack of crates, a short wall, and a balcony, then leapt to a ledge before scaling a poorly constructed brick wall to a rooftop. The roofs in this part of the city were a mismatch of oiled thatch, wooden shingles, and loose clay tiles, none of which provided for sure footing. During his training, Devascus had practiced for endless hours for such a test, though, and he passed over the buildings with skill, if not ease.

      He did not find the boy down the first path he took—not the boy, Wesson, he told himself. Devascus scolded himself, again, for thinking of the apprentice as a child. Although he was shorter than average, Wesson was no longer a boy—he was a man. A man was more dangerous than a boy, even an incompetent man. After searching for several minutes, he scurried over to the second path knowing that with each passing minute, the boy would be farther away. He was in luck, though. The last vestiges of sunlight glinted off the boy’s caramel-colored curls to catch Devascus’s attention. He quickly descended to the street and followed the boy—no, the man—toward the river. Despite the frequency of such acrobatics in the stories, in reality, a man leaping across rooftops would eventually catch the eye of the city guard.

      The docks were busy in the time between day and night. The Aen River was deep and wide enough to allow passage for even the largest seafaring ships, and Maylon’s situation on it and the EastWest Trade Route meant that nearly every good and passenger that passed between western and eastern Ashai went through Maylon. The lands to the north of the city had become permanent camps for merchant caravans, and wagon and foot traffic between them and the docks never ceased. The docks functioned at all times of day and night, and twilight was when most were hurried. Experienced ships’ captains had little difficulty navigating the relatively straight Aen between Maylon and the sea at night, and most wanted to reach the Western Souelian by the time the tide changed.

      The boy first visited the Trade Route Office, and Devascus felt an inkling of hope in his chest. The only business the boy would have with the office would be to reserve a place with a caravan for an upcoming trip. As he thought about it, Devascus could nearly taste the dry, woodsy air of Eastern Ashai. He wondered if he should attempt to secure himself a spot on the same caravan. After his failed attempt to kill the boy, the chances of recognition were too great, though.

      The nightly fog began rolling in from the river as the boy ducked into his second destination—the Mage Relay, which provided for the delivery of messages instantaneously between relays, regardless of distance. Devascus knew it was pointless to even attempt to uncover the boy’s—or, more likely, his master’s—correspondence. The mages who operated the relay were required to take mage oaths preventing them from divulging the contents of the messages, and any written records were destroyed immediately upon delivery. Devascus figured he would have an easier time of beating the information out of the boy if it became necessary.

      Just as the boy—Wesson, he reminded himself, again—left the mage relay, a crash resounded through the evening air. The second crash, accompanied by a multitude of screams and shouts, seemed all the closer due to the fog and darkness that surrounded them. Dockworkers, merchants, and travelers fled the main pier like ants from a flame. Devascus grinned. People were so predictable. Any upset in their routine caused them to flee—except for the apprentice. Wesson ran toward the calamity, the chaos. As Devascus pursued his quarry, he wondered what it was that motivated the boy. Was it an inane and misplaced desire to help? Was it an unhealthy curiosity? Given the apprentice’s predilections, he wondered if it was not the destruction, itself, that drew in the boy. Regardless, a disaster had overtaken the pier, and Wesson was, as usual, in the thick of it.
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        * * *

      

      Wesson skidded to a stop and grabbed on to the nearest steady object—an unused hoist and pulley device. The pier, which was usually sturdy enough to withstand the bustle of dock work, shook as the river sloshed over its unguarded sides. By the time Wesson reached its terminus, most of the crowd had escaped, and the vacancy combined with the light from a multitude of lamps provided a clear view of the calamity, despite the fog that was only just beginning to thicken.

      “No,” Wesson whispered as he looked on in horror. He had whispered not in protest to the incident, but rather in rebuke of the tiny thrill he felt inside. Wesson turned and ran the other way. He ran the length of the pier with his heart thundering in his chest. He told himself it raced because of the physical exertion after a very long and demanding day. He told himself it was from fear and dread for the people who would suffer and die. But, deep inside, he knew that his heart coursed with such abandon out of sheer excitement. Upon reaching the end of the pier, he did not continue his escape. Instead, he ran down the dock to the adjacent pier and then down its length. There, he was alone. There, he could see the full extent of the devastation.

      He had been too close. Before, on the other pier, he had been too close, but now he could see it all. What looked to have once been a modest ship was nearly sunk amongst a pool of debris at the end of the pier. Within the debris were smaller pieces of the largest crane in the docks, and beneath the principal structure of the fallen crane was a carrack passenger vessel. The carrack had been damaged by both the picard and the crane; and, judging by how quickly the ship was sinking, Wesson thought it safe to assume the crane, along with whatever load it had been hoisting, had crashed not only through the upper deck, but also the lower decks and hull as well.

      As Wesson looked on, the shouts and screams emanating from the wrecked vessel grew louder. If the captain was planning to reach the sea before dawn, it would have been fully boarded; and, although Wesson’s knowledge of ships was meager, he knew from his books that a carrack of similar size could hold more than three hundred people, ship’s crew included. He noticed the smoke indicating a fire must have broken out on board. Wesson’s mother had always adored his soft heart, but, in that moment, hearing those agonized screams, he wished he felt their pain a little less.

      He waited a breath and then another. A third passed and then a fourth. He could feel the slight tug of vimara emanating from the direction of the ship, presumably from the ship’s mage. Nothing noticeable happened. Men and women had begun gathering midway down the main pier, but the tumultuous waters around the fiery, sinking ship prevented them from acting. Wesson’s heart raced as he noticed no one was doing anything to help—at least, not to any real effect. Then he realized that there were no mages in the area besides the ship’s mage, whose greatest talent was likely tropestrian—the power over air and wind. Such talent would be of little use and even hazardous, given the fire.

      “Well, what are you gonna do, boy?” said a dark voice at his rear.

      Wesson startled. He had been so focused on the ship that he hadn’t noticed the man who had crept up behind him. A flame ignited over Wesson’s palm to illuminate the shadowed figure, and Wesson nearly leapt off the pier. “You,” he shouted. “What do you want? Leave me be!”

      A smile slinked across the man’s hard features. It was a cruel smile, the kind a wolf might give the hare just before  silky fur. “You didn’t answer my question. What are you gonna do?”

      “Go back to where you came from, and I will not have to do anything to you.”

      The man slowly shook his head then tilted it toward the ship. “They’re dying in there, boy. I know you’re soft. In fact, I know nearly everything about you. You want to help them, don’t you? But you can’t.” His harsh words were punctuated by a wretched laugh. “You can’t do anything right. You’re the most pitiful mage I’ve ever seen. For six years I’ve watched you, and, still, you struggle to make a simple ward.”

      “You know nothing about me,” said Wesson, his voice betraying him.

      “I know that if you could, you would kill me where I stand. You are weak.”

      “I have the power to kill you. I almost did before—”

      “Foolish luck, that. Still, even if you could kill me, you’re not smart enough to do it. Instead, you stand here talking to me while hundreds of people die. Right. Over. There. They’re trapped, you know. The crane is blocking their only egress. No one can leave that ship alive.”

      “I …”

      “You what?”

      Wesson took his eyes off the man to search the pier for hope. No one was coming to help—not the people on the ship, and not him.

      “I tell you what,” said the man. “I’m going to kill you. You know that. But on my honor as an assassin of the Black Hall, I won’t do it tonight.”

      “The Black Hall?” Wesson shouted. “What does the Black Hall want with me? I have done nothing. I mean, there were those men years ago … were they with you?”

      The gruff man laughed, and this time it sounded genuine, if not friendly. “Oh, you miserable little snot, you have no idea what you’re involved in. In truth, I don’t know what you’re involved in. That’s not what I get paid for. Now”—he pointed toward the ship—“you have a choice. Those people out there, they’re not your problem. If you try to save them, if you succeed in helping even one of them, I will continue coming after you until you’re naught but bloody bones. If you do nothing and let them die—all of them—you’ll never need concern yourself with me again.”

      “What? What kind of choice is that? Why are you doing this?”

      The man moved closer until he bumped into Wesson’s protective ward. He poked at it, and Wesson felt a tendril of power slither across its surface. The ward wavered, and Wesson knew it would take very little for the man to break through. Wesson chided himself for his folly—and his pride. He could have made a shield as solid as a mountain had he used destructive power to fuel it, but no. He had been determined to use only constructive power because that’s what mages do—any mage but a battle mage, that is. He was not at the academy, though. He was not being judged for his power or pressured into a brutal career he did not want. He was merely protecting himself, protecting himself from men who would do him harm, men like this.

      Wesson dropped the pitiful shield and instantaneously erected one born of nocent power in its place. It was solid. He knew it was solid. He knew that this man could not penetrate this ward—at least, not without a significant amount of power and skill. The man must have sensed the shift in power for he probed Wesson’s shield again. The look of confusion that passed over his face was quickly replaced with something more dangerous.

      Wesson said, “I do not trust anything you say, but this ward I know to be true.”

      The man smirked, but Wesson thought it a façade. With another tilt of his head toward the ship, the man said, “Well?”

      Wesson turned back toward the ship. The entire encounter with the assassin had taken only a few seconds, yet the ship was already listing to one side. Should he help, he would be painting a target on his back—one salient to members of the Black Hall, if the man was telling the truth. Wesson did not hesitate on account of the assassin, though. Morally, there was no question. He had to help despite the assassin’s threats. If he depended on constructive power, though, he would fail heartily. If he were to help those people, he would have to use his destructive power. Doing so with an assassin at his back, ward or no ward, was unnerving, to say the least.

      Wesson snuffed the fires that burned in the lamplights of the pier on which he stood so that he and the assassin were shrouded in fog, smoke, and darkness. Raising his hands and collecting his focus, Wesson began concocting an inversion spell. Rather than drawing water into his control, it would repel it. He could not allow the massive volume of water he was required to move to flood the docks, though. He had to move it with control and subsequently secure it behind a colossal ward strong enough to dam the weight of the harbor away from the ship. Ordinarily, such a feat would require several trained mages with significant power in coordination. He had only himself, and, at a distance, it was all the more taxing. He erected a rear ward in a semicircle around the ship touching the dock on either side, then he pushed the river water away from the ship. The water moved slowly, too slowly. The ship was still sinking, and the screams were becoming muffled by the water itself. Wesson knew he had to adjust his thoughts for the power he was wielding. This was not constructive power. He had to think differently.

      He decided it would be easier to move the overwhelming volume of water if the ship, itself, rejected the water. In the air in front of him, he began weaving a web of spells. To his eyes, they appeared as black manifests that glowed a brilliant, angry, scarlet red. He added layer upon layer, and as he did so, his enthusiasm for the game rose. He grinned to himself over his masterpiece, then reached back and flung it toward the ship. The spell web wrapped around the ship, spreading like a bad infection over the hull and upper deck. At last, he added the token that activated it. It was as if a monster was born. The hydrophobic web lashed out at the water shoving it away with immense force. The water surged away from the ship and up the rear ward that he still maintained. The power came naturally to Wesson. It was pleased with the unnatural vertical state into which it forced the water. It felt as though the power was dancing inside of him, ready to do as he willed, but it was not the peaceful ballet or festive tromp that other mages claimed to experience. In him, it was a dance of destruction—a war dance.

      As the water rose, it became more difficult to control, so Wesson quickly created a second ward in front of the water column. He held onto both wards and the rushing water rose into the sky to create an enormous, frothy, blue wall. At the wall’s base was a dry ship surrounded by an angry, red ward. The smoke billowed blacker than ever, contrasting with the pale bluish white of the fog that glowed in the lamplight. Wesson realized the hydrophobic ward had likely made it impossible for those on board to snuff the flames. He quickly collapsed the web of spells surrounding the ship.

      The next step required precision. He decided it would be easier to blast a hole in the hull and allow people to clamber down to the riverbed than it would be to help them climb up to the pier from the collapsed deck. He wanted to avoid blowing up any of the people on the ship, though. He was not sure if he had the level of control that was necessary to pull off the feat, much less to do so while holding two of the largest wards he had ever created and the water propulsion spell that helped to hold the water in place and release some of the burden on the wards.

      Precision, he thought. Precision. Without taking his gaze from the scene, he muttered, “You could help, you know.”

      There was silence from his shadowy companion. Then, the man said, “That’s not my job.”

      Wesson clenched his fist as he prepared to release the volatile spell that would either save hundreds of people or explode them. Through clenched teeth, he said, “Must you only destroy?”

      He glanced over to the assassin with a challenging gaze. The man’s expression turned from one of shock and aw to understanding. “We are who we are.”

      “I do not accept that,” said Wesson.

      Then, he jerked his hands toward himself. In the same instant an explosion rocked the air. Projectiles of tiny wooden shards and nails burst into the air, punctuated by the screams of the ship’s passengers and people on the docks. Beyond the fog and dark of night, the lamplight barely illuminated the hole Wesson had torn in the hull. A few pale faces became apparent as brave passengers peered into the darkness. People on the docks quickly roused from their shocked stupor and began shouting for ropes and ladders. Others hurried to throw burlap sacks and wooden slats down onto the uneven riverbed. Although the water had been wicked away by Wesson’s hydrophobic spell and the ground was dry, there were still plenty of hazards for the frightened and injured passengers to traverse before scaling the ladders onto the dock.

      Eventually, a handful of mages arrived on scene and began helping in the evacuation efforts. The thick fog, darkness, and calamity of the wreckage had thus far discouraged or prevented others from investigating the source of the spells that held back the river, but Wesson knew it would not be long before he was discovered.

      After too long a wait, all three hundred and twelve people aboard the carrack were safely on the dock. Before the longshoremen and rescuers got any ideas about saving the cargo, though, Wesson allowed the water to begin slowly seeping back into the void. As people evacuated the riverbed, the influx increased so that Wesson was able to drop the containment wards. Lanterns were beginning to illuminate the farther extents of the dock, and Wesson knew it would not be long before someone came to investigate the darkened pier. He bent over and heaved a heavy sigh before straightening to stretch his back. Hot breath brushed across the back of his neck as the assassin said, “You dropped your ward. I understand you now, and I know what needs be done.”

      Wesson jumped away and immediately erected another protective ward. “You gave your word,” he said, but it seemed he was speaking only to himself. The assassin was gone.

      Wesson hurried down the pier hoping to reach the crowd before anyone spied him. As he got closer to the dock, he could feel vimara emanating from several sources. Some of them were likely healers, but enough time had passed that there had to be at least a few others with talent present. He focused on pulling in his vimaral bleed deep enough that, barring physical contact, they would not feel his presence. If anyone associated him with the night’s unparalleled accomplishments, the news would surely spread like wildfire. Archemage Genevera would eventually hear of it, and then nothing he did could keep him from the Battle Mage Academy.

      Wesson was still trying to process what had happened for himself. After a long morning of testing followed by an hours-long walk with more difficult casting, he had considered himself spent. He would never have thought his power could sustain such a deed under normal conditions, much less those he had endured that day—but it had. His natural curiosity reared its head, and he wondered how much more he could do.

      Other more pressing matters haunted him, though. He moved under a streetlamp and pulled the folded paper from the pocket in his robes. He mentally ticked off the items he had completed and took note of those that still awaited his attention. There might have been time to finish a few of them that night, but at least two would have to wait until morning. Wesson sighed and ran a hand down his weary face. It would be a long night, but he dreaded the following day. Without sleep, the return trip to the master’s estate would be brutal.
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      “Well? Sit down,” said Master Ikestrius. “There’s no need for hovering.”

      Wesson dragged his feet over to the long bench that ran along the equally long table in the common room. The table was otherwise empty except for a couple breaking their fast at the opposite end. Wesson covered his mouth as he yawned. His eyelids hung heavy, and the bright morning light was almost more than his tired eyes could bear.

      Ikestrius blew across his steaming spoonful of spiced oats before ushering it into his mouth. He pushed a second bowl of the same across the table to Wesson. Wesson sipped at his hot tea as he warmed his hands on the mug. The days were still warm this early in the fall, but the nights had become quite chilly. His master laid the circular he had been reading on the table, and Wesson glimpsed the headline: “Mystery Mage Mystifies as Sinking Ship’s Savior.” Wesson dropped his gaze to the oats and then shoved a too-hot spoonful into his mouth, regretting it instantly.

      “It seems you had an eventful night.”

      “Me?” Wesson said around the steaming mouthful he had not yet managed to swallow. “No, nothing special, really.” He pulled the folded paper from the pocket in his robe and held it out for the master. “I completed the list. And, um, nobody attacked the inn—as expected.” This last he muttered almost inaudibly, but he was sure the master heard anyhow.

      “Erect a sound ward now,” said Ikestrius.

      “A sound ward? I am beyond exhaustion. I am not sure I c—”

      “Do it with nocent power. You have plenty of that to spare.”

      Wesson ran a hand through his curls and anxiously tugged on one before doing as his master bade. As soon as the ward popped into place, the master leaned forward. His finger stabbed the headline of the circular, and he said, “This was you. I know it was you. Do not bother denying it.”

      Wesson’s head bent of its own accord to rest on the table. It rocked back and forth as denials spilled from his mouth. “No, no, no. It was not me. You know I do not possess that kind of control.”

      “Not with constructive power, no. It would have taken a team of mages to accomplish this. You cannot convince me that such a team with the proper training happened to be wandering around the docks after most reputable establishments were already closed. No, only you have enough vimaral strength to achieve this on your own, and I sent you down there.”

      Wesson lifted his head as determination overtook his sense. “You cannot prove it was me. No one would believe it, anyhow. Everyone knows I am a terrible mage.”

      Ikestrius held his gaze for a moment before releasing a pent breath. “Wesson, you must stop this charade. You are not a terrible mage, but you are mediocre at best when you insist on using constructive vimara only.” He lifted the circular and shook it at Wesson. “Look at what you can do when you embrace your natural affinity—and you saved lives, many, many lives.”

      Wesson was desperate to change the subject. “I saw him last night. He spoke to me.”

      “Him?”

      “The Watcher. The man who tried to kill me. He was down on the docks. I think he was following me.” He ran his hand through his hair again. “I do not know how he knew where to find me. He said he is an assassin with the Black Hall. Someone is paying him to try to kill me.”

      Ikestrius leaned back and tapped the table thoughtfully. “The Black Hall, you say? If the Black Hall wanted you dead, you would be dead before you knew they were after you. No, he was not trying to kill you, at least not since the showcase. But we know he has been watching you for a very long time. Why?”

      The master looked at Wesson as though he might hold the answer. Wesson shook his head. “I have no idea. I am no one. Why would anyone care about me? Do you think it has anything to do with, you know, what happened?”

      Wesson hated talking about the incidents that led up to those lives he had taken. It was hard enough to control the power he wielded. Remembering the consequences of using that power was too much.

      “Perhaps,” Ikestrius said, “although from what I gathered, none of the men you killed in Maylon would have been important enough to warrant an assassin. Even if they were, their associates were more likely to have come after you on their own. The family of the boy from your hometown would not have the means to contact the Black Hall, much less pay for a hit, especially against a mage—even a young one. No, I think this is something else.” His gaze slid to the circular then rose to meet Wesson’s. “We will keep this between us, understood?”

      “Keep what between us? I did nothing.”

      Ikestrius nodded sharply then stood. “Finish your breakfast. We leave in half an hour. Be prepared to practice your wards on the return trip.”

      

      Wesson groaned. After an entire day and night of physical and vimaral exertion, he was already using vimara to invigorate his muscles and awaken his mind. The strength of his wards would depend on the amount of vimara at his disposal and his ability to concentrate. He knew why Ikestrius wanted him to practice wards, though. He was being monitored by the Black Hall, and they could decide to strike at any time. If rumors about the guild were true, then even killing the assassin would do him little good. A fallen assassin would be replaced by another. Unless Wesson discovered who wanted him dead and why, he would be defending himself for the remainder of his days—and those would be quite limited.

      They had no trouble from the assassin or anyone else on the return trip. The master had Wesson not only ward himself, but also Shiela and the master. It was a course in casting wards, maintaining wards, even thrusting wards. He warded rocks and bushes and trees—even a bird circling overhead. He alternated wards and layered wards and synced wards, but at all times he was surrounded by at least one ward. It was arduous and frustratingly practical.

      That night and for the better part of the following day, Wesson slept like the dead. The master did not wake him, and even after he rose, he did not see the master. It was not until two days later that the master appeared again. In that time, Wesson busied himself with casting the spells he would need to perfect in order to pass his apprentice exam. He also began undertaking another hobby that had previously eluded his interest—enchanting. He knew that when the assassin had attacked him prior to the showcase, the man had worn an enchanted amulet that adversely affected Wessons spells. Wesson had been forced to destroy the enchantments on the amulet before he could hope to protect himself. If the assassin was going to come after him again, it made sense that the man would use a similar tactic. Where his new hobby was concerned, he was motivated.

      Wesson scanned his room for something with which he could practice. Enchantments could be cast on anything, but they were most eagerly accepted by mage materials—materials created using vimara. He could not think of anything he possessed that was made with a mage material. He was kneeling on the floor next to the bed rummaging through his trunk when his fingers passed over something that felt slippery. He paused and then reached for it. It was wrapped in a woman’s underdress and stuffed tightly in the bottom corner of his trunk. It had been a long time since Wesson thought about the box given to him so many years ago by his father. He had never been able to open it, so he had wrapped it in the fabric and put it away for a time when he was more adept at breaking wards. The ward it was wrapped in gave it the slippery feeling. Wesson had never before felt the sensation. The fact that he could now made him wonder if he had developed enough skill to finally open the box.

      He sat down on the floor and laid the bundle over his crossed legs to unwrap it. The box was simple and unadorned. It appeared to be well-made of oak, but he could see no nails or pegs holding it together. It also lacked any seams where it might have been constructed or opened. He turned the puzzle box over and over searching for any way to open it but could find none. A gentle shake produced no sound. He could feel the effects of an enchantment within the ward. The box contained a dampener that would prevent anything within from rattling around or breaking.

      Wesson set the box on the floor in front of him. His first order of business was to tackle the ward shielding the box from tampering. He poked and prodded the ward with an investigative spell of his own to shed light on the nature of the ward. His eyebrows rose as he realized the nature of the spell that encased the box. As far as wards went, this one was quite advanced. The spell felt familiar, like a taste or scent he had experienced before but could not place. He abruptly realized that it was not the spell that was familiar, but its source. It felt like his father.

      Tears sprung to Wesson’s eyes. He buried his face in his hands as he continued sliding his vimara over the ward. The fact that the ward continued so long after his father’s death meant that his father had employed immense power and effort to sustain it. His father would have had significant reason for warding the box in such a way. In destroying the ward, Wesson would be not only breaching that security, but also destroying probably the last vestige of his father that existed in the world.

      Wesson picked up the box and set it on the small desk in the corner of his room. After ten years, he thought he had forgotten how it felt to be with his father. The man’s scent, the jovial laughter, the energy that suffused the air when he was near—it had all washed away with time— until he felt the ward on the box, and he was not ready to lose it.
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      Devascus glanced over his shoulder again. The caravan guard was still watching him. Although Devascus had given the man no reason to suspect him of anything, the guard had locked onto him anyway. The man had good instincts. Some people did. Some people could tell when a predator was nearby. It would almost be a shame if he had to kill the man. Almost. Devascus was not the sentimental type.

      “Do you want some?” said a small voice beside him.

      Devascus looked over to the girl of about seven who rode in the wagon next to her mother and father. He glanced at the sack she held out to him. She had been snacking on a mixture of nuts, seeds, and dried fruit, and she was offering some to him. The girl did not have good instincts.

      “No. Thank you,” he said. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the caravan guard watching him. Devascus decided in that moment that he would appear less suspicious if he interacted with some of the other travelers. “Actually, yes, I’ve changed my mind.”

      He gave the girl a smile and held out his hand. The girl grinned in return and happily poured some of this mix into his cupped hand. He tossed his head back and dropped the meager ration into his mouth. Then he turned in his saddle and withdrew a sack from his pack. “Here,” he said, holding out a thin piece of dried jerky.

      The girl looked to her mother who nodded at him in thanks, then took the jerky without further delay. She gnawed on the end of the jerky then offered some to her mother and father. They both declined, but Devascus held out his sack in offering anyway. The father glanced at him, then grinned and took a piece from the bag. He lifted it and said, “Thank you, sir,” before shoving it into his mouth.

      “What’s your name?” said Devascus. He didn’t really care but wanted to be seen making conversation.

      “Nanuck,” said the man. “This is my wife Jennai, and that’s Allie.”

      Devascus nodded to them and said, “They call me Big D.”

      “Well, Big D, it’s nice to meet you. I hope my Allie, here, hasn’t been giving you too much trouble.”

      Devascus gave the man his best non-threatening grin. “She’s a doll.”

      “That, she is, but she can be a handful. The adventuresome sort, she is.”

      “Not shy at all.”

      “No, I keep telling her not to talk to strangers, no offense, mind you, but she wants to know everyone. Maybe it’ll do her some good one day. Who knows?”

      “Where are you headed?” Devascus said, using his conversation with the man as an excuse to spy the caravan guard in his peripheral vision.

      “Going to Lorelis. My brother just finished his service at the post down there and says he’s bought some land. He invited us to live there and help with the work.” He nodded toward his wife. “Jennai’s been eager to move east since before we married. Figured this’ll be our chance.”

      Devascus nodded. “We can agree on that. I prefer the east, as well.”

      “Most do,” said the man. “Never been there, myself, but I don’t mind a bit of adventure.” With a wink toward his daughter, he said, “I suppose Allie gets it from me.”

      Jennai laughed. “Oh, pish, Nanuck. You wouldn’t even be going if it weren’t for me. You were perfectly set on working that measly plot on Hawkin’s land before you met me.”

      The man grinned. “The woman’s right, she is. She’s what sparked my sense of adventure. She’s got a lovely spirit, she does.”

      Jennai flushed and tittered. “There you go with that silver tongue of yours.” She settled Allie in her lap. “That’s how we got this one, we did.”

      Nanuck winked at Devascus. “I always had a way with the ladies, but no more. My Jennai’s all I want and need.”

      Jennai smiled at him fondly, and Devascus held back a sickened groan. These two were still young enough to think love was an end-all. He had seen enough to know better, though. A good portion of his work before following the mage boy had been meting out people’s twisted ideals of justice upon their spouses and the lovers of their spouses. Men and women were all the same. They enjoyed the perks of monogamy as long as it suited them and discarded their vows as soon as something new or interesting came along. His way of cavorting with whatever member of the opposite sex he desired, was ironically a more honest way of living. Without promises of faithfulness, he had no oaths to break and none would be broken against him.

      He said, “It’s heartening to see such a happy couple. Your love is apparent to all.”

      Nanuck thanked him, and Jennai’s cheeks turned a lovely shade of pink again. Devascus liked to see that pink, particularly on a woman freshly sated. Jennai was an attractive woman. He would seduce her before they completed their travels together. It would, at the least, give him something to do. He otherwise spent his time plotting—plotting against a boy who he now realized had more power than any one man had a right to. He was amazed that he had not seen it before. Where he had seen only a buffoon was a mage who had spent years overcoming his own nature to spellcast using a power that should not have been accessible to him. For six years, the boy had hidden his destructive power, as great as it was. Of course his spells tended to explode. Wesson was not the imbecile Devascus had thought him to be. He was a savant.

      Devascus knew, now, how close he had come to death the first time he had outright attacked the boy. It was Wesson’s nature that had saved him. The boy abhorred violence and death. Even as Devascus had stood at his back, openly informing him that he intended to kill Wesson, the boy had not attacked him. He had merely wrapped a ward around himself and gone about his business. Did he not see Devascus as a threat? That would change. Devascus knew what needed to be done. He would need to fight fire with fire—literally. Destructive powers such as nocent and pyris—especially those as great as the boy’s—were best countered with equally destructive powers. Devascus was not a battle mage and did not possess destructive power, but he had ways of acquiring it.

      Such was his present goal. After discovering that the boy and his master would be travelling to the Mage Academy the following month, Devascus set out for the Black Hall. Not only was it conveniently located outside the capital city of Kaibain, but it was filled with enchanted items, spell repositories, and slips—other assassins—who were skilled in a number of various talents. The next time Devascus went after Wesson, he would be prepared, and he would prevail.
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      The view of the Melinis Courtyard outside his window pleased Berringish. It contained a series of fountains, rocks, and foliage that simulated the descent of water down the mountains, through the hills, across the plains, over the delta, and into the sea. From his perch in his palace office high above, Berringish felt as though he could spy on the whole of the world in one small garden. He felt like a god. It had been his reason for choosing the office.

      From behind him, he heard his door open and close. The quick shuffle of feet across the plush carpet told him exactly who had entered. Without turning from the pristine view, he said, “What is it, Armas? Have they found him?”

      “Ah, no, Master. Prince Thresson has not been found, as we anticipated.”

      “Very good. If only we could know for sure.”

      “The strikers are very good at what they do, Master.”

      “Yes, but they are not Goka.”

      “As you say, Master.”

      Berringish turned to stare down the pitiful excuse for a man. “Why are you here, then?”

      Armas rubbed his hands together excitedly. “There is a meeting, Master.” He lowered his voice to a forced whisper—a wholly unnecessary dramatic act—and said, “It’s him.”

      Berringish stared at Armas and then, with the patience of Nihko, said, “Him who?”

      Armas cleared his throat and shuffled forward a few steps. He put his hand to the side of his mouth as though to whisper it again.

      “Oh, for the goddess’s sake, Armas, spit it out!”

      “The nameless one, Master. I saw him slip into the king’s office.”

      “Caydean is meeting with him? Without me? Why?”

      Armas shook his head adamantly. “I do not know—”

      “Of course, you do not know,” Berringish snapped. “You are sure it was him?”

      “I did not get a look—”

      “Useless! You bring me crumbs when there should be cake. What good are you if—”

      A rap sounded at the door, and Armas shuffled over to open it. The person on the other side mumbled something, and Armas shook his head. Armas turned and said, “You are summoned to the king’s private office, Master, immediately.”

      Berringish smirked. As Caydean’s tutor, confidant, and advisor, it was only right that he be summoned. The days and nights of clandestine meetings and covert training sessions during King Bordran’s reign were over. With Caydean on the throne these past two years, Berringish need not worry over being found out and sent away or executed for his unspoken darker affairs. The boy prince had become a man and king; and, with Berringish’s interference, that king’s innate madness was buoyed not only by the nature of his own power, but by a dark, otherworldly one as well. King Bordran and Queen Lecillia had been fearful and mistrustful of their eldest son, and for good reason. They had distanced themselves, but Berringish had filled the gap, raising the boy and molding him into the most powerful and potentially destructive creature in their world. Caydean was Berringish’s greatest accomplishment.

      Berringish stopped beside the door before exiting his office. “Was there anything else, Armas?”

      “Um, yes, Master. He is coming here.”

      Berringish spun and grabbed Armas by the collar. “He who? Speak plainly, man.”

      “Th-the boy, Master. The boy mage—S-s-seth—is coming to the academy in a few weeks’ time.”

      Berringish released Armas and straightened. He took a deep breath as Armas adjusted his rumpled clothes. “Armas, next time you come to me, give me the pertinent information first!”

      “Yes, Master. As you wish, Master.”
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      Dear Diyah,

      
        
        Today, I learn my future’s fate. I would like to say that I am confident in the outcome of my trials, but that would be a lie. So often I struggle with the temptation to use the power within me. It wants to be free, and I want to let it. I wish you could be here with me. Your optimism and support would go far in easing my fractured soul. Although I have received no word from you in all these years, I hope that you have forgiven me. I cannot bear to think that you will forever hate me for the unintended act of an untrained child. Be assured that I have not forgotten you. I will return.

        

      

      Sincerely yours,

      Wesson

      

      Wesson approached the Mage Academy with trepidation. Shiela nudged him with her soft muzzle, and he gave her a pat. He looked over at the master who was wearing his formal battle mage attire: loose black pants and a long black tunic with grey panels that bore white, blue, and brown stripes along the trim. Wesson knew how his attire would look if he were to attend the Battle Mage Academy. His panels would be solid black with silver and red trim for his nocent and fire affinities. None of the other colors would matter. He would be a battle mage plain and simple as far as the talented were concerned.

      “Are you sure I must take the test this year? Can we not wait one more?” Wesson said.

      “No,” replied Ikestrius, “this is your eighteenth year, and this is when the archmage requires you to test. It matters not if you pass or fail. Either way you will become a mage, of that you are assured.”

      “But if I fail, I will go to the Battle Mage Academy.”

      “You will join the honorable ranks of battle mages across the Souelian.”

      “If I pass, though—”

      Ikestrius sighed. “Do not count on it.”

      “But if I do.”

      “Then you will become a generalist and struggle for every copper tossed your way. You know this already.”

      Wesson did know it. It was a subject that had occupied his mind much of the time over the past six years. He needed money to reinstate his family name. If he became a battle mage, he would fail Diyah. If he did not, he would fail his father and mother. The master was right. It mattered not whether he passed or failed the test. Either way, he was a failure.

      “I will pass,” Wesson muttered, and Ikestrius grunted.

      “Greetings, Master Battle Mage Ikestrius and Apprentice Wesson,” said a familiar voice. They both turned to see Tica standing behind them with a broad grin. He bowed to the master, then came forward to embrace Wesson. Although Wesson had grown much since he had last seen his friend, his head barely topped Tica’s shoulder. Tica ruffed his hair and said, “Well, you almost made it to the height of a man.”

      Wesson punched Tica in the arm. “How have you been getting on without me to give you the answers to all your assignments?”

      “Quiet, now, the master is listening. Besides, it wasn’t all the assignments—just the hard ones.”

      Master Ikestrius rolled his eyes and said, “Journeyman Ticarius, how go your studies with Master Mage Licentia?”

      Tica’s grin fell. “Ah, she is a hard task master, but you prepared me well. She says I am nearly ready to be raised to full mage.”

      “I am glad to hear it,” said Ikestrius.

      “Thanks to her referrals, my side work has allowed me to send money back to my family for them to hire help these past few years.” Tica nudged Wesson. “You’ve been studying nearly as long as I have. You should be a mage, too.”

      Ikestrius said, “He is much younger than you, Tica, and you know of his challenges.”

      “He should not have any challenges,” said a woman from the top of the steps to the academy. It was the archmage, herself. Her gaze fell on Wesson. “If only he would accept who he is.”

      Wesson firmed his jaw and said, “With all due respect, Archmage Genevera, I know who I am. I am a mage, a generalist, if it must be so.”

      “We shall see. Your master claims you are able to perform constructive spells. I would not presume to call him a liar, but I shall not be convinced until I see this for myself.”

      “Fair enough,” said Ikestrius. “I am just as surprised. I thought he would never do it.”

      Wesson stood silently as the two discussed his strengths and weaknesses as though he wasn’t present. Eventually, he tuned them out and occupied himself with examining the wards over the exterior of the academy. The last time he had been there, he had only just begun to see them for what they were. This time, he actually understood them.

      “Wesson!”

      Abruptly shaken from his thoughts, he said, “Yes, Master?”

      “Never mind, what has you so preoccupied?”

      Wesson pointed to the palatial building in front of him. “I was just wondering how many natural battle mages it took to construct the third ward. It is phenomenal … and terrifying.”

      “You can see it?” said Genevera. Then she gave Ikestrius a look that said she was right.

      Wesson knew he had made a mistake. He should never have mentioned the destructive spell that covered the building. “Um, yes, just as I can see the others. The first and second—”

      “Could you recreate it?”

      Wesson shifted uncomfortably under the archmage’s gaze. “Of course not. It is huge.”

      Genevera scoffed and pointed to a pedestal upon which sat a sculpture of what was likely a long-dead mage. “Cast it there.”

      Wesson glanced to Tica, who gave him a sympathetic look, then turned to the statue. He studied the intricate spellwork that protected the building once more and made what he thought to be a cunning decision. He would form the constructive spells for the first and second wards first so that the archmage would see his ability with constructive power. Glancing back and forth between the building and the statue, he began to copy the spell for the first ward as he saw it in his mind.

      “No, no,” said Genevera, breaking his concentration and causing the spell to fizzle out of existence. “Cast the third ward. I will not have you exploding my statues by trying to cast spells beyond your ability.”

      “But I can do it—”

      “Apprentice Wesson,” said Ikestrius, “the archmage has asked you to cast the third ward. Please do so now.”

      Wesson considered sabotaging his own spell but figured it would not do to have a reputation for failure with the archmage, especially if he did not pass the mage test. He pulled on a tendril of the destructive power that filled the majority of his well and sent it spinning into the complicated web that contained layer upon layer of powerful and potentially fatal consequences should someone try to breach the ward. Many of these spells he had read about but had never actually cast since he had avoided such uses of the dark power. He found that they came naturally, and unlike the constructive spells, they snapped into place with strength rather than attempting to wriggle from his grasp. When he was finally finished, not even the greatest powers of nature could hope to damage the statue.

      Wesson turned to his master and the archmage and noticed Tica looking at him questioningly. He nodded to his friend, knowing Tica could not see the destructive spells clearly. Genevera said nothing to Wesson. Instead, she turned to Ikestrius.

      “Perhaps he need not attend the Battle Mage Academy. He seems prepared already. You have done well.”

      “Would that I could take credit for such an accomplishment, but I am afraid I did not teach him that. As you well know, it is beyond my ability.”

      “Why is he here, Ikestrius? Send him to the Battle Mage Academy or on as a journeyman battle mage and be done with him.”

      “He desires to be a mage, and I believe he can pass the examination. Should we not give him a chance?”

      “He wields his natural affinity with ease, as he should. Anything else is unnecessary.”

      “I would normally agree with you, Archmage, but he has worked hard to overcome his limitations. Besides, you know of my other concerns.”

      Her gaze slid to Wesson. “Yes, those I understand, at least.”

      Wesson knew of the other concerns to which Ikestrius was alluding. The king was thought to be mad, and the Battle Mage Academy had an agreement with the throne to lend aid when called upon. Ikestrius did not want Caydean to gain use of the power Wesson wielded.

      “Very well. He may take the test.”

      The archmage nodded toward Ikestrius, then turned and entered the building. Tica abruptly punched Wesson in the arm and said, “Come on. I got them to let you stay in my room. You should be thankful. They were going to put you with the new students.”

      Wesson glanced toward the master who nodded, then followed Tica through the academy, down one corridor after another, up a flight of stairs, and down the next. Wesson was about to ask if Tica was messing with him when they were stopped by an older woman in grey robes who was passing in the other direction.

      “Journeyman Ticarius, you know students are not permitted in this wing.”

      “Greetings, Mage Mesera. This is Wesson. He’s not a student. He’s here to take the apprentice exam.”

      Mage Mesera looked down her nose at Wesson and said, “He is too young.”

      Tica shrugged. “If you think so, you can take it up with the archmage.”

      The woman’s head snapped toward Tica, her wispy grey hair briefly hanging in the air like some sort of wraith. “Do not take that tone with me. I am still your superior regardless of your affinity.”

      With a shake of his head, Tica said, “I meant no offense, Mage Mesera. I have permission for Wesson to stay with me while he’s here, so we’ll be on our way.”

      “See that you stay out of trouble.” Mage Mesera turned her pale blue gaze on Wesson and said, “Both of you.”

      After the woman had turned the corner, Tica burst into laughter. “What is it?” said Wesson.

      “Oh, nothing. I was just thinking that she obviously doesn’t know you.”

      Wesson frowned and lifted his chin. “I have much more control now. I can hold my own.”

      “I bet you can,” said Tica. “I’m proud of you, Wess, no matter how you fare.”

      “Thank you. What did she mean about your affinity?”

      “Oh, she’s only a generalist. Didn’t you notice her grey panels? She’s crotchety because most people don’t give her the respect they give other mages. My mentor is Licentia. She’s one of the most powerful water mages at the academy, so naturally Mage Mesera doesn’t like her.”

      Wesson exhaled. “I am glad I apprenticed with Master Ikestrius rather than attending the academy.”

      “You should be. He’s accomplished and even famous.”

      “No, I mean, I am just glad to have stayed out of the politics. It was easy being at the master’s estate.”

      “I can’t imagine being at the keep alone with Master Ikestrius has been easy.”

      “No, not in that way. He is relentless, but at least I always know where I stand with him. These people here all seem to have an ulterior agenda.”

      Tica stopped in front of a door, cast a quick dewarding spell, and opened it. He motioned for Wesson to enter. “I suppose that’s true. You know how mages are. Image and reputation are everything. Most would stab you in the back if they thought it might lead to some kind of accolade.”

      “What about honor?” said Wesson as he looked around the sparse room and dropped his bag. The chamber held a bed on the far wall and a cot nearer the door. A wardrobe occupied another wall, and a trunk was at the foot of the bed. A small table with a pitcher and basin were beside the cot.

      “Honor?” said Tica. “I guess honor is for knights.”

      “It cannot be that bad.”

      “Maybe not,” said Tica, “but you definitely have to stay wary. If people think you’re stronger than they are, you become the competition. It’s the fastest way to make enemies around here.”

      “What about friends?”

      Tica smiled. “Oh, don’t worry. There are plenty of those, too. Mages are an intelligent lot. They’ll hitch their wagon to the strongest horse. If you’re going places, they’ll want to go with you.”

      “So people are only interested in using you?”

      Tica’s smile fell. “Everyone gets used, Wesson. Someday, hopefully soon, you will find an employer or benefactor—someone to pay you for your services. If you don’t make a name for yourself, you’ll never get a good position. But you don’t need to worry about that. You’re going to blow them away.”

      Wesson’s gaze fell to the floor, then he glanced up at his friend. “I, ah, I am testing as a generalist.”

      “What? Why would you do that?” Then realization came over him. “You couldn’t do it. You couldn’t develop another affinity.”

      “No.” Wesson grabbed his hair with both hands and huffed. “The reader said the power is there. I just cannot access it. The destructive power overcomes it every time. It is all I can do to draw enough to perform the apprentice spells and a few of the more difficult ones.”

      “I’m sorry, Wess. When I heard you were coming, I was sure you had found a way.”

      Wesson sat on the cot that creaked as the straps pulled tight. He looked up at Tica and said, “What if I cannot do it? What if I lose focus and fail the test?”

      Tica came to sit next to him. The cot shifted, and Wesson was not sure it would hold both their weights. “Look, you are a mage. It doesn’t matter what kind. You are still you.” He slapped Wesson on the back and said, “Now, come on. Liska is waiting.”

      “Liska? What is she doing here?”

      “You don’t think she would miss this, do you? After all her hard work trying to fix you?”

      Wesson groaned. “The only thing she ever accomplished was giving me headaches. Why would she care?”

      “Well, actually, she doesn’t. Her father insisted.”

      “That makes more sense.” Wesson followed Tica from the room.

      “You know she’s a full mage now?”

      “I heard. Master Ikestrius was quite pleased.”

      “Huh. That must have been a strange sight,” Tica said with a snicker.

      “Why are we meeting Liska?”

      “I don’t know. She said she wanted to talk to you when you got here.”

      The corridors were quiet at that time of day. Tica explained that the students were busy with lessons and the mages’ research chambers were in another part of the academy. Although most of the building was composed of stone, many of the corridors were lined with windows that stretched from the ceiling to the floor through which one could look out over the expanse of lawn or into the depths of sprawling gardens or cozy courtyards. They exited the building through one of those courtyards and passed through an open iron gateway. Then they were trekking across the greenest lawn Wesson had ever seen. Nothing but shorn grass and trees could be seen in the distance. Wesson looked back at the academy that was getting farther away and said, “Are you sure this is where we are supposed to meet Liska? Where are we going?”

      “She said to meet her in the gazebo by the river. So, we’re going to the river.”

      After crossing the green expanse, Wesson followed Tica into the trees. They tromped through the undergrowth, skittering leaves and tripping on roots, and Wesson was reminded of the foibles of his youth—a hasty escape and a dire attempt at survival. When they reached the river, though, they were not met with starvation and loss but a serene panorama of glittering, golden leaves framing a brilliant white gazebo that lay beside the frothing water. Tiny droplets leapt off the rounded boulders to spray them in the face as they navigated the slippery path to the silent structure. Beneath its shady roof stood Liska. She was dressed in a long tunic and pants over which hung the panels that marked her as a life mage. She was not alone.

      Tica stopped in front of Wesson, blocking his view. As Wesson rounded him, he noticed his friend’s disconcert. Tica said, “Hi Liska. Who’s this? You didn’t say anyone else was coming.”

      Liska lifted her chin and motioned toward the stranger. “This is Master Berringish. He is one of my tutors. He has been eager to meet you.”

      Wesson gave the master a slight bow, as was proper, and said, “It is a pleasure to meet you, Master Berringish. I cannot imagine what you might have heard to stir interest in me.”

      Berringish’s smile was kind and inviting, the grandfatherly sort, but his eyes were alight with intrigue. Wesson knew immediately that there was more to this master than he intended to reveal.

      “The pleasure is mine,” said the man. “I hear you have had trouble mastering your power. I am always eager to assist young, promising mages. Might I ask, what are your affinities?”

      Wesson tilted his head as his gaze perused the master. To be forthright with this man would be a mistake. “Um, apparently, my constructive power is about that of an average elemental mage.” Changing the subject, he said, “You also do not wear panels. What are your affinities?”

      “Hmm, I am an altogether different kind of wielder. I suppose you could say I specialize in the circle of life, but that is not important. I understand you are to take the apprentice exam. Would you care to give us a demonstration of your talent?”

      “If you do not mind, Master, I would prefer to save my energy for the exam.”

      The man smiled again, but his eyes belied his irritation. “I understand.” He paused and then looked as though he had just thought of something. “Although, what if … no, probably not.”

      “What is it?” said Wesson. “Do you know something that could help?” He doubted the man knew more than Master Ikestrius and the archmage, but he was curious to see where the man was going with his deception.

      “No, it is unlikely considering how long you have studied; but, perhaps your troubles are caused by an external source—maybe an object, a family heirloom or some such? Do you have anything that is enchanted?”

      Wesson’s thoughts immediately went to his father’s box. “No,” he said, “I do not carry anything like that with me.”

      “No? Well, it could be something you do not carry around. Perhaps something larger? It could potentially have some kind of long-term affect.”

      “With all due respect, Master, I do not believe that to be my problem,” Wesson said. “I am quite aware of where my strengths and weakness lie. I believe I have overcome any hindrances.”

      The man raised an eyebrow as though he did not quite believe what he was hearing. “That is good news. I am glad to hear it. Still, if you need any assistance, I offer my services freely.”

      “I appreciate that, Master. If you do not mind me asking, where are you from? I cannot place your accent—not that I have had much experience.”

      The man looked as though he might not answer, then he said, “I am from a faraway land called Galathia. Have you heard of it?”

      The name rung a bell, but Wesson could not place it. “Um, I think maybe I read the name in one of my history books.”

      The master appeared curious as he said, “You like to read histories? Well, my home has a very long history—much older than Ashai. I would be glad to teach you about it.”

      Wesson raised a hand. “Thank you, again, I will think about it, but I am very busy right now. I need to prepare for my exam.”

      “Of course you do. Good luck with that. I will be there watching.”

      For some reason, it sounded like a threat to Wesson, and his anxiety twisted his stomach into another knot. He turned to Tica. “Can we go back to your room. I think I would like a nap.” Tica gave him a confused look. He knew Wesson rarely took naps—even when he was terribly exhausted from a long day of casting.

      Liska crossed her arms and pursed her lips. “Wesson, you are being ungrateful. Master Berringish is here offering to grace you with his wisdom and experience. You should take all the help you can get.”

      “Thank you, Liska, really. And you, Master Berringish. But I am terribly tired from our long travels and anxious about my exam. I need to reacquire my focus and prepare myself.” Wesson grabbed Tica by the sleeve and tugged him back the way they had come.

      Tike hurried after him, which was not hard considering he was a head taller than Wesson and had much longer legs. “What’s going on?” he said.

      Wesson made sure they were far enough away from Liska and Berringish that they might not notice the sound ward he erected around them. “I am not sure. I just get a weird feeling about that guy. I think it would be best if we stay away from him.”

      “Wesson, that’s insane. Do you know who he is? He’s the high councilor to the king! He’s tutored King Caydean since he was a child. You should go back and apologize.”

      “If he is so important, why is he interested in me? Did you think of that?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he knows you’re a battle mage.”

      “And how would he know that? That information was kept between the reader, the archmage, Ikestrius, and me. The only person I told was you. Did you tell Liska?”

      “No, I swear. I didn’t tell anyone. You know you can trust me. Maybe the archmage told him. I mean, Berringish is councilor to the king. Maybe he should know about a new battle mage.”

      “No, I got the feeling that the archmage and Ikestrius wanted to keep the king from knowing about me.”

      “Why would they want that?”

      “I am sure you have heard the rumors. The king is purported to be mad. They fear a draft.”

      “For what? We’re not at war with anyone.”

      “Not yet. If he really is mad, it is probably just a matter of time before he does something to upset our neighbors or trading partners.”

      “And you think the archmage and Master Ikestrius want to keep you out of that?”

      “I cannot say that I know what they want. All I know for sure is that I do not care for Berringish.”

      “If you say so, but he’s bound to discover the nature of your power when you take your exam.”

      “No, he will not. I am sticking to constructive spells.”

      Tica groaned. “Why, Wesson? You would be so amazing if you showed them what you can really do.”

      “I just told you why. I will not be used in some madman’s war against peaceful kingdoms. Do you know what battle mages do, Tica? They kill. They destroy. That is not who I am.”

      Tica was silent for a minute. Eventually, he said, “I read about the shipwreck in Maylon. Pleeeease tell me that was you.”

      Wesson scowled at him. “I did not wreck the ship.”

      Tica’s eyes widened, and he grinned. “It was you, though, wasn’t it?”

      Wesson kept his eyes on the ground as he walked. “I could not stand by and watch all those people die—not when I could do something to save them.”

      “I knew it! But why keep it a secret? We have to tell everyone. You’re a hero!”

      Wesson stopped and pulled Tica to a halt beside him. “Have you not been listening? We cannot tell anyone. This is important, Tica. No one can know of my abilities.”

      By the look on Tica’s face, it seemed the secret was squirming to burst from his lips at any second. He inhaled deeply then said, “Fine. I’ll keep it to myself. At least I get to know that my best friend is an amazing battle mage.”

      Wesson smiled. “Your best friend?”

      Tica punched him in the arm. “You know you are. No one here has been able to get me into more trouble than you.” He looked around. They were in an old courtyard that looked to have seen better days. Some of the plants were overgrown while others were merely dried twigs with weeds sprouting around them. Wesson wondered why the mages at the academy had allowed it to fall into such disrepair. Tica said, “Do you really want to meditate or whatever it is you intend to do? It’s nearly lunchtime. You should have a good meal before your examination.”

      “No, I just said that to get away from Liska and Berringish. I do not suppose we could convince her to stay away from him too.”

      “You know Liska. She’s ambitious. When the king’s mage offered to be her tutor, she was over the moon. She’d stick by his side even if you had incontrovertible proof that he was plotting world domination.”

      “Right.”

      “Come on, Wesson. I’ll introduce you to my friends. We can have lunch together, then we’ll all cheer you on during your exam.”

      Wesson’s stomach churned again. The thought of so many witnesses watching him fail nearly took his appetite. Regardless, he walked beside Tica with his head up so that he could observe his surroundings the way Master Ikestrius had taught him. His natural tendency to absorb information had been encouraged by the former trained battle mage. The fact that his master had not been a natural battle mage did not detract from his training of Wesson in battle mage tactics and skills. The one thing Ikestrius had not been able to teach him was how to wield his destructive talent. Wesson was not disappointed.

      They navigated the winding corridors of the Mage Academy until they finally came to an unmarked wooden door that looked just like all the other unmarked wooden doors. Tica opened it and strode in with the confidence of a man who had been there hundreds of times.

      “Hey guys,” he said as he sauntered up to a group that was huddled around a small coffee table playing a game of queen’s gambit. They all turned to greet Tica with friendly smiles. “This is my friend Wesson. He’s the one I told you about.” He pointed to two young men who sat on the sofa and identified them as Alloc and Beble. A third, Ginzel, knelt on the floor on the other side of the table. One female named Nessa sat in a high-backed chair and another named Eris stood behind the second unoccupied chair.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you all,” Wesson stated.

      “You’re smaller than I expected,” said Nessa.

      “And younger,” said Alloc.

      Wesson flushed and tried not to meet their gazes.

      “Don’t listen to them,” said Eris. “They’re rude.”

      Nessa said, “I wasn’t being rude. It was just an observation.”

      “He’s cute, though,” said Eris, “in a pretty sort of way.” She winked at him.

      Wesson knew his face flushed. He could feel the heat rolling off his cheeks.

      Beble said, “Tica has told us a lot of stories of the trouble you two used to get into. They’re pretty hilarious.”

      Wesson anxiously tugged at one of his caramel locks. “Well, it was not intentional.”

      “We know,” said Ginzel with a broad grin. “That’s why they’re funny.”

      Alloc said, “Tica told us you are testing for your apprentice exam today. Are you not a little young for that? He said you are eighteen. Normally you would be starting at the academy around your age, not testing to become a journeyman.”

      “I came into my power early,” said Wesson. “I’ve been training with Master Ikestrius for six years.”

      “What’s he like?” said Eris, leaning on the back of the chair. “Tica didn’t say much about him except that he’s pretty harsh.”

      Wesson shrugged. “He’s not so bad. It’s just been him and me for a while now.” He smirked and said, “Without Tica around, I don’t get scolded nearly as much.” The others laughed, and Tica slapped him on the shoulder. Then Wesson said, “These past few months have been particularly brutal. The master wanted to make sure I was ready. Archmage Genevera refused to budge on my testing date.”

      Beble exclaimed, “Wow. Is she overseeing your testing personally? Why?”

      “I, um”—he lowered his head—“she thinks I will fail. I aim to prove her wrong.”

      Beble appeared to be just as confused as the others. “It wouldn’t be odd if you failed the apprentice exam. Nobody is expected to pass at eighteen. Why not just accept you as a student and let you take it when you’re ready?”

      Wesson glanced at Tica. His friend was at a loss for words. Of course, the whole situation would not make sense to anyone who was unaware of his battle mage status. Genevera did want him to join the academy—just not hers. He would be sent straight to the Battle Mage Academy unless he could pass the apprentice exam. Wesson was not inclined to share that information, though. He said, “It was a deal she made with Ikestrius. He thought he could teach me.”

      Eris scowled. “So, the masters are settling a bet while toying with your future? That doesn’t sound right.”

      “Oh, no,” Wesson said quickly. It would not do to give his master a bad name. “Ikestrius was doing me a favor. I, um, I did not want to attend the academy. She agreed to let him teach me if I tested at eighteen.”

      The others glanced at each other, none of them seeming to understand. Finally, Alloc said, “I guess the masters know what they are doing. I am sure they have their reasons for doing it this way. We will cheer you on.”

      Wesson flushed again. “Thank you, but I would prefer no one be around to witness.”

      Alloc stood and rounded the sofa. He hooked his arm around Wesson’s neck and said, “Not a chance. Most of the school will probably show, and you will want someone on your side. People here are a bit … finicky. You are something of an anomaly. As I said, you are young. If you do well, they will cheer you on. You will be a celebrity.” His smile dropped. “If you fail—well, they will enjoy that, too. You will be the kid who thought he was too good to attend the academy, and no one will have any sympathy for you.”

      Tica pushed Alloc away from Wesson. “Stop that! He’s nervous enough. You don’t need to make it worse.”

      Alloc held up his hands. “I was only being honest. I want him to know we are supporting him. Is that not what you wanted?”

      Eris came around the sofa as well and took Wesson’s hand in hers. “What Alloc is trying to say is you’re Tica’s friend, which means you’re our friend. We’re here for you, but nobody else knows you. That means they don’t really care if you pass or fail. This is your future. You do what you do best.”

      Wesson thanked her and nodded toward Alloc. He knew they meant well, but if he did what he did best, he would prove the archmage right and fail himself. What he really needed was to do what he did worst passably well.

      Tica seemed to read his mind. He said, “Considering what Wesson does best is blowing things up, let’s hope he sticks to mediocre.”

      The others laughed again at Wesson’s expense, but he did not mind. Tica was trying to take the attention off him with a bit of humor, and he appreciated it. Wesson scanned their smiling faces, then looked down. He realized Eris still held his hand. He looked back up into her hazel eyes and she winked at him again. Wesson wondered if his face would ever return to its normal coloration around these people.

      After a few more minutes of taunts and jabs at each other, followed by rounds of laughter, the group set out for the dining hall. Wesson’s appetite had fled as his stomach succumbed to anxiety, but he forced himself to eat anyway. He would need plenty of energy to maintain focus and to control the powers that surged within him. It was a struggle to subdue the dark nocent power while accessing the constructive that lay beneath it. Wesson knew in his heart that he could pass the test. He was less certain in his mind.

      

      Wesson looked down at the fresh cut grass of the amphitheater and inhaled deeply. Its sweet, earthy smell helped draw his mind back to the present. He barely remembered the minutes following the meal, during which he followed Tica and his friends to the amphitheater. It was as though time had stopped and restarted once he was on the field. The amphitheater was about a quarter the size of the arena where they had performed during the showcase in Maylon. From what he had been told, the amphitheater was typically used for larger classes that required an outdoor setting and for progress exams. Wesson was glad he would not be testing in an arena. He would have felt ridiculous being on display by himself in such a grand setting.

      The white stone seating that partially encircled his position was not as full as Alloc had suggested it would be, but there were at least a hundred witnesses to what could very well be his greatest folly. Many of them were arranged in larger clumps and seemed to be presided over by a master. Wesson wondered if his test was being used as a teaching example. By its end, he thought it might be a lesson in what not to do. Tica and his friends sat in the front rows at the very center. They waved and smiled and were generally goofing off in front of him. Wesson was surprised that their antics actually helped alleviate some of his tension. It did help that he had friendly faces smiling in support rather than filled with hostility.

      One such sour face stared at him from a few yards to Tica’s right. Wesson did not know why Liska was so frustrated with him. He realized he must have truly offended or embarrassed her when he refused her tutor’s assistance earlier. Wesson glanced to his left. There, beside the archmage and Master Ikestrius was Berringish. The king’s mage seemed to be in a heated discussion with Ikestrius and the archmage, and Wesson hoped it would not affect their opinions of him.

      After a few minutes, five masters filed in from Wesson’s right. They each wore velvet caps and ceremonial robes with flashy panels bearing colored trim that glittered in the light. The five took seats behind a long table that had been set up in front of the stands. The archmage, Ikestrius, and Berringish sat in the front row of the stands directly to the right of the masters.

      Wesson took several steady breaths as he looked upon the assembled crowd. He, alone, stood at its center, the only point of interest for any of them to consider. He did not fear the tests. He did not even fear the masters’ scrutiny or that of the students. He feared himself. He worried that, in his anxious state, he would lose the tight control he held over his destructive powers and wreak some terrible havoc upon the assembly. Either that or that he would not be able to keep hold of his constructive power and all his spells would fizzle into nothing. He swallowed hard and focused on the masters at the table. He did not know their names. The identities of those who would be testing him had been kept secret. If he knew their names, he might have had an advantage. Ikestrius had made him study the masters of old and present. Most had made names for themselves in showcases or through feats of power in the courts of nobles. Some came from other kingdoms where they had acquired notoriety great enough to reach the ears of the archmage. As it was, though, Wesson was in the dark.

      The master mage in the center rapped her knuckles on the desk. The sound was amplified to drum throughout the amphitheater, and the crowd quieted. She spoke. “Apprentice Wesson Seth, you are called before this council to demonstrate your mastery over the apprentice-level spells and prove yourself worthy of the title of journeyman. You will endure a rigorous examination of your skills in spellcasting as well as spellcraft for the purpose of problem-solving.” The woman looked at the paper in front of her and then leaned over to whisper to the master beside her. They had some short discussion, the result to which seemed to surprise her, and she continued addressing him for all to hear. “You have requested to test as a generalist? Is this correct?”

      Some of the those in the crowd chuckled or groaned. Wesson glanced toward the archmage. The firm purse of her lips assured him that she would not change her mind in the matter. He had hoped to convince her to allow him to test as an elemental mage. She had insisted, though, that should he choose not to share his considerable talent with the mage community and the kingdom at large, he would be relegated to the status of generalist. She had appeared both angered and disappointed when he had begrudgingly agreed. It appeared she would not concede.

      He looked back toward the table. “Yes, Master, that is correct.”

      Wesson could see Tica in the background shake his head and drop his face into his palms. Wesson knew how his friend felt. Tica thought Wesson was throwing away his life. Wesson thought he was saving his soul.

      The center master said, “Apprentice Wesson, you are yet young. Will you not consider entering the academy to train for a more lucrative career?”

      The archmage spoke before he had a chance to answer. “That is not an option, Master Belemny. The boy has made his choice. Please get on with it.”

      Master Belemny appeared surprised but did not argue with the archmage. She continued, “Very well. Apprentice Wesson, do you understand all that I have stated before you just now?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      “And are you prepared to prove yourself in these ways and accept the results of this examination?”

      “I am, Master.”

      “Then, we shall begin.” She looked toward the master at the end of the table toward her left. “Master Crelt, would you care to begin?”

      Master Crelt nodded and then rose. He said, “We will begin with wards.”

      Wesson released his pent breath. He was good with wards. Ikestrius had made sure of that. He cycled through the wards as the master called them out, and only once did his construction waver. He hoped the master did not count off too much for his brief weakness. It was a task to ensure that no destructive vimara bled into the wards. He did not want to give the archmage any excuse to fail him.

      Once he had completed the tasks set by Master Crelt, the next master rose. This one was not introduced to him, so it came as a surprise when the man asked him to begin with juggling the elements. Wesson’s fire element was particularly strong as would be expected. Earth and wind were noticeably smaller, and water—his weakest element, being diametric to fire—was pitiful. Although he had accomplished all the tasks set before him, he could tell that the master was not pleased with his performance. Wesson recalled the ease of the power he had impressed upon the water around the sinking ship and how he had manipulated it so gracefully, and he wished he could show the master what he could really do. He wanted the master’s approval, but not at the cost of his freedom.

      As the next master approached, Wesson took the opportunity to survey the crowd. The students looked bored. Many whispered amongst themselves, and none seemed to be paying any attention to Wesson except for Tica. His friend had his chin resting on his palm that was supported by his knee. He gave Wesson the same look he had given him time and again when he had been bored during one of Ikestrius’s lectures. That look was a proposal to hurry up and finish so they could be gone to more enjoyable activities.

      Wesson glanced toward Ikestrius. He sat back on his bench with his arms crossed as he leaned against the bench behind him. His legs were stretched out and crossed in front of him, and for all the world he appeared as if he might take a nap. Only the archmage and Berringish appeared alert. Both sat upright and slightly forward, their attentions hawkish as they stared straight into him. Wesson wrung his hands and then focused back on the master.

      So went the remainder of his tests. Each of the masters asked him to perform spells of some skill, and he performed them with mediocrity at best. He presented much better during the spellcraft portion of the exam. They congratulated him on his ingenuity and architecture if not on his execution of those spells. He even got a few claps from the audience on his final implementation, but it was apparent by that point that the masters had no interest in sticking around to discuss his results. They each spoke briefly with the archmage and Ikestrius before leaving the amphitheater with the rest of the crowd.

      Wesson became increasingly anxious. He knew he had not performed particularly well, but he had hoped he had at least passed. Archmage Genevera said something to Berringish. The king’s counselor left, not even bothering to look at Wesson. Then the archmage turned to Ikestrius. He shook his head. She continued, and he shook his head again. Then he scowled and his face looked as though it might burst as he held back some retort.

      Wesson glanced in the stands. Everyone had evacuated the amphitheater save for him, the archmage and Ikestrius. Somehow, being alone with them was making him more anxious.

      “It’s final,” said the archmage before turning toward Wesson. She approached him quickly then stared at him intently for several breaths that Wesson was sure he had missed. Although they appeared to be alone, she still erected a sound ward around the three of them.

      “For a mage, your performance was poor. I expect you will not find many referrals from those who witnessed it. That being said, you have done something that I thought not possible, and in doing so proved me wrong. Few of us know where your talents lie, but those of us who do cannot fathom how you were able to accomplish what you have. In that, you have my congratulations. I accept that you have passed. I raise you to the title of Journeyman and bestow the rights and privileges thereunto on one condition.”

      Wesson’s heart leapt for joy. He had passed.

      Then, she continued. “You will visit the Battle Mage Academy for a period of no less than three weeks. You are not required to enroll, but you will audit the classes, participate in practices, and mingle with the students and faculty.” She must have understood his tortured expression because her gaze softened. “Journeyman Wesson, this is not a punishment. I can see perhaps better than anyone that you are a superb mage with the potential for a glorious future. I would only have you see what you are giving up before you resign yourself to what will inevitably be a very difficult and wasted life.”

      Wesson swallowed hard. He wanted to scream that he did not want to go anywhere near the Battle Mage Academy. Ultimately, though, he understood that the archmage truly cared about his wellbeing. She, like Ikestrius and Tica, thought he was wasting his life. Wesson could not find words to explain.

      The archmage pulled a folded paper from her pocket and held it out to him. It was a cutout of the article from The Cryer about the shipwreck in the Maylonian port. She said, “I know this was you. Can you not see? A battle mage need not always kill. Good can come of this. You saved hundreds of lives.”

      Wesson handed the paper back to her. He said, “Those hundreds cannot bring back the four lives I have taken.”

      She shook her head. “No, but you were young—too young to have come into such great power. Your past need not be your future.”

      “And will they think so at the Battle Mage Academy? They will expect me to kill and destroy. What if I am drafted? Do you think my superiors—the king—will not expect me to kill? How can I?”

      She cupped his cheek in her palm and shook her head. “Dear boy, if this great and terrible power had to be bestowed upon someone, I am glad it was you. I mean that, truly. If you were anyone but who you are, I would have cause to raise the alarm throughout the kingdoms. You could very well be a threat to all. Still, there are things in this world worth fighting for, and one day you will find them. You should be prepared to dispense with your fears and use your power freely. Go to the Battle Mage Academy. See how they embrace their power. After that, you may go waste away your years as a generalist.”

      Wesson hung his head and took several breaths to clear his throat that had tightened around his protests. He looked up and said, “Thank you, Archmage Genevera. I am honored to be raised to Journeyman this day. I will do as you command and go to the Battle Mage Academy. After that, I will be a generalist.”

      She looked at him sadly and then turned to go.

      “Wait!” he blurted. “I mean, please, I have one question.”

      “Yes?”

      “That man, Master Berringish—does he know of my vimara?”

      She frowned and looked at him sideways. “No, and you should give him a wide berth. He is not one of us.”

      Wesson did not know what that meant and obviously was not to be given the chance to ask because she quickly walked away. Wesson turned to Ikestrius who had stood a few paces away to give them privacy. Ikestrius said, “Journeyman, congratulations. When you first said you could do it, I thought you would surely fail. You have worked hard these past six years and have proven yourself capable in more than one respect. Still, it was not a graceful demonstration by any means.” Then the man had the nerve to smirk.

      Wesson grinned at him and said, “Thank you, Master. I will never forget how you helped me to overcome my difficulties.”

      “You mean suppress your natural talent? You did that on your own. I merely helped you learn to mold what constructive vimara you could grasp. You have come far, farther than I expected. Although this is not the future I had envisioned for you, I am proud of what you have accomplished. Few of us know how difficult it has been for you to achieve that which others deride.”

      Wesson hung his head. He would have to live like a pauper—no, a vagabond—if he were to hope to scrape together even half of what he would need to buy his family estate within the allotted time.

      “I will figure something out, Master.”

      Ikestrius nodded then tilted his head toward Tica and his friends who waited beyond the amphitheater entrance. “People are waiting for you.”

      Wesson was shocked that they had stuck around. He had never had friends like those Tica had, and he could not help but feel envious. Still, they were there, and they were waiting for him. Wesson approached the group with trepidation.

      “Well?” said Tica before Wesson was even halfway there. “Did you pass?”

      Wesson smiled. “I did. I am a journeyman.”

      “Thank the Maker! I wouldn’t want to have to sit through that again. I’m sorry, Wesson, that was so boring.”

      “Yeah,” said Alloc, “it was nothing like the stories Tica told us. There was not even one explosion.”

      Eris said, “There was that one implosion.”

      “That was expected to happen,” said Ginzel. “What else is going to happen when you collapse fourteen layered wards?”

      “I’ve never seen anyone do that,” said Nessa. “I would have released them simultaneously. You know, just let them dissipate.”

      Wesson tugged a lock of hair. “I could have done that, but Belemny had requested a propulsion ward at the center, a tropestrian ward in the fifth ring, and an infernal ward in the twelfth. If I had allowed them to dissipate, the outer ones would naturally attenuate slightly faster than the inner ones, and those three would have reacted to create an infernal vacuum.”

      Tica said, “In other words, a giant ball of flame would have surged toward the audience.”

      Wesson nodded. “Yes, imploding them was the safer option.”

      Eris tapped her lip. “I wonder if Master Belemny did that on purpose. Do you think it was part of the test or just an oversight?”

      Wesson shrugged. “I think he did not care for my solution. I think he would have preferred I cast Interlude and allowed them to dissipate in reverse, but that would have required me to hold yet another spell. My way was faster and just as effective.”

      “But loud,” said Beble.

      Wesson grinned. “Sorry about that.”

      Tica slapped him on the back and said, “I can’t believe you’re a journeyman already. At this rate, we’ll be raised to mage together!”

      Wesson shook his head. “Not likely. I’m a generalist, remember?”

      “What was that all about?” said Alloc.

      “Yeah,” said Nessa, “what did you do to piss off Genevera?”

      “Nothing, it is just that we have a fundamental difference of opinion over my future. She wants me to go one way, and I wanted to go another. We compromised. I get my way, but I have to be a generalist.”

      Nessa scrunched up her nose. “How could being a generalist be your way? No one chooses to be a generalist.”

      “Well, now you know one person who has.”

      Each of them looked like they had swallowed a bug—which was exactly how Wesson felt about it. And he was still forced to go to the Battle Mage Academy.

      Tica broke the silence. “Well, come on, Journeyman Wesson. It’s dinner time. Let’s eat and then we can show them how to really get in trouble.”
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      Berringish left the Mage Academy frustrated. The Seth boy had performed adequately at best but had shown no signs that he had been unduly influenced by the vessel or its contents. It was disappointing. Berringish had been sure when he had heard about the boy’s difficulties early in his training that Bryant Seth had exposed the boy to the power the vessel contained. It seemed now, he had been mistaken, and the expense of having the boy watched for the past six years had been a waste. Anyone touched by the entity would not have been capable of wielding the kind of power the boy had during his examination. It was almost too devastating to accept that the vessel and the entity it contained would never be found. Once again, he cursed Ermelda for killing Bryant before he had been questioned. If the woman had lived, he would have tortured her to no end.

      He growled low, startling some passersby, as he thought about the consequences of the vessel’s loss. He ascended the steps to his carriage as he considered his responsibility for the deals he had made to get the entity in the first place. And if some hapless idiot ever found the vessel, one of two things could happen. The vessel could be broken, and the entity would be released back to whence it came, or the entity would claim the idiot and run amuck—completely out of Berringish’s control. He clenched his fists and felt power squirm across his skin. He could not kill Bryant Seth again, but he could still kill the man’s son. The boy had attracted the attention of important people, though. Killing him for naught but his own frustration and need for retribution would serve little purpose and could not possibly make up for the expense he had incurred.

      He inhaled sharply and held it before releasing the air slowly. He did this several more times until his muscles began to relax and his hands unclenched. He stepped from the carriage and by the time he reached his office in the palace, he had himself under control. He opened the door and, without even looking around, said, “Armas!”

      His somewhat-trusted servant was at the ready, appearing as if from the ether.

      “Yes, Master. What may I do for you?”

      Berringish never spared a thought for where Armas kept himself or what the little twit did so long as he was there when Berringish needed him. Armas rarely disappointed him in that respect.

      “Call off Devascus. I no longer care about the Seth boy. I’ll not spare another dret on him.”

      “Yes, Master. Right away.”

      “And, Armas, bring me a map. I have spent enough time searching for something that will not be found. It is time to begin making preparations for the next phase of my plan.”

      “Of course, Master.”
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      “Are you serious?” said Devascus, maintaining outward calm as his blood heated beneath his skin.

      Armas blinked at him. “Yes. The master says he’s no longer interested in the boy.”

      Devascus slowly uncurled as he stood from his chair. “I’ve spent six years in Western Ashai watching that runt.” He wasn’t about to mention the fact that the boy had once nearly killed him. “Now you say it’s just over? What has changed?”

      Armas raised his chin and pursed his lips. “It is not for you to question the master. He assures me you’ll not see another dret.”

      Devascus slowly closed the distance between them, and Armas’s false confidence wavered. He grabbed the man by his shirt and yanked so that Armas had to stand on his toes not to fall over. “When I received your request for a meeting, I had anticipated a kill order. The Black Hall does not operate this way. A kill is a kill. We do not back off so easily. I have wasted my life on that boy. Tell Berringish he owes me.” He shoved the whimpering simpleton backward into the closed door.

      Armas recovered and straightened his shirt. “You’ve been paid. I think not even you would anger Berringish with demands.”

      Devascus roared, “Out!”

      Armas didn’t spare a breath. He quickly turned, fumbled with the door latch, and then scurried down the hallway like the rat he was. Devascus moved to the window and watched the man exit the building and cross the street below. He had a mind to follow the weasel and make sure he had an accident. He grunted a mirthless laugh. An accident was too good for that worm. He wanted to watch him squirm from the end of a hook—literally.

      Devascus turned back to his room and collected his purse and knife. The first he tucked into his tunic, and the second he secured to the belt at his hip. The knife was serrated and long, nearly two-thirds the length of a short sword. A sword might have drawn attention, but a knife, regardless of its length, was just a knife. He could kill as easily with both, but the knife was more circumspect. He tucked the loose ends of his hood under his tunic, then pulled it over his head. He glanced in the mirror. He wasn’t a vain man, but he had to know what kind of image others saw.

      He looked like a brigand. He growled and lowered the hood. He would be less conspicuous without the hood, but there was a greater chance someone would remember his face. It was his curse and one of the reasons, besides his general lack of enthusiasm for the rules, that others at the Black Hall looked down on him. He was not the kind of man who could blend. He had grown to look hard and rough. The best he could hope for in disguise was mercenary or guard—perhaps blacksmith, but no one would ever mistake him for a simple innkeeper or, Maker forbid, a courtier.

      He glanced out the window again and examined the dark, cloud-covered sky. He wrapped a waxed deerskin hide over his shoulders. The lengthy tassels hung down to cover part of his knife. Then he donned a brown woolen cap. He looked in the mirror again. The dress gave him the appearance of a hunter or woodsman. He grunted. It would have to do. He didn’t want to attract notice.

      He stepped out of the abandoned apartment he had claimed. The landlord had agreed to allow him to use it if he would get rid of a few unruly tenants. They had given Devascus no trouble—probably because he had rendered them both unconscious—before he threw them into the ditch behind the building. The rickety steps creaked under his boots as he descended to the first floor. By the time he stepped into the street, it was nearly as dark outside as it had been inside. It was not yet noon, but the sky had darkened, and Devascus could smell rain on the wind that had begun to blow mercilessly.

      He tromped over the hard-packed dirt of the lane, certain that it would be a muddy mire by the time he returned to this derelict part of the city. Kaibain was a wealthy city—being the King’s Seat had its advantages; but there were still parts that housed the worst of the city’s residents. Devascus didn’t mind stewing in the slums. The people, for the most part, were like him—just not as deadly. He liked being surrounded by like-minded people. All the pomp and foolery of the upper classes annoyed him. Those people didn’t know how to relax—how to have a good time; and there were plenty of women in the slums who were willing to give him a good time.

      He turned down a narrow pathway and then onto a larger street as he pulled his mind from more pleasurable ventures. His present task was important. He left the city and little more than an hour later stood before the towering domicile of the Black Hall. The shifting shadows that had followed him through the woods scattered as he approached the entrance. The woman at the door had used the familiar hand signals to let the younger scouts know that he was one of them. The dense rain might have washed away any auditory signals, but the hand signals could not be missed.

      “Devascus,” the female slip said from beneath the cover of the archway. “It has been a long time. You are lucky I was at the door and not one of the younger slips.”

      Rain pattered on his head and shoulders, and water dripped from his waxed hood. He grunted. “Greetings, Landra. Luck has no place in this. If they had attacked me, I would have given them a lesson they would not soon forget.”

      Her dark hair was knotted into tight braid, and her dark clothing hugged her feminine shape. She pursed her plump, unpainted lips. “You are out of practice. You’ve grown slow.”

      “How would you know?”

      “Because I already tagged you.” She nodded to the red dart that sprouted from his shoulder.

      He plucked the dart from his tunic and nodded back toward her. “And I you.”

      She looked down to find a similar dart lodged in the tight black fabric of her shirt. She chuckled. “I see.” Her dark gaze caressed his form. “You look good. Perhaps you still have some skill after all.”

      “I’ve been stuck in the pit of Ashai for six years. I had little to do but train.”

      “You are returned, then? Are you in need of a new job?”

      “Not yet. I have some unfinished business.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “This wouldn’t be personal, would it?”

      They might have had some history together, but Devascus knew Landra would report him for breaking that rule. He shook his head. “I have a kill order—finally. I will take out this target and return.”

      “The job should never have taken so long. Who is the client?”

      “You know I cannot say.”

      “Please, do me the favor so I know never to accept a job from him. Or was it a woman? It would explain your willingness to let it continue.”

      “It’s none of your business. Let me pass. I need supplies.”

      She rolled her eyes and stepped aside. He kept his arm between her and his heart as he slid by her. He would not put it past her to slip a knife between his ribs. They did have history, after all. Before he closed the door, she said, “I would avoid the grandmaster if I were you. He is not pleased that one of his slips was taken out of the register for so long.”

      Devascus glanced back at her. “It’s not like I didn’t take other jobs while I was waiting on this one.”

      She had the nerve to laugh. “How many could there have been in the west? Anything out there could have been done by a youngling. Someone with your skills should be kept closer to the action.”

      Devascus turned and walked into the shadowed archway of the keep. The tower was unlike any other tower in Ashai. The sleeping quarters, classrooms, supply rooms and such were situated around the circumference of the tower, while its center was an open cylinder that reached from floor to roof. Platforms were spaced at variable intervals, and the methods of reaching those platforms varied by level. The skills needed to reach each platform became increasingly difficult as one ascended, and the skills learned and practiced on those respective platforms were equally amplified. Only the highest in the order could hope to reach the top of the tower. Devascus had done so for the first time nearly fifteen years before upon reaching the level of Master Assassin. With the extra training he had endured over the past six years of waiting, he knew doing so again would not be a problem.

      He shrugged off the deer skin drape and tossed it against the wall. Then he pulled the soft fabric wraps from his pocket and began winding them around his palms and fingers. He left the tips uncovered so that he could grip and tucked the ends of the warps at his wrists. The other assassins, or slips as they were often called, glanced his way as he passed. The more experienced were subtle in their observations, but the younglings openly watched him as he began ascending the levels. On the third level, he was forced to dodge an errant hatchet thrown wide. He retrieved it from the floor behind him and threw it back at its handler. It sank into a beam beside the young man’s head with a thunk.

      He growled at the trainee. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      The wide-eyed young man bowed appropriately and said, “My apologies, um, …”

      “Master,” grunted the man beside him.

      “My apologies, Master. This is my first day on this level.”

      Devascus’s gaze flicked to the older man. “Briesh?”

      Briesh shook his head and whacked the young man in the back of the head. “Enish speaks truth, Devascus. I have a feeling he will be here for a while.” Briesh looked back to Enish and snapped, “Retrieve your hatchet and try again.”

      Devascus shook his head and hurried to the next level before he ended up with a hatchet in his skull. He was required to climb a series of ropes hanging at varying lengths to access the fifth level. Fewer slips occupied the upper levels, and those were old enough to know him. Still, mistakes were not uncommon—they were training, after all—so he maintained vigilance as he ascended. He had to dance across posts, scale walls, and jump chasms before he finally reached the top level. It was unoccupied at that time. Most of the master slips were likely out on jobs or training those below. He crossed a tightrope to one of the many doors, some of which were only accessible to slips capable of spellcasting. The door he sought was one such door. In fact, he had created the enchantment that sealed the door. Upon trying to open it, he realized his enchantment had been replaced. He grumbled but couldn’t blame them. He had not been back to the Black Hall in years, and the enchantment would have needed fresh vimara to keep it strong.

      He balanced on the rope for several minutes as he picked at the enchantment. Eventually, he found the counter-mechanisms and the door swung open. His leg muscles, having been strained for balance for so long, protested once he was on solid floor again. He shook them out and sidestepped and dodged the many triggers that would no doubt unleash deadly force should he become careless.  Once he was finally through the antechamber, which was bedazzled with treasures sure to distract any unlikely thief, he stopped at another door to the inner chamber. He formed a spell in his mind, then filled his fist with vimara and rapped once, then four times, then two. He could hear the mechanisms inside the door shifting and turning as the counterweights and springs activated. The door swung open of its own accord, and he entered.

      The man at the desk in the center of the circular room leaned back in his chair, his hands on the dark wood surface, as he examined Devascus. He said nothing.

      Devascus bowed at the waist and said, “Greetings, Grandmaster. I did not expect to find you here.” The man stared at him contemplatively but did not move. Neither did Devascus as he waited patiently. After several drawn-out minutes, the grandmaster flicked a finger toward a chair across from him and said, “Sit.”

      Devascus didn’t question the order. He moved quickly to sit and remained silent.

      The grandmaster rested his fingers on the desk again. Devascus would never mistake the grandmaster’s stillness for sloth. He knew very well the man could be across the desk and ending him before he could marshal a defense. Even so, it did not stop Devascus from plotting what he might do in that event. Such was his training.

      “Why are you here?” said the grandmaster.

      “I need supplies.”

      “For your mission?”

      “Of course.”

      “And what is your mission?”

      Devascus debated telling the grandmaster the truth. If the grandmaster already knew he had been called off and Devascus lied about it, he would be severely punished. If he told him the truth of the matter, he would be equally punished and prevented from accomplishing his task. Devascus was not generally a betting man, but he felt the odds were in his favor that neither Berringish nor Armas had thought to notify the Black Hall of the newest development. They had seemed satisfied to forget about the matter altogether.

      Devascus said, “I have been issued a kill order. The target is a battle mage—a powerful one.”

      “Not the boy, then. Ikestrius?” said the grandmaster. Devascus didn’t bother to correct him before the man continued. The grandmaster stood and walked among the shelves as he spoke. “I am pleased to hear that this matter is soon to be resolved. I have more important tasks for you. Berringish has kept you occupied too long.”

      “I agree.”

      The grandmaster came back to his desk and placed several objects gently on its smooth surface. He said, “Be careful with this one. You had best hit the target the first time. I will not have an enraged battle mage storming my walls due to incompetence.”

      “Never, Grandmaster.”

      The grandmaster paused before him. “Briesh seeks my approval as successor. Have you no plans to challenge him?”

      Devascus was surprised by the question. The last he had heard, he was out of favor with the Black Hall. He said, “I had not considered that a challenge from me would be welcome.”

      “I have been clear in my disapproval of your methods, but you are no less a master. It is your right to challenge.”

      “What of Landra or Palbry?”

      “Palbry may yet challenge. Landra is not ready. Briesh would wipe the floor with her. She knows that.”

      “But you think I have a chance?”

      “I did not say that. I merely stated that you have the right. Whether or not I think you will succeed is irrelevant.”

      Devascus stood but kept his hands clasped in front of his chest. “I see. You and Briesh both know I prefer my solitude. I will not challenge.”

      The grandmaster nodded. “That is good. Briesh is a worthy successor.”

      Devascus heard the inference behind the grandmaster’s words. Where Briesh was worthy, he was not. It was no matter. He preferred to stay on the fringes of the Black Hall’s reach. Devascus bowed, then collected the items from the desk and backed out of the room. He steadily made his way back to the ground level of the Black Hall, collected his deer skin, and left without a second thought for the people he had not seen in over half a decade.
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      Another branch snagged Wesson’s loose pantleg, and he struggled to free it before his horse moved forward enough to cause a tear. Ikestrius looked back at him from where he rode his own borrowed steed. He said, “You leave a trail so obvious a child could follow it.”

      Wesson blew out the breath that had been holding in his frustrations. “Are you sure this is a road? I am nearly certain it is no more than a game trail.”

      “What is the difference? Whether deer or horses, a path is a path.”

      “Surely there is another way. How do they receive goods? There must be a real road.”

      “There is a road that leads to the front entrance. It is a grand boulevard, smoothed with paving stones and lined with trees as old as the academy. We are, however, not celebrated visitors nor delivery persons. We have no goods, and it would be suspicious for us to approach that entrance. It is not the way. Any student or master of the Battle Mage Academy goes this way—or some other way—but not to the front gate.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “Which is precisely why it is done this way.”

      Wesson sighed. “The location of the academy is not a secret. Everyone knows it is here, a week’s ride north of Krelis. I don’t understand the need for the odd approach.” He glanced back to make sure Shiela had not gotten stuck in the thicket. She was ambling in his horse’s tracks without issue as usual. He turned back around and quickly ducked but not fast enough. A low branch scraped the top of his head and snatched a few of his hairs in the process. Wesson rubbed his sore crown and scowled at Ikestrius’s back.

      A burst of laughter from behind him stirred Wesson’s ire further. “Cheer up,” said Tica from where he brought up the rear. “We’re going to the Battle Mage Academy, Wess. This is so exciting. I can’t believe they let me come along.”

      “Only because I asked,” grumbled Wesson, still rubbing his head.

      Ikestrius said, “You are not joining the academy, Tica. You are merely a visiting student—an observer. Master Licentia agreed for you to come because it is a unique opportunity from which I assured her you would benefit. I am your supervisor for the time being. I expect you to act accordingly.”

      “I really appreciate this, Master. I’ll behave. I promise.”

      The master sighed and muttered, “I know not what I was thinking, allowing the two of you to travel together again.”

      Wesson said, “We are no longer children, Master. We are both journeymen.”

      “I am acutely aware of that. You are both my students, though, and I will not be ridiculed for any childish antics in which you involve yourselves.”

      “We would never,” said Tica just as a branch lashed Wesson from behind.

      Wesson quickly looked behind him to witness the final vestiges of the whiplash spell Tica had used to smack him. He was thinking of a way to get Tica back as his attention returned to the front only to be met by the master’s stern gaze. Wesson swallowed and ducked his head.

      The master said, “Tica would not be able to goad you so if you would only ward yourself, Journeyman Wesson.”

      Wesson ducked another low-hanging branch. “I was trying to keep a low profile. You seemed frustrated with my leaving a trail.”

      “We are three people, three horses, and a pack donkey. We are going to leave a trail, and we have no reason to cover our tracks. Practice pulling your protective ward closer into yourself. Surround your body, not the air around it.”

      “I—” He paused, considering his words carefully. Tica already knew the secret of his power, and a quick sensory spell found no one else in the vicinity. “I doubt I can construct one that precise using constructive power.”

      Ikestrius said, “We are alone, Wesson. You need not limit yourself in such a way.”

      “But what if someone from the Battle Mage Academy sees? What if word gets around about my power? What if they force me to join them?”

      “You are a journeyman now. You are no longer beholden to any academy. The only way you could be forced into service is by a kingdom-wide draft. Then you will have to serve regardless of your affinity. It would not take long for them to discover the truth in that case. Be thankful we are currently not at war.”

      “I’ve heard rumors—”

      “That we will not repeat,” snapped Ikestrius. “Still, it is probably best you keep a low profile while at the Battle Mage Academy unless you decide you want to join.”

      “I understand.”

      Tica chuckled. “Don’t worry, Master. Wesson can do boring. I’ve witnessed it. The whole Mage Academy witnessed it.”

      Wesson turned back to his friend. “I was not trying to be boring. I was trying to pass.”

      Tica rolled his eyes. “You don’t need to worry about my opinion. I know what you can really do. I’m pretty sure you could blow away the entire Battle Mage Academy if you wanted.”

      “Now you exaggerate,” Wesson mumbled.

      “You don’t know that. Have you ever let yourself go? I mean really let your power loose? I bet we haven’t seen the smallest spark of what you can do. You won’t let it get out of hand. You’re too prudent for that.”

      Wesson thought back to the sinking ship in Maylon. What he had done that evening had been his greatest feat so far, and it had been immense for a single mage. Even so, he had been struggling for control, not vying for greatness. The use of destructive power to do good required it. If he allowed his power to run rampant, he was sure chaos would ensue, and the prospect terrified him. He knew Tica was needling him and that his friend expected the same in response, but the screams of dying passengers still echoed loudly in his mind. He said, “I appreciate your faith in me, Tica. I promise it will not be misplaced.”

      Tica grumbled. “That wasn’t the response I was hoping for.”

      “I know,” said Wesson.

      “But it was the one I hope for,” said Ikestrius.

      His master’s horse suddenly disappeared around a bend. Wesson and then Tica followed him right out into an open field of green. Across the expanse and atop a hill, they could see a massive citadel, a bastion of strength and power, and it was ominous. The eighty-foot-high walls of red granite trimmed in black gabbro dwarfed the hill upon which it sat and everything around it for miles. From their vantage, Wesson could not see into the citadel, but he had seen diagrams of the place. It was an enormous rectangle surrounding a central field that spanned the apex of the hill. The buildings abutted the outer walls around the entire perimeter, and there were six towers arranged seemingly at random throughout the inner acreage. The towers themselves were constructed of the same red granite and black gabbro and stood at varying heights between eight and fifteen stories high. A few of the towers were connected by long arial paths built with metal tension cables. The tallest tower was slightly off-center and stood alone.

      Wesson could see Tica’s excitement as they approached the wall to one side of the main gate, which was currently closed. A smaller door that Wesson had not seen from afar was positioned a few yards from the larger one. It was just big enough to permit a horse and rider. As they stopped, Ikestrius indicated for them to remain mounted. He formed a spell, the same one he used when they had first visited the Mage Academy that Wesson now knew to be an identification spell. Once Ikestrius cast it at the door, they waited. It was not long before the door opened, and two men dressed as battle mages slipped through the opening to flank them on either side.

      “Master Ikestrius,” said the taller man, his thin lips moving almost invisibly under a thick mustache. The man had medium-length dark hair, hard eyes, and looked to have neglected shaving for several days. “We have been expecting you. These are your charges?”

      “Yes, Glade. Both are former students of mine, now journeymen.”

      Glade nodded toward Wesson and then Tica. His gaze returned to Wesson and a look of suspicion crossed his features. He said, “Are you sure this one’s a journeyman? He looks to have just left the nest.”

      “His name is Wesson. He came into his power early. I trained him for six years.”

      The man grunted. “I have never heard of anyone awakening so young. This will be interesting to see. Come. We have already prepared your rooms. You will all stay in the visitors’ hall.”

      Ikestrius led them through the small opening and dismounted once inside the walls, motioning for them to do the same. He turned to Glade and said, “If it is not too much trouble, I would have Journeyman Wesson stay with the trainees.”

      Glade’s eyebrows rose, and he looked at Wesson anew. “You have designs on becoming a battle mage?”

      A savage protest was on the tip of his tongue, but Wesson decided it would be best not to offend the man. Instead, he said, “I am honored for the opportunity to observe, but I am not yet decided in my goals.”

      Ikestrius rolled his eyes. “The journeyman has no desire to become a battle mage. We are here at the behest of Genevera.”

      “The archmage is sticking her nose in battle academy business again.”

      Ikestrius slid him a sidelong look. “It is under her jurisdiction as well.”

      “Right,” said Glade with a chuckle. “Try telling that to Rhone.”

      “Who is Rhone?” said Tica, unable to hide his excitement.

      “You call him Battle Master,” said Ikestrius. “He leads the Battle Mage Academy and essentially rules over all battle mages in Ashai.” He turned back to Glade. “Is he here?”

      “Aye. He returned from a summit in Channería last week. He will be pleased to see you. I am sure he will want to put your former students through their paces personally just to see how well you have trained them.”

      “They are not battle mages,” said Ikestrius.

      Glade grinned. “They might be when we are finished with them.”

      Wesson glanced back at Tica who wore a grin big enough to light the night. Tica met his gaze and sobered, but Wesson could see his enthusiasm tugging at the corners of his mouth. He said, “Can I bunk with Wesson and the trainees?”

      Glade’s eyebrows rose again. “You want to stay with the trainees? It is fine by me. I would warn you not to cause trouble, but I think you will learn quickly that is not a good idea here. Remember, these students are trained to kill.”

      Wesson swallowed the bile that rose in his throat. The Battle Mage Academy was the last place he wanted to be. He reminded himself that he had only to stick it out for three weeks and then he could go on his way. He still did not know what that way would be, but he was determined it would not be as a battle mage.”

      Following Ikestrius’s lead, Wesson and Tica removed their packs from their horses and Shiela as the second battle mage who had silently greeted them collected their reins. As the man led their horses away, Ikestrius said, “I will report to Rhone immediately.” He glanced at Wesson, then said, “I have things to discuss with him.” To Wesson and Tica, he said, “You go with Master Glade. He will have someone get you settled in the barracks.” The two men nodded to each other and Ikestrius strode away.

      Master Glade looked down at Wesson. “You are an odd one, aren’t you? Why are you here if you have no desire to become a battle mage?”

      “I was not given a choice,” said Wesson.

      The man frowned, then looked at Tica. “And you?”

      Tica grinned. “It would be awesome to be a battle mage, but I don’t think I have the talent for it. I’m certainly not a natural. I’ll learn what I can while I’m here, though.”

      Glade returned Tica’s smile and said, “That is what we like to hear. I will take you to the barracks myself. We have had a few beds open up recently.”

      “Oh?” said Tica. “Did the trainees graduate?”

      Glade growled, “Training accident. It happens sometimes. While you are here, you must comply with all rules and be on alert at all times. Otherwise, you could end up like those trainees.”

      Tica’s smile fell. “I’m sorry to hear that. I’m used to staying on alert with Wesson here.” Tica’s strong hand slapped Wesson on the back causing him to stumble.

      Glade met Wesson’s gaze. “You are a troublesome one, are you? That kind of thing will not be tolerated here. You could end up killing someone.” Wesson’s gaze dropped to the ground. The man grunted. “Something tells me it would not be the first time, would it?”

      Wesson did not meet the man’s eyes, but he mumbled, “No, Master.”

      Tica cleared his throat. “Um, I didn’t mean it that way. Wesson’s really good, especially with spellcrafting. He’s better than anyone I met at the Mage Academy. And he has really good control now. It was just when we were younger that he had problems.”

      “Hmph. I am glad to hear of his improvement. The trainees are apprentices. You two are journeymen. I expect you to show a good example. While you are here, though, you will be treated as trainee apprentices because, unless Ikestrius is yanking my chain, you have not been taught battle spells and tactics. I hope that does not rub your egos the wrong way; but, even if it does, you will just have to get over it. Understood?”

      “Yes, Master,” they said in unison.

      They followed Glade along the front wall for what felt like miles. Eventually, they came to an area that had five long buildings jutting away from the wall with small open areas in between. He took them to the fifth building that, like the others, was a single-story, basic, unadorned stone abode. Small glassless windows lined the front and side, and the door stood open. They stepped from the sun into the dark interior. Double bunks lined the back wall. Between them were small desks, each with two lamps and two chairs. At the end of each bunk was a chest and against the opposite wall was another chest. At the far end of the bunkhouse stood a full-length mirror in one corner, four sinks with plumbing, and two enclosed areas that Wesson assumed were either showers or latrines. He was glad to see that they were not required to use mundane outhouses. No one was in the bunkhouse at that time. Wesson assumed all the trainees were attending classes.

      Glade led Tica and Wesson to a bunk nearest the wash area. “This will be yours. Unfortunately, it is the least desirable bunk in the barracks, but it is the only empty one at this time. This is the barracks for Level Five apprentices.”

      “Level Five?” said Tica.

      “Students are not ranked by year here but by skill. Level Five is the highest. As journeymen, I expect your wards, at the very least, are sufficient to protect you from accidents, if not outright attacks. Be sure to set them when you sleep. It does not happen often at this level, but sometimes students accidentally cast while they dream, and some of our training can be traumatic. Stay here until someone retrieves you. Do not go wandering around. We would not want you to get lost or stumble into a live training area.”

      He pointed to the chest at the end of the bed and the one across from it. “You can place your belongings in those. There are harsh punishments for anyone caught thieving, but we do encourage the attempt. It keeps you on your toes.”

      Glade left, and Wesson looked up at Tica. His friend grinned and said, “Dibs on bottom bunk.”

      Wesson groaned, then lifted the lid of the closest trunk and dropped his belongings into it. The two packs contained everything he owned in the world. He had thought not to return to Ikestrius’s estate after passing his apprentice exam, since the most work for someone like him would be in the east. He started to cast a constructive ward around it then reconsidered. He was at the Battle Mage Academy that would have at least a few natural battle mages. They would be trained to break wards and at that level would probably be capable of it. He resigned himself to casting a combination ward of his own design using both constructive and destructive power. He turned to Tica.

      “Would you like me to ward your trunk?”

      Tica looked at Wesson’s ward, then dropped to his knees and leaned in to examine it more closely. “What is this? I’ve never seen one like it.”

      “It’s my own take on the ward that surrounds the Mage Academy. The archmage made me copy it once, remember? I have made it more efficient for something of this scale.”

      “Sure. Our trunks will be the safest trunks in the whole academy.”

      “I will key it to your aura so you can still access it.”

      “You can do that? I just started learning how to do that last month. How did you learn it so quickly?”

      Wesson shrugged. “I read about it. I thought it sounded like a useful skill.”

      “I’m sure glad you’re my friend and not my enemy. I pity anyone getting on your bad side.”

      A shuffle of footsteps sounded from the direction of the doorway, and Wesson and Tica turned. A young blonde woman in the short, black battle mage robes and pants stopped abruptly and stared at them. “Who are you?” she said. “This barracks is for Level Five trainees.”

      Tica took a few steps toward her and bowed with a flourish. Wesson rolled his eyes as Tica said, “I am Journeyman Ticarius. You may call me Tica. This is my friend, Journeyman Wesson. We’re visiting for a few weeks.”

      She blinked at them both, then turned on her heel and walked back out the way she came.

      “Well, that was weird,” muttered Tica.

      A moment later, the woman returned with another woman and a man. The second woman was slightly taller and had shoulder-length, straight black hair and pale skin. The man had short blonde hair and a short, well-groomed beard. All three of them looked to be in their mid-twenties. The newcomers did not look happy to see them.

      “What is this?” said the black-haired woman. “Are you here to spy on us?”

      Tica shared a confused glance with Wesson. He said, “Spy? Why would we do that?”

      “You are strangers. You don’t belong here. We had nothing to do with that accident, and that is what it was—an accident.”

      A gruff voice sounded from outside the bunkhouse. “Trainee Terella, you are addressing two superior mages. You will speak to them with the respect they deserve.”  Glade stepped into the bunkhouse behind the three who all turned to him and bowed.

      Terella’s gaze swept over them again, and she seemed to find them lacking. Her lip curled, and she said, “That one is just a generalist.”

      “Generalist or not, he is still a journeyman, and you are an apprentice.” Glade turned to them both but looked at Wesson. “Ikestrius has filled me in on some of the details. You are to dress appropriately while here. Do you have what you need?”

      Wesson’s gaze sought the ground again. “Yes, Master.”

      “Good, then I expect to see you wearing it at dinner.” He looked at the three trainees and said, “These three will escort you both to the dining hall and keep you company. You will introduce yourselves at the head table before you eat.”

      “Yes, Master,” they said in unison.

      The man left and the three trainees shuffled further into the barracks and claimed their bunks. Terella and the blonde man appeared disgruntled, but the blonde woman merely glanced at them curiously.

      Tica said, “What did he mean by dressing appropriately? We’re in our mage robes.”

      Wesson knelt beside his chest, dug into his pack and pulled out a bundle of black material. He unrolled the items and held them up for Tica to see.

      “Oh. I didn’t know you owned those.”

      “Master Ikestrius made me get them last month. I haven’t worn them. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to if I passed the apprentice exam.”

      Tica furrowed his brow then said, “I guess I can see why they’d want you to.” He fingered the soft black material. “They’re supposed to serve as a warning to anyone who might cause you trouble. It wouldn’t be fair if they don’t know what they’re going up against.”

      “If they don’t know what they’re going up against, they shouldn’t be giving me trouble in the first place.”

      “Fair enough, but it’s still probably a good idea around here.” He nodded over his shoulder to the others and whispered, “A lot of people here won’t respect you as a generalist.”

      Wesson grumbled but stepped around the bunk to remove his clothing anyway. He pulled on the loose, black pants then the long tunic. Next, he donned the black panels that were trimmed with a thick silver band and a thin red one. Finally, he fastened the belt at his waist and slipped his feet back into his new black boots. He stepped back around the bunk and looked at Tica.

      His friend whistled low and said, “You look really intimidating. You should wear those all the time. It suits you more than those grey mage robes, especially since I know what you can do.”

      Wesson was certain Tica did not know what he could do. He didn’t even know what he could do. Still, Tica knew him better than anyone, so his opinion mattered.

      “I really do not want to be pulled into anything that would involve someone wearing this.”

      Terella looked over at them, her eyes widened, then she closed the distance. “I see. I apologize, Journeyman. I didn’t realize you were a battle mage—and a natural at that.”

      Wesson frowned at her. “It should not have mattered. You were rude.”

      She had the sense to avert her gaze. Her cheeks flushed and she looked back up. “It will not happen again.”

      It riled Wesson that the woman thought she could walk all over him just because he was a generalist. He said, “You are lucky I am not your enemy. You would have sorely underestimated me. That can be deadly.”

      She bowed lower than normal and said, “You are correct, of course, Journeyman. Thank you for teaching me this lesson. I accept whatever punishment you deem appropriate.”

      Wesson had not considered punishing the woman. He had never punished anyone in his life. Even as a journeyman, he would not normally be authorized to dish out punishments. That task was for masters, but the woman had agreed to accept it if he did.

      He looked way from her and grumbled, “Do not do it again. And … learn some manners.”

      She blew out a breath and said, “Yes, Journeyman. I will sign up for the etiquette class. I have already taken the basic course and had not planned to take the advanced one, but you have shown me that I could benefit from it.”

      Wesson nodded curtly. “So be it.” It was more than he had considered, and it gave him hope that the woman was truly contrite.

      “I am Trainee Terella.” She pointed to the man and then the other woman. “These are Trainee Maico and Trainee Anda.”

      Wesson nodded. “I am Journeyman Wesson, and this is Journeyman Ticarius.”

      Tica stepped forward, “I go by Tica.”

      Maico walked forward and said, “It is a pleasure to meet you, Journeymen Wesson and Tica. Would you like us to escort you to the dining hall now?”

      “Yes, that would be great,” said Tica.

      As they walked, Terella and Maico flanked Tica ahead of him, while Anda stayed back with Wesson. Anda was quiet, and Wesson noted that Terella kept glancing over her shoulder at him.

      “So,” said Anda, “you did not train at the battle academy?”

      “No, Master Ikestrius trained us personally.” He looked over at her as she tucked a lock of blonde hair behind one ear and looked at him.

      “That’s really impressive. I’ve heard he’s a great battle mage.”

      Wesson nodded. “So I have heard. He did not train us as battle mages, though. Tica attends the Mage Academy. It will not be long before he tests for mage. I, well, I have not decided what I will do yet.”

      “You are not coming here?”

      Wesson debated saying something more judicious but decided on honesty. “I never intended to come here. I have no desire to be a battle mage.”

      She glanced down at his stripes. “It looks like you don’t have a choice.”

      Wesson glanced up and saw Terella looking at him again. “I passed my apprentice exam using constructive power.”

      Anda stared at him with wide eyes. “How? That should not be possible if your primary affinity is for nocent power.”

      He shrugged. “I practiced a lot.”

      She was quiet for another minute, then she said, “I am a natural, too—sort of. I only have a tiny amount of nocent, but it was enough to mess up my ratio. I’m just glad I was strong enough still to get into the Battle Mage Academy. I worried, at first, that I would fail in my first year, but they taught me to hone my power. I should be graduating within the year.”

      Wesson looked at her and smiled. “Congratulations. Have you found a position?”

      “I have a few tentative offers from borderland noble houses, one near Sandea and the other near Jerea. I’ve never been to the north. I hear it’s cold in the mountains. I doubt I’ll get there, though.”

      “Why is that?”

      She glanced ahead at the others. “There’s talk of a draft. Surely, you’ve heard of it. It looks like King Caydean is going to start building up the military. If he plans to go to war, he will call in the battle mages. We’ll all be required to report for duty.”

      Wesson shook his head. “Not me. I’m just a generalist.”

      Her eyes widened as she looked at him. “Is that why you did it? Are you a pacifist?”

      He nodded. “I suppose you could say that. Not completely, though. I mean, I believe there are times when fighting is necessary. I just—I do not want to be the one to do it.” He glanced up to see Terella scowling at him, and he realized how that sounded. He hurried on. “I am not a coward. I do not fear battle—at least, no more than anyone else. It is only that I would prefer to help people rather than hurt them. I wish I had been born a healer.”

      “I suppose I can understand that,” said Anda. “You’re the sensitive sort. It does take a bit of hardening to become what we are. You could learn that here. You would probably be happier.”

      “How is that?”

      “You would learn to accept who you are and have pride in your talents. After a bit of hardening, you wouldn’t oppose so strongly doing what needs to be done.”

      Wesson did not know what to say to that. Anda was probably right. The Battle Mage Academy would turn him into exactly what everyone seemed to think he should be, but it was not who he wanted to be.

      He said, “Have you ever killed anyone, Anda?”

      She shook her head. “No, and I hope I never have to, but I will if it becomes necessary.”

      “I have—more than once. I did not mean to, but I suppose given the circumstances, it was necessary. If I had more control at the time, I might have subdued them. I think of those lost souls every day. They were bad men—all of them. But what if they could have learned to be good? What if they were denied that chance of redemption because I took their lives before their time?”

      “Redemption? No, I think probably if they were bad enough to need to be killed, they were beyond redemption. And who is to say it wasn’t their time? You killed them. It was their time to go.”

      “It was not my choice to kill them. Even if I had made that choice, what right did I have?”

      “I suppose that depends on why you killed them.” She tilted her head and looked at him thoughtfully. “From what little I know of you, I would say you were protecting someone. Yourself? Someone else? They were going to hurt someone. That was their choice. They gave you the right when they made that choice.”

      “I suppose there is some sense in that. Still, it does not assuage the guilt and grief I feel.”

      “Perhaps that never goes away, but I’m sure it will get better with time.”

      “I hope not.” Terella was looking at him again, this time with an inscrutable expression. “I hope it never gets easier to kill people.”

      Anda hooked her arm around his and said, “I like you, Journeyman Wesson. I hope we can be friends.”

      

      The dining hall was at the juncture of two outer walls, and it was quite large. Dozens of round tables filled its center, each covered in black linens and set with silverware and porcelain. Silver goblets and glassware dotted the table settings so that everything glistened under the firelit chandeliers. Tica and Wesson were led to a table near the front center that looked just like all the other tables. They sat surrounded by their escorts and were shortly joined by several more trainees and a master.

      The master leaned in and introduced himself as Master Imbrel. “Welcome, Journeymen. We are honored to have two of Ikestrius’s finest students dining with us tonight. We should not keep you long. I am sure you are exhausted from your travels.

      “Thank you, Master Imbrel. We’re glad to be here,” said Tica.

      Wesson merely nodded and said, “Yes, thank you.”

      The master smiled and said, “Dinners are a formal affair here. We expect students to represent us well in their posts following graduation from the Battle Mage Academy. They are taught proper dining etiquette, which I am sure you have learned from Ikestrius.”

      “Yes, Master,” they said.

      “Good, then you should probably present yourselves to the head table now before the food arrives. It will get quite busy in here with all the servers flitting between tables.”

      Wesson and Tica excused themselves from the table and wove between the others to arrive at the head table in the front of the room. It was set upon a short dais, and six masters were arranged around it in a semi-circle, Ikestrius being one of them. They waited to be recognized, then bowed at the waist before straightening. Tica, being Wesson’s senior, introduced them.

      “Greetings, Masters. I am Journeyman Ticarius, generally known as Tica, and this is Journeyman Wesson. We are grateful for your hospitality and honored to be joining you for these next few weeks. Thank you for having us.”

      A man whom Wesson presumed to be the battle master of the academy sat back in his chair. He wore fine battle robes with silver and brown-trimmed panels. He lifted his goblet then flicked his fingers in the air motioning to a footman that stood near the table. He and another steward quickly grabbed two chairs and placed them along the unoccupied side of the table.

      “Please, sit,” said the battle master. Wesson and Tica quickly took their seats. The man barely spared a glance for Tica. His gaze settled on Wesson as she spoke. “I am Battle Master Rhone. I am pleased to host Ikestrius’s former students. I did not know until today that he had a natural battle mage under his tutelage. If I had known, I might have snagged you from him sooner.”

      Wesson’s gaze flicked to Ikestrius who did not look his way. Ikestrius said, “The archmage and I had other plans for him, as you know, Rhone.”

      Rhone took a drink from his goblet and set it back on the table. “Hmm. So we have discussed.” The man sounded as if he disapproved of Ikestrius’s plans—which were really Wesson’s plans, he hoped. “Still, I look forward to seeing what he can do.” He leaned forward and caught Wesson’s gaze. “Did you really pass your apprentice exam using only constructive vimara?”

      “I did, Battle Master.”

      The man shook his head. “Impossible. Tell me your secret. Did you disguise your nocent power in some way? I would kill for that skill.”

      Wesson’s heart thudded in his chest. He could not convince himself that the Battle Master of Ashai had not just threatened him. He quickly said, “On my honor, Battle Master, I did not use nocent during the exam.”

      The man’s eyes darkened, and he leaned further forward. “Your honor means little here. Swear it by mage oath.”

      “Rhone, that is not—”

      The battle master sliced his hand through the air cutting off whatever protest Ikestrius had prepared.

      “Do it,” he said, his voice gruff and threatening.

      Wesson swallowed hard, triggered his vimara, and said, “By Mage Oath, I swear I used only constructive power during my apprentice exam.” His vimara squirmed and then slipped over his skin. The fact that he did not immediately begin seizing or vomiting or simply cease to live demonstrated that he spoke truth.

      The battle master’s furious gaze held his own for a matter of seconds, then released. The man sat back and released a heavy breath. “Very well, I am satisfied that you speak truth. The Reader must be mistaken. I do not believe you could access, much less control your constructive power if you are a natural battle mage.” He turned to Ikestrius who was looking at Wesson with surprise. Wesson wondered if his master had not suspected him of cheating all along. Rhone said, “You should have him read again, Ikestrius. Reader Kessa was wrong.”

      “Once you see what he can do, you will know that she was not. Journeyman Wesson has trained himself to possess the greatest control I have ever seen in a mage. He is able to subdue his natural nocent power to access and control the constructive. He did this in spite of my belief that it was not possible. He is not a great mage, but he is deserving of his title. I truly believe that if we could convince him to embrace his natural talent, he would be the greatest battle mage ever to exist in any of the kingdoms.”

      Wesson was shocked. His master was not known for being generous with his compliments, and he had just graced Wesson with the highest honor in front of the battle master and several others. Ikestrius’s declaraton seemed only to stir the man’s anger, though.

      He said, “I will not be toyed with, Ikestrius.” He leaned over the table again and pointed at Wesson. “You had better perform to your master’s claim. You will show me what you can do while you are here. I want to know that you are deserving of those robes you wear.”

      A chill went down Wesson’s spine. He did not even want to wear the battle mage robes. He had been perfectly content as a generalist. Well, not perfectly, but more so than he felt wearing the dress of a fraud. The battle master was right. Despite his natural affinity, he was no battle mage.

      The battle master sat back and waved his hand away from the table. “You are dismissed.”

      Wesson and Tica both abandoned their seats as quickly as they had taken them and hurried back toward their table. Tica looked over his shoulder and mouthed to Wesson, “Scary.” By the time they took their seats, the drinks were being served. Everyone they had not yet met introduced themselves, and Master Imbrel selected one young man to “play host” and lead the conversation.

      Most of the questions, surprisingly, were directed toward Tica. The trainees asked a multitude of questions about his time at the Mage Academy. Some of them had attended the academy before transferring to the battle academy, and they were eager to catch up on the gossip. Although Wesson was largely ignored, he caught each of them furtively glancing his way every so often.

      Maico, who sat to Wesson’s left, leaned in and whispered, “They’re scared of you.”

      That surprised Wesson. He had done nothing to upset anyone, as far as he knew. “Why?” he said.

      “Because you’re a natural battle mage. They’re rare here, and the naturals tend to stick together.” He nodded toward a table two over from theirs. It was filled with trainees with silver-trimmed panels—seven in all. Several of the students were looking his way. “Not to mention you have a primary of nocent and a secondary of fire. That’s pretty serious.”

      Wesson looked around his own table and noticed that the others refused to meet his gaze. “They are afraid to speak to me? Do they think I will attack them here at the table?”

      “No”—he nodded toward the other table again—“but some of the others may decide to remind them of their places. You’re not a trainee, though. It would be inappropriate for the other students to avoid you, but you’ll have to speak to them first if you want to converse with them.”

      Wesson didn’t know how to feel about that. He had always been the one bullied by his peers back in Benbrick, and his fellow students at Ikestrius’s estate had enjoyed many a laugh at his expense. He had never been the one with the power—at least not socially. He found that it made him extremely uncomfortable.

      “You are not afraid?” he said to Maico.

      Maico paused as if unsure how to answer. Then he said, “They will likely know by now that Terella, Anda, and I were assigned to you. Anda would have told them. It’s our job to make sure you don’t get bored.”

      That put Wesson a little more into his comfort zone. It was not unusual for people to ignore him unless they were forced to interact with him. “I appreciate that,” he muttered.

      Maico seemed to get his meaning. He quickly shook his head. “No, I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant that they won’t give us trouble for talking to you, you know, out of a formal setting. They’re probably wondering why you weren’t seated at their table. You should expect to be approached fairly quickly. They will all want to meet the visiting journeyman natural battle mage. Some may even think to test you, so you’d best keep up your guard.”

      “They would do that?”

      “Sure. It’s encouraged here. If you can’t fend off your comrades, how can you expect to defeat your enemies? I saw the ward you placed on your trunk. That was pretty impressive. I don’t have any nocent power, myself, but I’ve been trained in what to look for. I’ve never seen anyone combine the two into one ward. Usually, that would take the power of two mages to accomplish.”

      Wesson glanced at the other table. A few of them were still looking his way. He nodded, and they quickly turned. He said, “I have control over both.”

      “I know. That’s pretty amazing. Willow will never believe me.”

      “Who is Willow?”

      “She’s my girlfriend. She’s a trained battle mage like me, fourth level.” He waved his hand toward the other side of the room. “She’s over there eating with some of her friends. Usually, we eat together.”

      “I am sorry to keep you from her.”

      “It’s no problem. Now I’ll have something interesting to tell her. Would it be okay if I introduced you? She would be really excited about that.”

      Wesson could not imagine why someone would be so excited to meet him. The students at the Mage Academy had completely ignored him after his poor showing, and he had yet to demonstrate skills of any kind at the battle academy. It seemed the mere state of being a natural battle mage would earn him some renown.

      “Um, sure, if you like,” he said.

      Maico released a breath as if he had been holding it in anticipation of Wesson refusing. Wesson thought it was perhaps the first time anyone had eagerly anticipated introducing him to someone—except for perhaps Tica and his friends; but that had truly not been about him. Tica’s friends cared about Tica’s happiness. It had always been easy for Tica to make friends. Even now, he spoke freely and openly. People were drawn to his natural charisma and playful nature. Wesson envied him, not for the friends he made, but for his ability to make them. He glanced at his table mates who would not look at him, then dropped his gaze and ate his meal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Devascus dropped to the floor, rocked onto his back, then rolled forward to his feet and stood. He repeated the action twenty-nine more times before moving on to his next exercise. He twisted, kicking out to the side with his right leg, took a step, then twisted the other way and kicked out with his left leg. He moved across the empty space from one wall to its opposite, then turned around and repeated the moves in the other direction.

      He focused on his breathing and the power of his muscles as he spun and jumped. He did not think about the journeyman mage while he trained. He did not think about the time the young boy had nearly killed him or the pain he had endured before he could find the healer. He did not think about the master battle mage that protected him or the fact that Wesson was currently spending weeks at the Battle Mage Academy. No, those thoughts invaded his mind as he punched the heavy sandbag that hung from the ceiling. He growled and punched it again and again. With each punch, he grew angrier.

      He was not just angry with the boy. He was angry with Berringish. The man had stayed Devascus’s hand in killing the boy throughout his youth when he was weak and easily targeted. Now, the journeyman was surrounded by battle mages who would no doubt be honing his skills as a combatant. He was also angry with himself for allowing that child, three years before, to best him. It had been a surprise and no doubt a hefty amount of luck that the boy had gotten the upper hand. Devascus had underestimated him. He had not known the true nature of the boy’s power at the time. If he had, he would have done things differently.

      That led him to another thought. Had Berringish known? Had he known he was sending Devascus after a natural battle mage? Devascus knew now that Berringish had to have suspected. It was only after the boy had passed his apprentice exam that Berringish had lost interest. He had probably decided, like Devascus had, that the boy was not a threat once he showed the ability—poor as it may be—to wield constructive power. Devascus knew better, though. Somehow, the boy had been able to suppress his natural affinity for a constructive one. It was unheard of, but Devascus had witnessed his true power firsthand on the docks of Maylon.

      He had contemplated reporting that information to Berringish to see if the man would reinstate the kill order against the boy. If he had, Devascus would not have had to lie to the grandmaster. Then, he had decided he would rather go it alone. Berringish might have thought to, instead, try to harness the boy’s powers for his own designs. Devascus wouldn’t have that. He wanted the boy dead. He had no qualms about killing children, unlike some of his kind; but then again, Wesson was a boy no longer. He was a man—a journeyman. For now. If Devascus’s plan worked, Wesson would soon be eating earthworms six feet under. He could wait another month for the boy’s return trip to Kaibain, or he could try to get him alone before his master’s return to the academy. Either way, Wesson would not be making it back to Ikestrius’s estate.

      Devascus threw not only his weight but also his power into the next punch. The punching bag burst in a spray of sand that nearly reached all four walls of the rather large, abandoned warehouse. He growled his frustration and stormed over to the desk in the corner of the room. He bent to snag the ladle sitting in the bucket on the floor and filled his mug with the tepid water before downing it in one long draw. The cup landed on the desk with a thump and Devascus leaned over to peer at the sickeningly sweet letter once more. The boy had a weakness, something he could work to his advantage. He could have kicked himself for not thinking of the plan sooner. He could have grabbed the girl while he was still in the west. Of course, then he would have had to feed her for more than a month until the boy’s return from the academy. No, what he had in mind would be just as effective and far less troublesome.
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      “Stop right there! Where do you think you are going?” said a middle-aged, rotund master.

      Wesson paused in his tracks and turned. The man was hurrying as fast as his pudgy legs would carry him down the corridor that connected the Level Five barracks to the entrance of the live battlefield. “Excuse me?” he said.

      The man shook his finger at Wesson as he covered the last few paces that separated them. He bent, resting his hands on his knees as he caught his breath. The man’s greying brown hair was thin and wispy on the sides of his otherwise bald pate. His cheeks and nose were flushed, and his pale blue eyes bulged slightly with every heaving breath. Eventually, he straightened and said, “First level students are not permitted near the battlefield. It is too dangerous. Do you realize the kinds of spells being slung out there? You could get yourself killed.”

      Wesson looked at him with confusion before it dawned on him. He turned all the way around so the man could see him better and said, “I am not a first level student, Master. I am a journeyman, visiting from the west. I have been asked to audit a class taking place in about five minutes on the live battlefield. This is the way, yes?”

      The man frowned at him, and his gaze dropped to Wesson’s apparel. His tunic was shorter and his panels wider than those of a student. They were also of better quality and the ribbon and stitching on the trim were silk rather than dyed wool.

      “Oh, I see. My apologies, Journeyman. It’s just that you look so young.”

      “I am young.”

      “Quite.” He cleared his throat. “I do not mean to keep you. Let us walk together.”

      “Yes, Master.” Wesson turned and waited for the man to start walking before he said, “I am Journeyman Wesson. It is a pleasure to meet you …”

      “Master Verayus. The pleasure is mine, I am sure. I am the instructor for the Warring Wands class you are to audit. I was on my way there when I saw you. I meant no offense.”

      “None taken, Master. I imagine it would be bad for a level one student to wander in there.”

      “Indeed. I doubt he or she would make it out alive. I require all students to maintain a tertiary refractory ward at all times—something they do not learn until fourth level.”

      Wesson nodded. “I have been toying with integrating an absorption disk into the second replication of a tertiary refractory ward.”

      “Oh? To what end?

      “Well, rather than refracting the entire magnitude of the impacting spell, it would absorb much of the power—I estimate about seventy percent—and reappropriate it back into the ward itself, thereby strengthening the ward against subsequent attacks rather than eroding it.”

      “Would that not cause an instability in the isotropic field?”

      Wesson shook his head. “No, I use an enthalpy brace on the primary foundation.”

      “Genius. How did you ever come up with something like that?”

      He shrugged. “Spellcraft is one of my strengths. I enjoy coming up with new spells.”

      The man’s bushy, grey eyebrows rose. “That is also unusual. Not many spellcrafters at the battle academy, I’m sorry to say. The few who come here are usually graduates of the Mage Academy, not natural battle mages.”

      “That is unfortunate,” Wesson said. “I admit the spell I’ve been working on is a combination of constructive and destructive power, therefore it would generally require two mages working in conjunction to pull it off.”

      “Generally?”

      Wesson almost regretted saying anything, but he enjoyed talking to people who understood what he was talking about too much to terminate the conversation. He said, “As you can see by my panels, my natural affinity is for destructive power. I have worked hard, however, to develop my constructive abilities as well. I am certified as a Journeyman Mage, not a battle mage. I can wield both.”

      “Impossible,” the man sputtered. “I am very much looking forward to seeing you perform this spell of yours.”

      “I have not actually had the chance to try it out yet. I only thought of the idea over breakfast this morning.”

      “You designed the entire thing over breakfast?”

      Wesson nodded. “I think a lot, especially when there is no one with whom to hold a conversation.”

      “Were you not joined at breakfast? Perhaps by some of the students?”

      “No, it seems they fear me. I do not understand why.”

      “Hmm. You are a natural battle mage and a journeyman, and you do look very young. They may be intimidated.”

      Wesson tugged at his tunic. “I would rather wear my other robes. No one is intimidated by a generalist.”

      “A generalist? Ha! Why would you want to be one of those?”

      Wesson did not feel like getting into the truth of it, so he simply said, “It is unassuming.”

      “I cannot argue with you there. No one here would give a generalist a second glance unless it was to tease him. It would be unfair not to warn others of your abilities anyhow. Still, if you really were at war, posing as a generalist would not be a bad idea if you could get over the shame of it.”

      It frustrated Wesson that people thought so poorly of generalists, but he said nothing as they entered the meeting room at the edge of the battlefield. The room was small with only open holes where the doors and windows had been cut out. The floor was dirt with a few pads covering the walkway, and the furnishing consisted only of some benches along two walls. The class consisted of nine fifth-level and three fourth-level students who were already gathered in waiting.

      Master Verayus cleared his throat and raised his hands to get everyone’s attention. “Hello, class. Today, we are joined by Journeyman Wesson here. He will be participating in our exercises.” He looked at Wesson. “From what I understand, you were not trained in this exercise.”

      “No,” said Wesson. “I have not used wands at all, although I have constructed enchanted devices.”

      The man’s eyebrows arched again. “I see. Interesting.” He turned to the class. “This week you will have the opportunity to see what a wand can do in battle. I know, I know. Most instructors eschew the use of wands. They are considered to be crutches for the weak and those incapable of learning to focus their vimara enough to cast. In battle, however, a wand can be a lifesaver. Battles happen fast. Mages can become overwhelmed when trying to think of spells to counter those of their opponents and go on the offensive. There are many distractions. People are all over the place, running about, screaming, crying, dying. There are clashes of shields and swords, the squeals of injured and frightened horses, even explosions—particularly if other mages are present. Dirt, blood, ash, entrails, and excrement are flung in every direction. There may be wind or rain or snow, even lightning and thunder. Amidst all that chaos is you.” He held up a finger. “One person. It does not matter how many comrades you have on the field. At any moment during active conflict, you will feel alone. No matter how brave you are, you will be afraid. It is natural, and it is that fear that keeps us fighting. It keeps us alive.

      “As you stand there amidst the chaos, alone and afraid, you will cling to one thing. Your wand. That wand will keep you grounded. It is your peace. It is your savior. It is your partner, and it will pull you through to the other side. Within that wand are the spells you knew during peace. It contains the spells to keep you safe, and it contains the spells to rain damnation upon your foes. Within that wand is your focus, your intent, and your will. It is true. You do not need a wand to go into battle. But, if you take one, you will maintain the confidence you need to reach a place of peace once again.”

      The man withdrew a long, thin box from the brown leather satchel he carried at his side. He opened it to reveal a pile of tapered, black wands carved from ebony and tipped with smooth onyx. Each was exactly like the others and buffed to a shine. He held the box out to Wesson, then went around the room offering one to each of the students. Next, he pulled a wad of leather loops from his satchel. He held one out to Wesson as he spoke to the class.

      “You will find a small hole at the base of your wand—that is the wider end. Place the leather loop through the hole and loop it back on itself. You will wear the loop around your wrist at all times. Your wand does you no good if you lose it somewhere on the battlefield. You must be able to grip it within a second’s notice. Allow it to hang from your wrist and take a few minutes to practice slinging it up and catching it so that you’re ready to cast.”

      Wesson did as the master bade. It took him several tries to get the hang of catching the dangling wand by the grip. He liked the feel of the smooth wood. The onyx tip on the thinner end perfectly weighted the wand to rest comfortably in his hand. He did not like the idea of depending on an object to keep him alive, though. Still, he would participate in the class and do his best not to embarrass himself.

      The master continued. “For the next week, I want you all to carry these with you everywhere you go. You will practice catching it until it becomes second nature. Walking to and from classes, crossing the courtyard, standing in line, standing up, or lying down—I do not care what you are doing—I want to see you catching that wand. If one arm gets tired, switch it to the other. Understand?”

      Wesson held back a groan. It was another redundant exercise, but he was a journeyman now, and he had to be a set example for the students. That meant supporting the master and demonstrating a willingness to learn, no matter how tedious the task.

      The rest of the class consisted of spellcasting at dummies and sometimes at each other. Wesson understood why a firm handle on a tertiary refractory ward was needed. The kinds of aggressive spells they were casting would easily break through a weaker ward. Of course, Wesson knew a hundred ways to get around the wards they were using, but that was not the lesson the students were supposed to learn. He could see how the wand would be useful, particularly for someone who had not spent six years focusing on control; but he doubted he would continue to use one after he finished auditing the class. He supposed it never hurt to acquire a new skill, though; and, if nothing else, he would learn the limitations of wand casting in case he ever had to fend off someone using one in the future.

      The next class was titled The Poisoned Apothecary, and he decided after one class it was an apt title. He felt that poisons and toxins fell under the purview of an assassin, rather than a battle mage. The entire subject made him uncomfortable, especially considering it had not been that long ago that he had come face to face with his own assassin—a man that had vowed to kill him unless he had allowed hundreds of people to die. Although the assassin had seemingly disappeared of late, he knew better than to let down his guard. He had been watched for six years. He doubted the man was just going to stop because he had seen Wesson use his power to save some people in a sinking ship.

      By the time dinner came around, Wesson was starving. He found Tica at a table with several of the students he had already met. As Wesson sat down, Tica said, “Can I have your roll?”

      “What? Why do you not get your own?”

      “I did. I’m still hungry.”

      Wesson passed the roll to his friend. It was an old tradition from the days when they shared a table at Ikestrius’s estate.

      “So how were the classes?”

      Wesson considered the question carefully before answering. He did not wish to offend anyone at the table. “It has been a long time since I had classes with other students. After you and the others left, it was just me with Ikestrius. It is a different kind of learning.”

      Tica laughed as he reached for his goblet. “I can’t imagine being stuck with Ikestrius all alone for three years.”

      Wesson took a bite of mashed potatoes, swallowed, then said, “It was not so bad. I learned a lot.”

      Anda, who sat across the table from him, said, “I heard Ikestrius had been offered a job as a master here, and he turned it down. Why would he do that? It seems like the best kind of job. He’d just be working with other mages. No need to worry about the petty mundane politics of squabbling nobles.”

      “I think it was for the notoriety,” said Tica. “He didn’t make a name for himself by staying at the academy. He’s a real war hero. King Bordran issued him the Crown’s Honor for his service. Not to mention he demonstrated great skill at the showcases while he was still participating. He would not have been allowed to participate as a master.”

      “I think he did not care for teaching,” muttered Wesson.

      Tica laughed again. “I bet you’re right, although it makes you wonder why he took in a bunch of strays like us. Porelly and Oleshta were obviously never going to bring him any kind of honor. And you, well, we both know you’re a mess.”

      “Right,” said Wesson with a smirk. “That means it’s all on you to become Ikestrius’s glorious progeny.”

      “Whoa, don’t talk crazy,” said Tica. “I think Liska’s bent on filling that role, although if you stick with those black duds, she wouldn’t have a chance in catching you. Does this place have you reconsidering your decisions?”

      Wesson glanced at the others who were all following the conversation closely. Even Terella, who was doing her best to appear uninterested, looked his way.

      “I, um, it is only the first day. We will see what the next few weeks bring.”

      Tica slapped Wesson on the back nearly propelling him into his plate. “That’s the spirit. We’ll make something out of you yet.” He pointed down at Wesson’s arm. “What’s that?”

      Wesson raised his hand and said, “Oh, this is a wand. I am supposed to keep it on me to practice with at all times.”

      Maico and another male student Wesson had not yet met snickered. The former said, “Master Verayus’s class? Did you get the whole “battle is messy” speech? It’s a load of hogwash if you ask me. No battle mage worth his salt would be seen carrying a wand—uh, present company excluded, of course. I’m sure you’ll ditch it at the end of the week, though. We all do.”

      Wesson eyed the wand. In truth, he felt the same. Instead, he said, “It is a skill worth learning.”

      The young men snickered again. The second boy said, “Yeah, if you’re in need of something to forget.”

      It bothered Wesson that the students thought so poorly of Master Verayus. The man had been knowledgeable and cordial. He showed a keen interest in Wesson’s spellcraft, which had been refreshing. Most people, even seasoned mages, balked at the intricate knowledge necessary for spellcraft. It was not a popular subject with the more tactile casters.

      Wesson snapped the wand into his hand as he had practiced and examined its shiny length. He said, “Perhaps I can find a use for it that would be more appealing to the younger generation.”

      Terella’s laugh held more scorn than humor. “Younger generation? How old are you? Fifteen? The only use for that wand would be to stick it up your—”

      “Trainee Penn!” said a cold voice from behind Wesson. Terella looked up and froze. The voice continued. “That is extremely inappropriate and certainly not the way in which a lady of this academy should comport herself. You also forget yourself. Journeyman Wesson is a visiting mage deserving of respect—as is Master Verayus. You will report to the task master’s office at once.”

      Wesson did not move until the owner of the voice rounded the table and stood behind the seat Terella had just vacated. Wesson dipped his head and greeted the man. “Battle Master Rhone. Greetings. Would you care to join us?”

      The others glanced at Wesson like he was insane, but Wesson held the battle master’s gaze without concern. He had done nothing wrong.

      “No, thank you,” said Rhone. “Some of the masters and I are having a war meeting tomorrow evening. It is not for a present-day war, of course. We get together every so often and review historical battles. We discuss ways in which the battles might have gone differently using modern tactics. I would like for you to join us.”

      Wesson did not bother to hide his surprise. “Yes, Battle Master. Of course, I would be honored.”

      The man nodded once and said, “Be at the Central War Room one hour past dinner tomorrow.”

      “Yes, Battle Master. Thank you.”

      The battle master’s gaze roved over the faces of the students at the table, then he walked away without another word. Several of the students released pent breaths.

      “By the Maker, I can’t believe that just happened,” said Maico. “Did you see Terella’s face?”

      “I think I would have wet myself,” said Maico’s friend.

      Wesson dug into his food. After a moment’s silence, he realized everyone was staring at him.

      “What?”

      Maico said, “Are you serious? Not only did the battle master speak to you, but he also invited you to join him and the masters for their war games. Aren’t you terrified?”

      Wesson shook his head. “No. Why would I be?”

      “He’s the battle master.”

      “So?” After a quick survey of their wide-eyed gazes, he set his fork down and said, “He is here to instruct you, as are the other masters. It is important to have a healthy respect for your superiors, but you cannot afford to freeze in their presence. Attending some meeting about historical battles is hardly akin to being in an actual battle. If you freeze up here, what are you going to do out there?”

      “What do you know of it?” said Maico’s friend. “Have you ever been in a battle? We’ve been at peace for a long time.”

      Wesson glanced at Tica. His friend looked at him grimly then shrugged. Wesson said, “More or less. I have been attacked a few times—almost killed even. You do not have to be at war to encounter violence.” He lifted the wand. “Maybe this is useful. Maybe it is not. It never hurts to have more weapons in your weapons rack, though. But the most important thing you need when fighting for your life is a clear head. Freezing up will get you killed.”

      Maico leaned in and lowered his voice. “Have you ever killed anyone?”

      Wesson dipped his head and shoveled another bite of food into his mouth.

      Tica said, “He doesn’t like to talk about that. Drop it.”

      The others were silent for a while, but eventually another conversation caught their interest. After dinner, Wesson and Tica decided to explore one of the pathways through the grounds that was open to students. They came upon an area with several benches and a wading fountain that consisted of a large, relatively flat area covered in water. Every so often, jets of water spurted into the air near the center of the pool. Wesson and Tica removed their boots and stood with their feet in the cool water. Wesson took a seat on one of the low benches and watched as Tica entertained him with some of the aquis spells he had learned while at the Mage Academy. A few other students who wandered by stopped to watch the spectacle and clapped when Tica was finished. They moved on as Tica came to sit on the bench beside Wesson.

      Tica was quiet for a few minutes before he said, “What do you think it’s all about?”

      “What what is all about?”

      “The invitation. The battle master didn’t invite me to attend the meeting.” He waved a hand toward the buildings. “There are other journeymen here—journeymen battle mages even. You’re just a visiting journeyman mage. Why does he care to invite you to something like that?”

      Wesson shrugged.

      Tica continued. “When we met him, he barely even looked at me. He almost challenged you, though.”

      Wesson had noticed. Even Ikestrius had looked uncomfortable with his first encounter with the battle master. And, it had been a completely inappropriate use of the mage oath.

      “I cannot say,” said Wesson. “Maybe he just does not understand me. I imagine that would be concerning for someone like him.”

      “I think he wants something from you. I think it’s a test,” said Tica.

      Wesson looked at him askance. “A test? What could he possibly want from me? I am nobody. I have won no showcases, I barely passed my apprentice exam, and I do not even want to be a battle mage.”

      Tica’s gaze slid to him from the side. “Is there something you’re not telling me?

      Wesson blinked at him. “Like what? You are my best friend—my only friend. What could I be keeping from you?”

      “The battle master said Ikestrius had filled him in on something. I don’t think you being a natural battle mage would be important enough to gain his interest—not even with the ability to wield constructive power. There must be more.”

      Wesson looked at his feet swaying in the clear water. There was something he had not told Tica. It had not seemed important at the time, but it could possibly answer Tica’s question as to why the battle master was interested in him. He looked at his friend and considered that it might be best not to drag Tica into his mess. In the end, he decided Tica should know the truth about him.

      He said, “I was not hiding it, exactly. I suppose it is more about being in denial. It is not important to me. You understand? I have no desire to be a battle mage.”

      “I know that.”

      Wesson erected a sound ward to keep others from hearing their conversation. As he did so, he continued flipping the wand in his hand per Master Verayus’s instructions. Then, he said, “It is something the reader told me. I am not just a natural battle mage. It is about my ratio, I suppose. No, not just the ratio. It is also about the quantity—the total volume of my power. I do possess a lot of constructive vimara—about as much as a regular mage; but it is only about ten percent of my total power. On top of that, I have about thirty percent pyris and sixty percent pure nocent. In all, I have about as much power as three very powerful mages. Reader Kessa thinks I might be the most powerful mage to ever live.”

      Tica looked at him with wide eyes. “By the Maker, Wess, why didn’t you tell me?”

      With a shrug, Wesson said, “It was not important—not to me, anyway. I suppose it might be to the battle master if Ikestrius told him.”

      “You think?” Tica stood from the bench and sloshed through the calf high water until he stood in front of Wesson. Wesson looked up into his pale brown eyes that were lit by the setting sun. In them, he saw anger. “Wesson, I can’t believe you! Why would you do this? You’re insane!”

      Wesson shook his head, not understanding what had Tica so upset.

      His friend continued. “You kept this from me. I don’t know why, but you did. And, that’s not even what has me the most upset. You, Wesson, are a freak of nature! You’re this tiny little person with enough power to—well, I don’t know what! But I’m sure whatever it is, it could be catastrophic. Do you become this amazing, powerful mage who could take over the world? No! You become a generalist. By the Maker, Wesson, it makes me sick to think about it.”

      “I have no desire to rule the world, Tica. And, power does not work that way. It requires more than vimara to rule. There are politics, and logistics, and people, and food—”

      “That’s not the point!” shouted Tica. He pointed to Wesson. “I have no sympathy left for you, Wesson. I’m angry. And confused. And worried. As your friend, I’ve always wanted what was best for you, but you’re being an idiot. There. I said it. You’re an idiot. A very powerful idiot.” He balled his fist. “And even that means nothing to you, does it? You could blow me off my feet right now for saying it, but you just sit there and take it.”

      Wesson considered his friend’s words, then looked up at him. “Would you really want to be friends with me if I was someone like that? Would you want to hang around with someone who threw his power around and shoved it in everyone’s faces? Would you prefer I become a bully? Should I make threats and assault people just because I do not agree with them?”

      Tica stared at him with his mouth agape. Then he dropped his hands, appearing resigned. “No, Wesson, I don’t want that. But you’re not like that.” He seemed to deflate as quickly as he always did. Tica never could hold his anger. “I didn’t mean it. You’re not an idiot. You’re really smart, actually. But you could use your power for good. I know you would. You don’t have to hide it from everyone.”

      Wesson shook his head. “Tica, they want me to be a battle mage. What do you imagine they would really do with someone like me? You heard the rumors that our king is mad. You know as well as I that he’s setting us up for war. What would King Caydean do with someone like me? Do you think he would have me sitting around helping refugees? Really? No, I would be out there on the battlefield killing as many people as I could until either they surrender, or everyone is dead. I do not want to be responsible for something so horrendous.”

      Tica dropped his head and came back to sit beside Wesson. He said, “You’ve known about this for six years. King Caydean was not gearing up for war then. Did you see this coming? How did you know?”

      Wesson thought back to that terrible nightmare that still plagued him while he slept. Entire cities burned to the ground. A shadow fell over the land. A raven. He said, “The day I came into my power, I had a dream.”

      “A premonition? I’ve heard some mages have them.”

      Wesson nodded. “I think it was.” He felt moisture dampen his lashes, and he looked at his friend. “It’s terrible, Tica. I cannot bear it. I just cannot be a part of that.” He clenched his fists. “I know deep inside that I must hide who I am.”

      They were quiet for a long while until the sun dipped behind the wall of the keep. Tica stood and collected his boots. “Come on, Wesson. We’ll get some sleep.” He met Wesson’s gaze. “I understand. If you need help—if there’s anything I can do to, you know, help you hide your power or something, just ask. I’m here for you.”

      “Thank you, Tica. I am grateful that you are my friend.”

      Tica nodded solemnly. They put on their boots and wandered back to their barracks in the waning light of dusk. When they arrived, Terella was waiting for them.

      “I got in trouble because of you,” she said.

      Wesson’s eyebrows rose. He said, “You got into trouble because of you. Are you not taught to take responsibility for your own follies?”

      She growled her frustration loudly and pointed at him. “If you weren’t a journeyman, I would challenge you.”

      Tica said, “You’re allowed to do that here?”

      “What the masters don’t know won’t be a problem.”

      On a whim, Wesson latched a binding spell onto the trainee. Her eyes widened as it wrapped around her so tightly she could not move a muscle save to breathe and blink her eyes. He stepped closer and looked at her curiously. “Can you get out of it?” he said. She could not speak, but her eyes bounced around the room as if looking for an answer. Wesson glanced at Tica who was looking at him in surprise. “Well, what should I do? What would you do?”

      Tica glanced at the bound woman. “Uh, maybe you should just leave her like that until she figures a way out.”

      Terella released a pitiful, desperate moan.

      “I could,” said Wesson, “but she will never be able to break that spell. I have seen her casting in some of the classes, and I am certain she does not have the skills.”

      Maico walked over from where he had been placing his belongings in his trunk. He examined Terella. He probed the spell, then pressed a finger to her forehead and pushed. The woman did not move, not even to sway under the force. He tilted his head curiously and looked at Wesson. “How did you make that? I’ve never seen a binding spell so solid.”

      Wesson shook his head. “It is not a big deal. Well, to her maybe.” Wesson looked back at Terella. “You said you had learned your lesson. I believed you were contrite. It seems that, in addition to being a hothead, you are a liar. What about the etiquette class?”

      He shook his head and turned toward his bunk, flipping the wand as he had been tasked to do. After returning to his bunk, he took of his boots and proceeded to gather the things he needed to shower. He glanced up when Anda entered his view and noticed everyone was still looking at him.

      Anda lifted her chin and formally said, “Journeyman Wesson, if you please, I would ask, on behalf of Terella, who is unable to speak for herself at this time, that you please release her from the binding.”

      “Why should I do that? She is in no danger. She is not in pain. There is nothing to cause her harm and yet she has time now to consider her actions and words.”

      Anda pursed her lips. Then, she said, “Terella is a hothead. And she’s rude. And her mouth gets away from her. But she also looks terrified.”

      “That is ridiculous,” Wesson said. “She is training to be a battle mage. If this terrifies her, what will she do when there is a real battle?”

      Anda glanced back at Terella with worry etched across her face, then backed away.

      Tica snickered and said in a whisper, “Are you really going to leave her like that?”

      Wesson shrugged. “I will probably release her once I am finished with my shower. If I let her go now, we will have to listen to her complain. Besides, this is much nicer than what would have been done to us if we had disrespected a journeyman mage as apprentices.”

      “You’re right about that. Ikestrius would have had our hides.”

      A moment later, Glade walked into the barracks. He abruptly stopped in front of Terella when she did not move out of his way. After taking a minute to examine the spell that bound her, he laughed. He looked at Wesson and said, “This is your doing? I cannot say as I blame you. I am sure she did something to deserve it. Just be sure to let her go before her first class tomorrow.” Terella groaned as Glade passed her. He held out a book. “Here. You will need this for the meeting tomorrow evening. Best to brush up.” Then he turned on his heel and stepped out of the barracks as quickly as he had entered.

      Wesson looked at the title of the book—A Comprehensive Study of the Battle of Ongazchee. Tica looked over Wesson’s shoulder and said, “Where’s Ongazchee?”

      Wesson frowned and flipped the book open. He scanned a few pages. “Apparently, it is a valley in Pruar.”

      Tica said, “When the battle master said they were discussing historical battles, I assumed he meant Ashaiian battles.”

      It was Wesson’s turn to groan. “So did I. I have never even heard of this one. It looks like late night reading for me.”

      Tica chuckled. “What’s new? You would have had your nose in some book anyway.”

      Wesson scowled. “It is different when it is something you want to read.”

      With a grin, Tica said, “What was that, weapons in the weapons rack?”
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      Battle Master Rhone looked down his nose at Wesson. “Well?”

      Wesson glanced again at the map and then looked up at the battle master. “Well, what?”

      Rhone motioned toward the map that lay on the long table. Tiny painted figurines representing troops dotted it. Mundane forces like infantry and cavalry were identified by little pewter statues made to look like soldiers and horses. Narrow onyx obelisks stood for battle mages and rose quartz obelisks were mages. Wesson identified several others that looked like wooden carvings of cats. He pointed to one such figurine. “What are these?”

      “Leopard men.”

      Wesson scratched his nose and glanced at the other masters arrayed around the table. There were six besides the battle master, and none appeared that interested in what Wesson had to say save for Master Verayus. “I was a little confused by that part in the book. It was unclear if they were men who dressed like leopards or men who actually became leopards.”

      Rhone grunted. “That is actually a point of contention among historians. No one really knows. They do not play a major role in this battle, though, so the point is moot.”

      “Okay.” Wesson looked up at the man and decided to get to the point. “What do you want from me?”

      The man appeared focused, his burning gaze on Wesson. Then he huffed and said, “You are direct. I appreciate that in a man. You were able to finish the book? Give me your overall take on the battle.”

      “I did,” said Wesson. “It seemed there were several oversights and inefficiencies in the Verrilian tactics—"

      “Tell me.”

      Wesson tugged a lock of hair as he thought. “Well, the infantry was spread too thin along the southeastern front, and there was not really a need for so many cavalry in the north. Perhaps they thought the greatest threat was from here”—he pointed to a city marked on the western slope of a large hill—"but the records did not indicate what their intelligence was at the time. According to the history, that city had been mostly evacuated. They should have focused the cavalry here, farther south, and marched the southern infantry farther west before they attacked. Then they could have had the battle mages focus here between them to divide the Pruari troops and cut these off from their supply line. Had these problems been addressed, it might have made a difference. Hindsight and all that, though. Overall, I think the Pruari would still have won given the resources and spells available to them at the time.”

      Several of the other masters muttered to each other over what Wesson had said. Some nodded while others shook their heads. None laughed, so Wesson felt it was a win. Rhone was not looking at the map, though. He was studying Wesson. With the man’s fervent gaze locked on him, Wesson wanted to shrink into the corner and hope everyone forgot about him. Instead, he kept his spine straight, maintained a blank visage, and met the man’s stare. The battle master narrowed his eyes at Wesson, and it seemed to him that he had further ignited the man’s ire.

      “Master Verayus says you are interested in spellcraft.”

      Wesson nodded.

      “He says you have worked out a modification for a tertiary refractory ward that could be of some use.”

      Wesson raised a finger. “Ah, it could if a mage and a battle mage were working in conjunction.”

      “But I hear you are able to cast it on your own.”

      The way the man said it the words sounded like an accusation.

      Wesson said, “Perhaps.”

      “Show me.”

      “Now? I have not yet had the chance to try—”

      “Do it. I want to see this marvelous breakthrough.”

      “I would not exactly call it marvelous or a breakthrough. It was just an idea.”

      The man’s lips formed a thin line and his brow furrowed. “I will not stand here bickering with you. Show me now.”

      Wesson swallowed. He was not ready to try the spell, and he certainly did not want to do so in front of the masters. The battle master would not be denied, though. Wesson turned and found a folding chair leaning against the wall. He set it up in the empty space at the end of the table. It and its seven companions leaning against the wall were the only other furniture in the room besides the stacks at one end that held a multitude of rolled maps. He focused on the chair and began constructing the tertiary refractory ward spell using constructive power. At one point, he tagged the loose ends of the spell and then began weaving in the destructive elements to create the absorption disk. When he was finished, he tied the pieces together using a polar thread that kept the two kinds of power in balance like the ends of a magnet. Without that thread, the spell would collapse in on itself and possibly cause a small explosion. Wesson had learned that lesson early in his experiments. When he was finished, he turned toward the masters and waited.

      Several of the masters chatted excitedly to each other, although he could not hear what they were saying at the far end of the table. The battle master hid his surprise quickly and came forward to examine Wesson’s design. He squatted next to the chair and looked it over for several minutes without saying a word. Finally, he stood and said, “Let’s test it, shall we?”

      Wesson calmly tilted his head in agreement, while inside he was roiling with doubt. He worried that somewhere he had made a mistake. He might have overlooked an element that could not only cause the ward to fail but cause major repercussions. Anytime he mixed constructive and destructive powers within the same spell, he was taking a chance.

      The battle master strode over to the other side of the table to join the other masters and looked at Wesson expectantly. “Well?”

      Wesson’s eyes widened. “You want me to test it?”

      The man crossed his arms. “If one of us is to be blown up, it should be you, no?”

      After making sure his own ward, a spell much stronger than the one he was to test, was securely in place, Wesson turned back to the chair. That chair had suddenly become his greatest enemy. It represented failure should he manage to destroy it.

      Wesson started with a simple fireball. Just before he cast it, he heard someone clear their throat behind him. He looked back to find Master Verayus looking at him with a raised brow. Wesson glanced down at the wand dangling from his arm. He sighed and tossed it into his hand. The master grinned happily, and Wesson turned back toward the chair. The fireball soared toward the wooden chair but impacted the ward about a foot in front of it. It splattered harmlessly across its surface before disappearing. The ward did a strange sort of wobble but held.

      Next, he cast a light javelin—one that would normally bore a hole straight through such a ward. The ward seemed to absorb the javeline as it was propelled forward, and the ward wobbled again. A sizzle swarm followed. The hundreds of tiny, spinning projectiles pattered against the ward, collecting there like burrs in wool. After a second they burst in unison, thrusting the ward in on itself. The spell would normally have collapsed such a ward in an instant. The ward bowed strongly toward the chair but rebounded to its previous shape. Once still, it seemed to harden across its surface and small cracks ran across it making it more visible.

      “Extirpate,” barked Rhone. Wesson blinked back at him in surprise. “Do you know the spell?”

      Wesson nodded. He had used the spell once to rid the land around the estate of a giant boulder. Ikestrius had wanted to see if Wesson could destroy the stone without raining debris over the field Ikestrius intended to cultivate. Wesson had read about extirpate in a book and thought it would be fun to try. It had been anything but fun. In fact, it had been terrifying. The boulder had begun exploding on a micro level, each particle that composed it independently detonating in a massive chain reaction that went on for at least ten minutes. During that time, Wesson worried that it would not stop until it had consumed not only the boulder but everything else. Once cast, there was nothing Wesson could do to stop it. The area where the boulder once stood was swollen with heat, power, and an unnatural magenta light for weeks. Ikestrius warned Wesson not to go within a hundred yards of the site. The master never did cultivate the area.

      With alarm, Wesson said, “You want me to cast extirpate? In here?”

      The battle master cast a seven-fold expansion ward between Wesson and the table behind which all the masters stood. Wesson eyed the ward with suspicion. Not only was he on the wrong side of it, but he was not sure the ward would hold against extirpate, especially in a confined space.

      Wesson swallowed and wrapped a few more protective wards around himself. Despite Master Verayus’s insistence that he use it, Wesson dropped the wand. He did not have confidence that the device was capable of focusing that kind of power, and he certainly did not want the spell to backfire. He quickly wove the spell, a deceivingly simple nocent construction, but paused to take several breaths before applying the token. Finally, he intensely focused the dark power that squirmed within him. It wanted to flood into the spell with abandon, but Wesson wrangled it back so that it was honed to a needle-thin spike. Then he pushed with all his vimaral strength.

      The building rocked with the concussive force released in every direction with the impact. Gypsum rained onto Wesson’s head, and he coughed with the effort to pull the dusty air into his nearly collapsed lungs. The walls were damaged as though they had been kicked in by a rampaging horse, and a hole had opened in the ceiling directly over where the chair stood. And it did stand. His experimental ward seemed to have absorbed all the spell’s energy and then shattered. It was this shattering that had caused the damage to the room and to Wesson’s sore chest. The chair, though, was unharmed.

      After a moment’s recovery, Wesson turned toward the masters. They all wore shocked expressions, and none had moved. Only the battle master did not look surprised. He looked angry, livid even. He rounded the table and marched toward Wesson like a storm blowing in over the mountains. He stared at the chair, then turned his gaze on Wesson. Wesson did not understand why the man was angry with him. He had done everything he had been told to do. The man studied the wards with which Wesson had surrounded himself. They had not stopped all the force or the pieces of ceiling and wall that had struck him, but they had held up against the worst of it.

      “What was that?” the man said.

      “Uh, you said to cast extirpate.”

      The man glanced toward the chair then back at Wesson. “Why do you know that spell? It is not even taught to students here at the battle academy, only to masters.”

      Wesson gave a half shrug. “I read about it in a book.”

      “You learned that from a book?” The battle master appeared unconvinced. “And you designed that ward yourself?” Again, he did not look as though he believed Wesson—or perhaps he did, and that was why he was so angry. Wesson abruptly realized Tica was right. It was a test. The man was sizing him up, deciding whether to consider him friend or foe. Rhone must have seen the understanding in Wesson’s gaze because he suddenly looked as if he might commit murder. That was when Wesson realized the battle master might actually want him dead.

      Wesson slowly raised his hand so as not to alarm the possibly homicidal man. He pointed to the chair and said, “I only did what you asked.”

      The man’s shoulders relaxed, and he turned his gaze away. “So you did. See that you always do.” He said it casually, but Wesson heard the threat loud and clear. “You are dismissed.”

      Wesson hurried back to the barracks. Tica was in his bunk reading when Wesson arrived. Anda and Maico greeted him with a smile and a wave, but Terella refused to look his way. The others in the room spared him a few glances but otherwise kept to themselves.

      Tica sat up and looked at Wesson. “You’re covered in dust. What happened?”

      Wesson ran a hand through his hair scattering remanants of the war room onto the floor. “Remember that time I destroyed that huge boulder in the west field?”

      Tica’s eyes widened. “You didn’t.”

      Wesson nodded. “Battle Master Rhone told me to. Inside.”

      “By the Maker! Why would he do that? Tell me everything.”

      Wesson shook his head, noting the dust that fell onto the black fabric that covered his shoulders. “After I shower. Would you mind cleaning my robes? I am afraid I might set them on fire or something. I am a little shaken, to be honest.”

      “Sure, no problem. I feel shaky just thinking about it.”

      Wesson glanced at the others, some of whom appeared to be surreptitiously trying to listen in on their conversation. He erected a sound ward and said, “I think Rhone wants me dead.”

      “What? Why?”

      Wesson pulled his necessities from his trunk and said, “I think he sees me as a threat. I am afraid he wants me dealt with now before I grow stronger.”

      “That doesn’t even make sense. I would think he’d want to use you, not kill you.”

      Wesson gripped his hair in frustration. “Men like him use people they can control and destroy those they cannot. Guess which side of that equation I am on.”

      “Just tell him you’re not a threat. Let him know you’re on his side.”

      Wesson sat next to Tica on his bunk with his back to the others in the room. “Am I?” he said. “I never really believed it before—that I am so much stronger than the others. But seeing the battle master’s reaction to me makes me wonder if there is truth in it. If he sent me to war, would I go? If I was drafted, would I fight for the kingdom? I am starting to wonder if maybe I could get away with rejecting their orders.”

      “What, and go rogue?”

      Wesson shrugged. “Maybe. I could just hide and stay out of the war.”

      Tica leaned his elbow on his knee and propped his head up on his palm. “We’ll have to find a place and start stocking it just in case. We wouldn’t want to get hungry or bored while we’re waiting for a war to end.”

      “We?”

      Tica gave him a knowing look. “Do you think I would just let you sit out the war by yourself? You’d have all your books read in a week and then go mad from boredom. I’d be doing the kingdom a favor. The last thing we need is a super powerful insane natural battle mage running around.”

      Wesson smiled and then got up to wash himself before turning in for the night. He thought about where they might create their own little refuge—a safe house from the war. Then he thought about all the people who would not be able to do so. How many people would die? How many could he save? Would those deaths be on his hands for not getting involved? It was too much to think about before bed, so he finished his ablutions and tried to clear his mind as he turned in.

      For the next few days, Wesson went about the business of attending classes and conversing with the students and masters as expected. With some, he felt as though he was being recruited. Master Verayus, in particular, seemed eager to take him on as a journeyman student even though Wesson had decided the wand was not for him. With others, it felt more like he was being sized up for his coffin. It did not come as a surprise when two such individuals found him on the practice field.

      “Just great,” grumbled Tica as he followed Wesson’s gaze. “What do they want now?”

      Journeyman Cassius and Journeyman Arias, two natural battle mages, stopped a few feet from them and grinned. Wesson and Tica had met the duo the night before at dinner, and although neither of the men had done anything overtly hostile, their smiles never reached their eyes, and their pleasantries were far too practiced.

      “Good day, Journeymen,” said Cassius. “To what do we owe the pleasure of your company?”

      Wesson noted the other students who had begun to arrive. No one else showed interest in approaching them, although several peered their way with curiosity. He said, “We are to join this class today and for the next week.

      “Is that so?” said Arias. “I look forward to seeing what you can do.” Then he looked toward Tica. “Are you sure you are supposed to be here?”

      Tica raised his chin. “I am as capable as any of these students.”

      Arias raised a hand and said, “I meant no offense. It is just that most of these students are either natural battle mages or they have had years of training in battle spells. You might consider asking for a different assignment—perhaps wands?”

      Tica glanced at Wesson uncomfortably. They both knew that any mention of wands was meant as an insult.

      Wesson said, “Believe me, Tica is more than capable. This is the course on battlefield reclamation, is it not? Tica dealt with the aftermath of my spells for years.”

      Cassius said, “What does that have to do with battlefields?”

      With a chuckle, Tica said, “Wherever Wesson cast spells was a battlefield.”

      Arias looked at Wesson in disgust. “Were you that inept?”

      “Inept? No. But I did not have good control back then, and my spells were often much more destructive than I intended.”

      “It is true,” said Tica rocking back on his heels. “If Wesson had the control back then that he has today, I would probably still be working the family farm. His chaos helped make me a better mage.”

      Before the others could say anything more, Master Thedrell called the class to order. Battle Master Rhone stepped out of the nearest building and strode to Master Thedrell’s side. Wesson’s heart thudded heavily when the man’s hard gaze landed on him and did not move for entirely too long. It felt as though the battle master’s gaze would burn a hole straight into Wesson’s brain in its search for whatever made him the way he was.

      Master Thedrell cleared his throat and said, “Welcome everyone. We have a few visitors today”—he motioned toward Wesson and Tica—“and the battle master has also decided to join us. I expect you all to perform at your best, as usual. As most of you know, this class is about battlefield reclamation. Sometimes in battle, we do not want to leave a swath of destruction. For example, if you are leading the charge, you may take out the enemy’s forward troops. If your own forces are to ever reach the battle, however, they will need safe passage. Other times, you may need to clear the way after the enemy has destroyed the field or you may want to create a field where one does not exist.

      “The spells we use today are of a class called generist in situ spells. In essence, we will be creating circular completion spells and tying them to the land so that, when triggered, they will not only cause havoc but also undo whatever damage has been wrought. This is also a lesson in teamwork. It requires the use of constructive power, so natural battle mages will each be paired with a partner.”

      The instructor looked toward Wesson and Tica and said, “Arias, would you work with Journeyman Tica?”

      Arias pasted a welcoming smile onto his face, showing all of his straight, white teeth, and said, “Of course, Master Thedrell. It would be my pleasure.”

      Master Thedrell nodded and said, “Journeyman Seth, you may work with Thia. She is a fifth level and very good with this kind of work.”

      Wesson tilted his head. “Thank you, Master Thedrell.”

      Again, the man nodded then waved the students toward the field. There were five teams in total, one of them having three people since there were an odd number of students. They were arrayed so that, hopefully, none of their spells would unintentionally interact with the others. Wesson followed the young woman named Thia. She was shorter than he, despite the fact that she looked to be at least five or six years older, and her robes that appeared to have been altered to her form did not hide her ample curves. Her straight black hair that hung to her thin waist swished with the sway of her hips as she stepped over the rocks and clumps of wild grass.

      When they were far enough away, Thia turned to Wesson and looked up at him with eyes so dark they were nearly black. Neither they nor her bow-shaped lips gave the slightest hint of a smile as she said, “It is a pleasure to meet you, Journeyman Seth. I overheard you and your friend speaking with Cassius and Arias. We will not be having any problems with your spells today, I trust?”

      Wesson tilted his head and looked at her curiously. She was polite but direct, and he could not yet tell if she was disappointed in being paired with him. “I assure you, Trainee Thia, that I have ample control now. I doubt anything we do today will cause an issue.”

      She nodded once, then bent and picked up a white rock about the size of her fist. “We can enchant this to hold the spell.”

      Wesson looked at the rock skeptically before his gaze dropped to the ground. After searching for a minute, he found a yutella seed. It rattled in his hand as the small seed inside struck the hard outer shell that was a bit larger than his thumb. “Perhaps this would be better. That limestone can easily crack under pressure. The innate vimara of the seed, as minuscule as it is, may help stabilize the spells.”

      Thia took the seed and tested its strength between her thumb and forefinger. She nodded and chucked the stone over her shoulder. “That is a good idea. I have never tried using a seed before, but what you say makes sense.”

      A shadow fell across them suddenly, and Wesson glanced up to see the battle master hovering over them. He nearly jumped out of his boots as he had not heard the man’s approach. Thia did release a small squeak when she noticed him. She ducked her head and said, “Greetings, Battle Master.”

      Rhone dipped his chin toward her then looked at Wesson. “I am waiting.”

      “Waiting? Oh, uh, we have not yet discussed which spells we will use. We chose the seed because the innate—”

      Holding up a hand, Rhone said, “I know why you are using the seed. Get on with it.”

      “Right,” said Wesson, turning to Thia. He listed a few spells they could consider, and, with several anxious glances toward the battle master, she responded with ideas of her own. Before they could settle on anything, though, Rhone interrupted.

      “I want to see something impressive. In fact”—he met Wesson’s gaze—“I want to see you fail.”

      “What? You want to see us fail?”

      “No, I want to see you fail. Are you familiar with the conspiritus imperial spell?”

      Wesson shifted his feet and said, “No. I have never heard of it.”

      The battle master grinned. He held out a hand with his palm facing upward. A glowing vimaragram appeared hovering over it depicting the spell components like a three-dimensional map of a castle. Wesson’s gaze traversed the vimaragram following every line, vertex, and node. Just as he was beginning to understand the complex spell, the vimaragram disappeared.

      Wesson looked up at the battle master with excitement. “What does it do?”

      Rhone’s predatory gaze seemed to spark with light as he said, “You must cast it to find out.” He started to walk off but abruptly turned back. “Oh, and Journeyman, do not forget to do something particularly destructive with it.”

      Wesson’s excitement turned to dread. The man smirked as he walked to a safe distance, which was much farther than Wesson would have expected.

      Thia suddenly punched Wesson in the shoulder hard. He looked at her startled. “What was that for?”

      Her brow was furrowed in anger as she said, “What did you do to the battle master? Why does he want us to fail?”

      “He only wants me to fail.”

      She crossed her arms and said, “Why?”

      With a shake of his head, Wesson said, “It does not matter. I intend to satisfy him.”

      “You cannot do the spell?”

      “I can, but I will not.”

      Her eyebrows dipped farther. “You have to. The battle master ordered you to do it.”

      “No, Thia, I do not. One of the basic rules of spellcraft is to never cast a spell if you do not know what it does. He knows that I know that. Only someone still too trusting and eager to please would cast that spell.”

      “But he is the battle master. He would not tell you to do a spell if it would truly cause you harm.”

      “No, he is the battle master. He would expect me to know better and probably think I am deserving of whatever comes to me if I were to cast that spell. I will do my research to discover the spell’s purpose later. Right now, you and I have our own task.”

      Wesson and Thia ultimately settled on a few spells that were not particularly showy but could cause severe loss of life and resources in a battle. Once their trigger was activated, the ground began to liquify, and although it appeared normal, it would consume anything that attempted to cross it. Thia’s constructive spells then solidified the earth trapping anything that had been swallowed within its depths and making recovery impossible without the use of additional spells. Master Thedrell was quite pleased. The battle master was not.

      Wesson tried to ignore Rhone’s scorching gaze as he watched Tica and Arias’s demonstration. He watched as the ground erupted in an ever-expanding ring of explosions. Then, Tica’s experience tilling the farm showed through as the earth churned to reclaim the ejected soil and fill in the holes. Wesson risked a quick glance toward the battle master to see that, while the man’s gaze appeared to be on the demonstration, his attention still seemed to settle on Wesson. The muscles in his jaw clenched, and he held himself as though he was ready to dual to the death at a moment’s notice. Wesson tried telling himself it was just his imagination, but when the man’s gaze slid to him, his eyes narrowed as if in warning.

      When the demonstrations were finished, Wesson decided to confront the battle master head-on rather than wait for the man to sneak up on him again. As he approached, Wesson said, “Battle Master Rhone, were you not pleased with our performance? You got what you wanted.”

      The anger seemed to have abated, but Rhone’s gaze was still calculating. He seemed surprised by Wesson’s attention. “How is that? You did not cast the spell.”

      Wesson shook his head. “No, I failed to cast it, as you desired; yet I was successful in the assignment.” Rhone smirked in acknowledgment, and Wesson said, “I do not know what your spell does. It would be dangerous and irresponsible for me to cast it, especially while mixing power. You still will not tell me?”

      With a grunt, Rhone said, “I am certain you will find out on your own.”

      “You do not like me,” Wesson said.

      “I have no personal opinions about you. My opinions are purely professional.”

      Wesson could not see the difference and said as much. “Your professional opinions are personal to me. I am not your enemy.”

      “You reject your power and refuse to submit to the authority of the Battle Mage Academy—to my authority. You cannot be anything else.”

      “So, if I were to join you, you would feel differently?”

      Rhone clenched his jaw, then said, “You still have little more than two weeks here. I expect to see more from you. I expect to be impressed.” Then, without answering his question, Rhone turned on his heel and strode back into the building from which he initially emerged.

      

      For the next two weeks, Wesson attended classes and met his instructors and the other students on the battle fields. Ikestrius had left to attend to some undisclosed business elsewhere, assuring Wesson that he would return before Wesson and Tica left for Kaibain. Anda and sometimes Maico kept Wesson company when Tica was not around. He had made the acquaintance of several of the natural battle mage students and masters, although he had not become close with any of them. It seemed natural battle mages, like other mages, were a proud sort. They, however, tended to gather weaker mages around them rather than seek out their superiors or equals. It seemed strange to Wesson, who had always enjoyed the challenge that had come with working with older students and his master.

      As for Cassius and Arias, Wesson wondered if they had taken a cue from the battle master. They seemed to have decided that Wesson—and, by extension, Tica—was an opponent, if not enemy. They had taken to playing “pranks” on Wesson and Tica, although Wesson considered some of them to be outright attacks. After one such prank left Tica in the healer’s care with two broken legs, Wesson decided to put a stop to it.

      “That is enough,” he said as he stood before the two journeymen in the dining hall just before dinner. Tica stood beside him, his injuries healed but his anger only festering.

      Arias smirked. “We did nothing. It is not our fault your friend was too stupid to cast a proper ward.”

      “He could have been killed,” said Wesson. “You went too far.”

      Cassius waved a hand toward Tica. “He is not dead, and he is completely healed. No harm, no foul.”

      “You broke both my legs!” Tica snapped. “Believe me, there was harm.”

      “You are both too old for pranks,” said Wesson, knowing them to be in their mid-twenties.

      Cassius stood from his seat and advanced toward Wesson until he stood within arm’s reach. Although he stood only about four inches taller than Wesson, his haughty bearing and overconfidence made it seem as though Cassius towered over him. Cassius said, “That is where you are wrong, Seth. These are not childhood pranks. They are battle training. If either of you think to become true battle mages, you had best learn to fend them off or, better yet, come up with some attacks of your own. We will all be better battle mages for the effort.”

      Wesson kept his spine straight and his chin up as Cassius spoke down to him. The man seemed disappointed when Wesson did not buckle under his imposing stance. Wesson said, “That is where you are wrong. Neither of us intends to be a battle mage, but that does not mean we are incapable of defending ourselves against our enemies. Are you our enemies?”

      Cassius seemed a little confused by the questions. He said, “We are not enemies. We are opponents—and we are comrades. We push each other to become better mages.”

      “Tica had no reason to believe he was in any danger, yet you laid a trap for him. This is a place of learning. Some semblances of security and trust must be present or none of us will ever be open to learning. Your tactics are those of bullies. They were meant to maim and nothing more.”

      “Perhaps, but they are tactics you will have to endure so long as you are here. You are weak. You are too afraid to inflict damage on others. You will not even fight back when your friend is injured.”

      “This will stop or—”

      “Or what?” snapped Cassius. “What will the mighty natural Battle Mage Seth do? Nothing?”

      “Or neither of you will ever cast again.” His tone light enough to undercut the message.

      Arias snickered from his seat at the table as Cassius looked down his nose at Wesson with disgust.

      “Is that a threat?” said Cassius. “Shall we duel?”

      Wesson contemplated all the things he could do to the men. The shuffle of chairs and drone of voices broke through his thoughts, and he realized the dining hall had filled with students anticipating a meal but eagerly accepting a potential fight instead. He glanced around to see that the masters seemed just as interested in whatever would come of this. At the head table, the battle master watched with anticipation, probably hoping to finally see some grand release of power, and it was clear no one had any intention of putting a stop to it.

      Wesson refused to give the battle master what he surely wanted, though. With firm resolve, he looked back at Cassius and said, “I need not fight you when I can simply force it to cease.”

      As he had spoken, he had begun to form a spell in his mind. It was not one he had ever cast, but one he had seen attempted multiple times—by his master, on him. It had never worked, Ikestrius had said, because Wesson held so much more power than the master. As journeymen, he doubted Cassius and Arias had yet been taught how to protect themselves from it, and there was even less chance they could undo it once it had taken effect.

      Arias had stood from his chair, and as Wesson had begun building the spell in his mind so that they could not see it, the two men had been constructing wards to shield themselves. The buzz and thrum of power in use began to build throughout the room, and Wesson nearly laughed. As he pulled the power from his well, he realized the nocent had seeped into the spell. It suddenly occurred to him to remold Ikestrius’s spell into one that used both constructive and destructive powers. He intermingled the powers with the same precision and control that he used to tamp down his anger toward the two men. Although it felt, in his mind, that he had spent hours weaving the spell, it had only been seconds. The dining hall had gone silent. Wesson applied the token with a snap of his fingers for effect, and nothing seemed to happen.

      “There,” he said with a sharp nod.

      Tica appeared perplexed as Wesson grabbed his arm and tugged him toward their usual seats. “But, Wess, what did you do?”

      “They will realize soon enough,” Wesson muttered. Then, for good measure, he called back, “Good luck with being battle mages.”

      The students around the hall appeared disappointed, but the masters began to migrate toward the two young men. The battle master who now stood appeared shocked and angry as he stared at Cassius and Arias. A whisper of confusion rippled throughout the hall as Wesson dragged Tica to their seats. Just as they settled at their table, an anguished shout erupted from Arias.

      “What? What is this? My power,” he shouted. “What have you done?”

      “No!” called Cassius as he, too, realized what had happened. “No, you cannot do this. You are not a master. You are not anything!”

      “Make it stop,” said Arias. “Make it stop now!”

      “No,” said Wesson from his seat a few tables away from them. “You brought this on yourselves.”

      Cassius said, “But, but you cannot—”

      “Give it back!” said Arias.

      “What did you do?” Tica said again.

      “I blocked their power.”

      Tica’s eyes widened. “You can do that?”

      Wesson shrugged. “I suppose so. I have never tried it before. A full mage would know how to protect against it. They, apparently, do not.”

      Rhone stepped up to their table and rested his fists atop it. He said, “Ikestrius taught you to do this?”

      Wesson shook his head. “No, of course not.”

      “Then how do you know?”

      “Ikestrius tried to block my power when I was young—many times. It did not work, but I remember what he did. I modified it to my own strengths, of course. It will be harder for them to break. You should be glad I did it.”

      “You blocked the power of two of my natural battle mage journeymen. Why would I be glad about that?”

      “As Cassius said, learning this will teach them to be better mages. What good will they be on the battlefield if someone can simply strip them of their power?”

      Rhone’s jaw clenched as it often did around Wesson, and he briefly wondered if the man would have any teeth left in his old age. The battle master’s gaze turned toward the two panicky journeymen. He straightened then walked toward them with purpose. He leaned toward Cassius, and with vehemence said, “You will get out of this yourselves. It should teach you not to prod the viper unless you are prepared to kill it.” Before Rhone left the dining hall he looked back at Wesson one more time, and Wesson wondered if the battle master was thinking of a way to block him from his power. Wesson doubted the man could, short of killing him, and he thought Rhone realized that as well.

      

      On the last day, Wesson admitted to himself that in some ways he would miss the place. He had felt somewhat at home amongst others who understood his power. He was also anxious about what he would do with his life in the coming weeks and years. As a generalist, his life would not be easy. The feeling greater than all the others, however, was relief. He could finally put being a battle mage behind him. He was surprised that, somehow, he had managed to survive the battle academy, despite its leader appearing to have homicidal inclinations toward him. The battle master had kept his distance, although Wesson knew he was always watched. The man, no doubt, had people reporting to him daily of Wesson’s accomplishments and failures. For the most part, Wesson reined in his power to a level that would not alarm anyone. He knew, though, that the person who most feared its magnitude was him.

      Tica turned from the sink holding up a pair of wet socks that were two different sizes. “I think our laundry got mixed up.” He cast a spell, drawing the water out of the socks and sending it down the sink drain. Then he threw the smaller sock toward Wesson.

      Wesson held it up and said, “Where is the other?”

      Tica shrugged. “Got lost in the drying?”

      With a roll of his eyes, Wesson stuffed the sock into his pack. He picked up the wand from his bed and considered taking it with him. Then he held it up toward Tica. “Do you want this?”

      Tica came forward and snatched it from his hand. “Yes! Now I feel like one of those mages in the stories—ah, the wizards.”

      Wesson scratched his head. “I think wizards use a staff, do they not?”

      Tica looked at the wand. “Right. It’s magicians who use wands. At least, in the traditional tales they do. Wouldn’t it be cool if they were real?”

      Wesson frowned. “Why? We can do anything the magicians in those stories do. What is so special about them?”

      Tica waved the wand around and said, “I don’t know. I guess it just feels more … magical. Being a mage is hard work. There’s so much to learn, and it can be exhausting. The wizards and magicians in the stories seem to have it easy.”

      “Those stories are from the old time—before there were mages. They are outdated.”

      “I suppose, but I still like them.”

      A young man who looked to be about Wesson’s age—if Wesson actually looked his age—came into the barracks. He hurried toward Wesson and bowed. “Journeyman, I bring you correspondence. It just arrived with the courier.”

      Wesson took the letter that merely had his name scrawled across one side and a generic seal on the other. “Thank you,” he said as the trainee scurried out of the room.

      “Who would be sending you a letter, especially here? Is it from Ikestrius?”

      Wesson broke the seal and opened the letter. He nearly dropped it upon reading the message. His hand began to shake, and he had to sit down on Tica’s bunk. Tica stormed over and snatched the letter before Wesson could protest. His friend’s lips turned downward as he read aloud.

      Your lovely Diyah awaits you in the forest. If you tell the battle mages, she will die. If you fail to show, she will die. The only way for her to live is for you to die in her stead.

      

      The remainder of the letter included directions for the place and time.

      “Isn’t Diyah the girl you used to talk about? The one from your hometown?”

      Wesson nodded.

      “Who would send you this?” Tica said angrily.

      Wesson shook his head. He could think of only one person who would make such a threat, and the man had means and motive. Wesson swallowed hard thinking back to the man who had threatened him on the pier two months prior.

      “I have to go,” he whispered.

      “You can’t. We’ll report this to the battle master.”

      “No! Did you not read it? He will kill her. I have to go alone.”

      “That’s not happening. At the very least, I’m going with you. He said not to alert the battle mages. I’m not a battle mage.”

      “I doubt he will care for semantics.”

      Tica held up the letter. “Look, this guy has your girl. He is using her against you to lure you into a trap. You need someone at your back—someone to keep you from doing something stupid.”

      Wesson scowled at Tica. “I do not do stupid things.”

      With a nod, Tica said, “I know, but you might when you see Diyah in trouble. I think you should tell the battle master. These people have experience with this kind of thing. But if you won’t, then I’m going with you. No argument.”

      “Fine,” said Wesson, blowing out a breath, “but you do not even know what you are getting yourself into.” Wesson buried his head in his hands, gripping his curls with strained fingers. “Do you remember the Watcher? That man who has been spying on me since I was twelve? He is same one who tried to kill me at the showcase years ago.”

      “Are you serious?”

      Wesson nodded. “And last month he spoke to me.” Wesson shook his head. “I will not get into the details, but he told me he is from the Black Hall!”

      Tica sat down beside him. “Swear it on the Maker, Wesson. You have a real assassin of the Black Hall after you? Why?”

      With a shake of his head, Wesson said, “I have no idea. He has been after me since I was a kid. But he could have killed me so many times. Why did he not do it then? Why is he after me now?”

      “I don’t know, but this is serious, Wesson. Please. Talk to the battle master.”

      Wesson stood and threw his hands up. “The battle master might actually help him do it!”

      “He hasn’t bothered you again since you’ve been here, right?”

      “No.”

      “Maybe he changed his mind about you.”

      “I doubt it. This assassin has not changed his mind in six years. Why would the battle master?”

      “Maybe you misread him.”

      Wesson thought back to the battle master’s steely gaze—one that could have bored a hole straight through him if it had been backed by power. “No, there is no doubt in my mind as to what he was thinking. He did not even try to hide it.”

      “Well, what about one of the other masters? You seemed to get along with Master Verayus.”

      Wesson shook his head. “They are loyal to the battle master. They would tell him, and then there’s no telling what would happen to Diyah. If Ikestrius were here …”

      “He’s not, but I am,” said Tica, taking a stand. “We’ll face this assassin together.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Devascus placed the misty orb charges around the clearing. They were small enough that a few sticks and leaves could conceal them with ease. He would just need to remember where they had been placed so he could activate them when the time came. Next, he climbed up to a low limb on a tree that leaned into the clearing, its branches sprawled at an angle, struggling to catch the sunlight that was otherwise blocked by its companions. He scaled upward a few more branches then slowly inched his way to the end of the limb. His muscles tensed and twitched as he balanced in a squat to tie an umbral thwart to the limb beneath his feet. The branch reached far enough into the small clearing that the thwart’s effects should cover nearly its entire circumference, and it was high enough that he doubted the journeyman would notice it.

      After lowering himself to the ground, Devascus surveyed the area for hiding places, not for himself, but for the journeyman. He did not want to risk the young man escaping his trap. Satisfied that there was little enough cover, Devascus backed into the only protective feature in the area, a split dropstone. The massive boulder was about the size of a small house. Although he knew little about geology, dropstones were common enough in the area for him to know that they were presumably dropped far from their source by a receding glacier long, long ago. Little bits of information like that had stuck with him during his studies, perhaps because he had been an inquisitive youngling. That natural curiosity had led him to become the accomplished, albeit discordant, slip that he was.

      Devascus knew that his protective wards would likely be insufficient against the journeyman’s formidable nocent power, hence his reason for bringing the barricade stakes. They were metal shafts not much larger than a tent peg. When two or more were placed together, they formed between them a barrier impenetrable by physical objects and extremely resistant to both constructive and destructive powers. The disadvantage was that, when active, Devascus would not be able to cross them, nor would he be able to use ranged weapons against his prey. Barricade stakes were useful for protecting vacant places and items, but they were generally impractical for use in battle. Still, Devascus placed two on each end of the craig in which he hid effectively sealing himself inside the dropstone. Then he waited.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you think he really has her?” said Tica as they hiked through the desolate woods northwest of the battle academy.

      The weather had become unseasonably cold throughout the morning, and although it was still two months early, snow had begun to fall. Little of it gathered on the ground, though since the earth was still too warm for it to accumulate. Still, the plants and debris had acquired a frosty sheen, and Wesson’s breath came out in a puff.

      “He has had enough time,” said Wesson. “I last saw him a few months ago. He must have found out where I was going at that time. He could have been to Benbrick and made it here in that time. I do not care to think about Diyah being with the assassin all that time. What might he have done to her? Do you think he—”

      “Don’t think like that. If he has her, it’s because he wants to use her to get to you. He doesn’t have any reason to hurt her.”

      “He is a man,” said Wesson, clenching his teeth. “That is all the reason he needs.”

      “I don’t know what to say, Wesson. I just know you can’t face him with worries like that clouding your thoughts. Try not to think of what might have happened. Think about what you’ll do when you see her again. It’s been a long time. You can’t afford to get distracted.”

      “I know that, and I will not allow my feelings for her to get in the way of what I need to do. I should have done something two months ago when I had the chance.”

      “Done what?” Tica said in challenge. “What would you have done, Wesson? Would you have fought him? Killed him?”

      “Maybe I should have.”

      “I know you. Even if he had attacked you then, you still would have avoided killing him. You couldn’t have known he would do this. How did he even find out about her?”

      Wesson shook his head even though he knew Tica was not looking at him. He tried to focus on the dirt and detritus under his feet, on the branches that tugged at his robes, even on the damp puffs of warm air that slapped back upon his face as he walked—anything to keep his thoughts from going to dark places where Diyah was crying in terror.

      “Maybe he is lying. Maybe he does not have her,” he said.

      “Do you want to go back?”

      “No. I need to know. There is an equal possibility he does. Besides, even if he does not have her this time, he could go after her in the future. He needs to be stopped.”

      “How are you going to do that? Have you considered how far you’ll go?”

      Wesson’s stomach churned. He knew what he needed to do, but he could not bring himself to say the words. “Maybe I can turn him over to the magistrate.”

      “A magistrate? He’s an assassin for the Black Hall—a slip. They will make sure he doesn’t stay locked up. He knows too much. And who do you think employs people like him? It’s people with power.”

      “I cannot kill him—at least not until he tells me who hired him.”

      “You may not have a choice. I’m sure he’s not going to invite you to tea for a friendly chat. Are you going to torture him? You?”

      “I could.”

      “Could you, really? I know you have the power, Wesson. That’s not in question. I don’t think you’re capable of doing something like that.” Tica frowned and then screwed up his face. “Maybe I should do it.”

      “You are not that kind of person either,” said Wesson.

      “I never have been, but I could be—when the need arises. Maybe. This seems like something important enough to find out.”

      “I do not want you to become something you will hate, Tica. You are a good man. Perhaps I should turn him over to the battle master. I doubt he would have any problem with interrogating the slip by any means necessary.”

      “That’s actually a good idea. I know you don’t trust the battle master, but if the slip is already caught, maybe he’ll think again about hurting you. By turning the slip over to him, you might be showing your trust—or at least your willingness to work with him.”

      Wesson nodded, mostly to himself. “Yes, that is a good plan. We will capture him, save Diyah, and turn him over to the battle master.”

      “What if he has Diyah, but she is not with him. He may not tell you where to find her. Then what will you do?”

      Wesson ran a hand down his face. “I do not know, Tica. There are too many possibilities. Why is this happening to me? I have done nothing.”

      “This guy has been after you since you were a kid, and I doubt it has anything to do with that boy who died or those thugs in Maylon. In fact, it probably has nothing to do with you at all. Maybe you saw something or overheard something you shouldn’t have. Maybe he thinks you’re someone you’re not. Are you sure your parents are your real parents?”

      Wesson looked at him in horror. “What are you saying?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it’s like in the stories. Maybe you are the child of someone important and were stolen as a baby.”

      “Absolutely not. I am definitely the child of Bryant and Urmela Seth. There is no doubt in my mind. My mother was still pregnant with me when we moved to Benbrick. People remember her going into labor because it happened right in the middle of the fall festival the day after we arrived. No other babies were born anywhere near Benbrick for several months. Plus, people always say that I look just like my dad—only shorter.”

      “I don’t know what to say, then.” He pointed toward a small outcrop that looked like a distorted horse. “Look. That’s the one in the directions. We are almost there.”

      Wesson’s fingers clenched and released as he considered what spells he might need to fight a slip with unknown affinities. He knew the slip had the talent, but the brief struggle he had had with the man three years before had hardly prepared him for the coming battle. The assassin knew enough about him now to have prepared, and that worried Wesson more than anything. Although he had spent three weeks at the battle academy, it was nothing compared to the years of training battle mages endured. He almost regretted refusing Master Ikestrius’s offers to train him for such conflicts. Now, he was mentally kicking himself for being so stubborn. The knowledge was not the enemy, yet he had always treated it as such.

      Wesson paused a few paces from the clearing ahead and tugged Tica’s sleeve to bring him to a stop. He turned to his friend. “I do not want you to go in there.”

      “What? I came to help you, Wesson.”

      Wesson glanced back at the clearing anxiously. “I know, but I do not want you to get hurt.”

      Tica put his hand on Wesson’s shoulder. “I have nearly completed my post-graduate studies at the Mage Academy, Wesson. I am nearly a full mage, and I am not going to allow you to face this alone. I can take care of myself.”

      “Fine, but please be careful. You are my only friend. And … thank you.” Wesson reached into his pocket and pulled out a small sphere about as wide around as his thumb. “Here,” he said. “I made this last night. I want you to have it.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a condensed version of the advanced tertiary refractory ward I made. Just activate it, and it will pop up around you.”

      “This is amazing, Wesson. I’ve never seen a ward like this condensed before.”

      Wesson shrugged. “It was just something to try. Please, use it.”

      Tica pocketed the small sphere and said, “Thank you. I will.”

      

      They cautiously entered the clearing. Wesson could feel the faint buzz of vimara, but it was only slightly higher than the natural vimaral bleed that came from dense wildlife. He wondered what traps had been set and his gaze darted around the undergrowth and then the overhead branches. Tica patted his arm and pointed toward a large boulder on the other side of the clearing. It had a deep fissure running through its center as though it had cracked in half. Wesson spied movement inside. Then a voice called out.

      “I told you to come alone.”

      Wesson glanced at Tica then looked back toward the boulder. “You said not to bring a battle mage. He is not.”

      Silence followed, and he wondered if the man would care at all for the difference. Finally, the man said, “Tell the journeyman mage to leave.”

      “I’m not leaving!” called Tica. “You’re here to hurt my friend, and I won’t allow it.”

      “You don’t have a choice,” said the disembodied voice. “But you can die as easily as he can.”

      A string of loud pops resounded throughout the clearing, and Wesson backed toward the tree line. He did not get far before he ran into something solid. He turned and noticed a thick faintly red mist had formed around the clearing. The air felt solid where the mist ended, and Wesson realized they were trapped. Some kind of barricade stood between them and the presumed safety of the forest. His gaze darted around the clearing noting the red haze that encircled it. They were completely enclosed.

      “Tica, the orb!”

      Tica fumbled in his pocket for the condensed ward Wesson had created. Before he could get it out of his pocket, another loud pop activated. This one sounded like a boomerang ricocheting around the clearing bouncing off the red haze. One small section of the haze abruptly dropped creating an opening, but it was far to their left, and Wesson knew they would never reach it before the slip attacked.

      Tica lifted the orb that Wesson had given him, holding it between his thumb and forefinger. It was empty. “What’s this?” Tica said in alarm.

      Wesson blinked at it then checked his own wards. They were all gone. He began forming one anew only to have it fizzle before he could grasp hold of it. Tica seemed to be doing the same.

      “No, no, no!” Wesson muttered in desperation. “He has a thwart.”

      “What? No way!”

      The slip’s laughter echoed off the red mist just before a searing light streaked toward them. Wesson and Tica each jumped in different directions and barely missed being struck. “He is not affected by it!” Wesson shouted. “We have to find it, or he’ll destroy us.”

      Tica and Wesson both scrambled to their feet just as two more of the illumina darts shot toward them. As they dodged the attacks, Wesson tried as hard as he could to grab hold of his power—any of his power, but the thwart prevented it. Thwarts were immensely expensive and illegal. They canceled any vimara in an area effectively turning a mage and any of his or her enchantments into a simple mundane. The radius was limited, though, so if they could somehow get beyond the wall of mist, Tica and Wesson might stand a chance.

      As he dodged another attack, he glanced at the small section of mist that had dissipated. He realized it must have been the thwart that caused it to fail, which meant the thwart was closer to that side of the clearing. Wesson ran toward it, wondering how the slip could be immune to the thwart’s effects. The only thing Wesson could think of that might hold up against one was a vimbuffer. The vimbuffer was stationary, though, which meant that as long as the thwart was active, the slip could not move from his position or he, too, would be affected.

      Wesson dodged a flying log and then ducked beneath a whip of branches that seemed to be reaching for him. Tica cried out, and Wesson spun. His friend was on the ground, and the left side of Tica’s tunic was singed. Tica rolled onto his side and waved at Wesson.

      “Go! Go on. She’s not here! Get out of here.”

      “Hold still!” the assassin growled as he launched another stream of attacks.

      Wesson did not even look toward the opening that was only a few paces to his left. He would not leave Tica behind. “Get up!” he shouted. “Keep moving.”

      Tica was already running, though. He dodged a few rocks and branches that were propelled toward him and wove his way toward the boulder where the slip was entrenched. Wesson had found nothing on the ground, so he quickly surveyed the branches over his head. His heart jumped as he spied the thwart hanging from a limb. It looked like a rusty red spiral of ribbon that nearly disappeared between the branches. Wesson was too short to reach any of the branches, though, and he could not use his power.

      “Tica,” he shouted. “I need you here.”

      Wesson’s eyes widened as another bolt of power surged toward him. This one was wider, about the size of a shield, and it was moving fast. He collapsed onto his back as the bolt passed through the air over him where, only a second before, his abdomen had been. If he had been standing, he would have been sheered in half.

      He was attempting to stand when a body suddenly collided with him. Tica and he struggled in a tangle of limbs but managed to separate themselves before the next round of attacks. Just as he stood, a knob of root struck Wesson in the chest, forcing the air from his lungs and causing him to double over.. It was that which saved him from losing his head a second later. Once he caught his breath, he pointed into the tree.

      “It is there,” he wheezed. “The thwart is three branches up.”

      Tica lifted his gaze for only a moment before hurrying over to the base of the tree. “What is stopping him from physically attacking us? He’s an assassin. He could kill us easily.”

      With a shake of his head, Wesson said, “I think he is trapped behind a barricade. The assassin would have to move one of the barricade stakes to reach us, and that would open another hole.”

      Tica braced his arms against the trunk and said, “Climb up me!”

      Wesson did not question his friend. He ran over and began ungracefully climbing Tica until he could reach the lower branch. Tica shifted and cried out just as Wesson’s arm wrapped around it, and Wesson lost his perch. Wesson could not look back to check on Tica right away because he had problems of his own. He was not the strongest person. A life focused on academics had not honed his muscles, and he regretted slacking off in his exercises. Still, he managed to pull himself onto the branch and then turn, straddling it. He looked down to see Tica dodging an attack right beneath him, then glanced up and realized he would never be able to reach the next branch. Tica should be the one in the tree.

      He lowered himself onto his stomach and then swung his legs down so that he was bent over the branch at the waist. “Tica! Jump. Grab my hands. I’ll pull you up.”

      Tica managed a short laugh before he struck the ground hard to avoid another volley. “How do you plan to do that?” he said.

      “Just trust me!”

      Tica jumped up and then leapt, grasping Wesson’s wrists with a firm grip. Wesson secured his feet against the branch then abruptly pushed off it, swinging his weight down so that he was falling as Tica rose. As Tica grabbed onto the branch, he released Wesson’s arms, and Wesson tumbled to the ground. He lay still for a moment as he breathed through the pain. His chest and underarms were scraped through his tunic from the bark on the branch, and his ankle had turned to the side when it impacted the uneven forest floor. He did not have time to recover, though, because the assassin’s attacks never ceased.

      The branch over his head creaked as a blast of light clipped it tossing bark and wood chips into the air. Wesson realized he needed to distract the slip if Tica was going to have a chance at disabling the thwart. He forced himself to his feet, shook his body, and pretended his ankle didn’t feel like his foot had been removed and sewn on backward. He ran with a limp toward the assassin, not exactly sure what he would do once he got there. He had never learned any hand-to-hand combat because why would he need to? He was a mage. Power was but a thought away. It was unfortunate that his opponent was a trained assassin. Wesson did not expect to survive, but at least Tica might have a chance to get away. And there was Diyah. He still did not know if she was being held captive somewhere or if this had all been a ruse.

      Wesson had closed enough distance that he finally saw the assassin. The man was cloaked in shadow, a spell that Wesson had never thought to learn. Once close enough, though, the shadow fell away, and he found the sight of the assassin to be much more terrifying. The assassin was exactly as he remembered—hard and filled with promises of violence. His very presence felt like a threat.

      The slip’s eyes widened as Wesson closed the distance between them. He ducked under the slip’s last attack, then struck the barricade with a crunch. The assassin was close enough to grab Wesson had he not been trapped behind the very barricade that was keeping Wesson from reaching him. The temptation must have been too much for the slip, though, because he abruptly kicked over a barricade stake and reached for Wesson. Wesson dodged his grasping hands, lowered his head and shoulders, and crashed into the assassin’s chest, knocking them both from their feet. An instant later, Wesson felt a sharp pain in his side, but he did not have time to investigate the damage. A thrill went through him as he realized he must have fallen within range of the vimbuffer because he once again could snag his power. He placed his hands on the slip’s chest and push a powerful blast straight at the man’s torso. Some of the power rebounded back at Wesson, and he was thrown off the man. He lay on his back and groaned as he reached down to his injured side. His hand came away bloody—very bloody.

      “I have been stabbed,” he muttered as he rolled to his feet. He did not think anything major had been damaged since he could still breathe well enough. He glanced up at the assassin to see that he, too, was recovering. The man had drawn a very long knife in one hand, and his other hand glowed with power. Wesson tried to form a spell and realized he had been thrown too far from the slip’s vimbuffer to be protected by it.

      “There! I’ve got it!” shouted Tica. A small explosion to Wesson’s left startled him. He looked over and realized the thwart had been destroyed, and Tica was jumping back to the ground. Wesson took off running before the assassin fully recovered. He grabbed Tica and practically dragged him through the opening in the red haze. Once outside it, they were free to move about and use their powers, so escaping the trap had been a priority. They did not stop running, though. Something inside Wesson, the part that wanted to survive, said to keep going. Another, quieter voice was calling out for him to stop. It reminded him of Diyah and the possibility that she was being held captive somewhere. That small voice could not compete with the much louder voice of fear that kept him moving.

      They had nearly made it to the edge of the open expanse that separated the trees from the battle academy when the ground beside Wesson’s feet erupted in a spray of earth. Despite his ward, Wesson was thrown from his feet such that he fell into Tica, and they both tumbled to the ground. There was a loud pop, and Wesson’s shield ward failed. A second later, a crossbow bolt struck him in his right shoulder. He cried out in pain has he gripped for the bolt. Without warning, Tica reached over and ripped the bolt from Wesson’s shoulder. Then he quickly cast a spell that Wesson had gotten to know very well over the years.

      “I stopped the bleeding,” he said, “but you know I can’t heal the wound. Be careful. If it tears too much it’ll start bleeding again.”

      “I know,” said Wesson. He raised his arm and showed Tica the stab wound in his side. His tunic was soaked with blood. “Can you do this one, too?”

      “By the Maker, Wess, you’re a mess.”

      Tica cast the spell. Then jumped to his feet. Wesson took a deep breath and forced himself to move. Tica pushed a rolling mound of earth toward the assassin, who was hiding behind a clump of trees. The moving earth uprooted them in a wrenching shower of roots and dirt. The trees toppled in all directions, and Wesson hoped the slip had been crushed. He was not so lucky, though. A long, jagged splinter shot toward him faster than the crossbow bolt that had struck him. Wesson dove to the side as he erected another ward around himself. He cried out in pain once again as his wounds were battered.

      Wesson quickly created the largest fireball he had to date and lobbed it toward the assassin’s hideaway amongst the downed trees. He considered threading the spell for extirpate. He could not imagine casting it at a person, but he and Tica were in danger. There was Diyah, though. He needed the slip alive. Without another thought, he reached into the sky and dropped his hand downward with the casting. It looked as though he had torn a lightning bolt from the air itself. The bolt smashed into the assassin’s last known location further obliterating the downed trees.

      “Wesson! There he is,” shouted Tica, and a moment later, he was gone. As Wesson blinked the stars from his eyes, his vision focused on Tica. He lay flat on his back staring at the snowy sky with vacant eyes. No blood or damage was visible, and as Wesson’s heart leapt into his throat, he wondered if the percussive force had caused Tica to strike his head or if it had simply knocked the breath from his lungs. He ran toward his friend, but Wesson did not get that far. He was abruptly thrown from his feet. As he soared through the air, he could think of nothing but Tica’s empty gaze. His heart screamed No, but his mind yelled Yes. Tica was dead.

      After he collided with a tree, Wesson lay on his back, and he did not have time to consider other possibilities. He could not think about anything but the roiling pain that had consumed his chest and lungs. It felt as though he had been crushed under a mountain, and it was not from the impact with the trunk. There was a gaping hole in his heart where his friend had been ripped away. That hole needed to be filled, and for once, Wesson thought to allow it. He released his control on that dark power for just a breath, and that breath was all it took for the power of chaos to consume him.

      He stood, mindless over his loss, as branches and debris began to swirl around him. Crackling lightning snapped outward striking trees and setting them aflame with concussive bursts. He could not see the assassin, but a scan for vimara had him focusing on a small outcrop that had previously escaped his notice. Wesson was angry that the outcrop blocked his view of the assassin. He was angry that it kept him from ripping the life from the man who had destroyed his friend. Fully grown trees began to rock as their roots were torn from the ground. Wesson’s nocent power shredded the trees into hundreds of shards of sharpened wood that he hurled toward the outcrop. The earth on the other side of it began to heat, and leaves and shrubs ignited. The flames whipped into the air and began to churn with the currents, catching everything else on fire as well. The rock still stood in his way, though, and that infuriated him.

      The assassin was moving. Wesson felt the spike in vimara rushing away from him and understood he was using the length of the outcrop to protect himself. Wesson was not having it. He reached with his power toward the ground and grabbed hold of the earth—miles of it. Then he seized the softened ground from the bedrock and propelled it away. A great swath of land was torn from its seat. Trees, bushes, soil, and clay, along with all that lived within them, were ripped away until nothing but a wasteland of rock existed. In the distance, the earth was a ridge of crumpled waves churned so that chunks of rock lay above the soil and throughout all of it was shredded forest. The bedrock was laid bare, naked and scarred. Besides the outcropping of bedrock, there was nowhere for the assassin to hide.

      Wesson blasted the outcrop with a concussive force great enough to shake the earth in every direction. Then he blasted it again. In the distance, he could see the walls of the battle academy shake on their foundations. The tallest tower began to lean precariously, and with the next wrench of the earth, it fell.

      The assassin was no longer moving away from him. Somehow, he had survived the obliteration of the forest, but he would not survive Wesson’s wrath. Wesson stalked along the edge of the outcrop until he found the man half buried under a mound of rubble. Wesson squatted down beside him and looked over the disheveled man.
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      Devascus blinked away the dust that had created a film over his eyes, and the young man that squatted over him came into focus. A jagged boulder sat on Devascus’s chest pinning him to the ground. His legs hurt, and he could not seem to make them move properly. The gentle face that stared back at him was devoid of the worry and concern that usually graced its features. In the boy’s expressive gaze was not the anger and resentment he had expected but a dark, hollow emptiness. Devascus’s lips worked longer than his voice as he croaked, “How?”

      The boy—no, the man—stared at him as though examining a bug about to be squashed. “You killed him,” the journeyman said.

      “I said that I would.”

      The journeyman nodded dispassionately as his gaze roved Devascus’s broken body.

      “Who are you working for? Who hired you? And where is Diyah?”

      Devascus coughed, and a burble of blood threatened to choke him. His wheeze ended on a laugh. “You get one question. Choose.”

      “Diyah.”

      Devascus smiled. In a way, he was glad the man had retained the heart of the boy, even if he had seemingly lost it for the time being. Blood poured from his mouth, and he spit. “I don’t have her,” he said. “Never did.”

      The blood filled his throat again, only this time he could not dispel it. He tried to suck in a breath, but hot liquid was into his lungs. He sputtered as more blood erupted from his lips, and as he gasped it flooded into his lungs again. The pain of fighting for air was worse than anything he had ever felt, and as the darkness closed on him, he felt it could not come soon enough.
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      Wesson turned once he reached the shadow of the battle academy wall and looked back toward the swath of destruction. He could not see the extent of the damage, for it continued far beyond the horizon. It looked as though someone had ripped the carpet of grass and trees away from the earth and wadded it into a mound to one side. Where once a forest stood was now naught but desolate rock. Wesson knew he would feel terrible for what he had done once the shock wore off, but for now he was only shocked by his own brutality. He had done what he had done without thought or concern for the consequences, and it had wrought nothing but death and destruction.

      He retraced his steps until he found Tica still laying where he had fallen, safe within the small strip of forest that Wesson had not destroyed. Wesson knelt beside him and looked down onto his friend’s peaceful face. He laid his palm on Tica’s unmoving chest and lowered his head as tears began streaming from his eyes. He searched inside himself for an answer, anything that might fix his friend, but there was nothing. He was not a necromancer. He could not bring the dead back to life.

      Wesson rose from the ground and sniffed as he glanced around himself. Tica was much larger and heavier than he was, and there was no way he could carry his friend all the way back to the academy. Since the energy of battle and certain death had dissipated, Wesson’s ankle and his other wounds began to torment him. As he limped back toward the battle academy it occurred to him that he would never again hear Tica’s laugh or feel the pounding of his heavy hand on his back. Like his father and everyone else he had cared about in his life, Tica had been stolen from him. While his mother and Diyah were not dead, they were no more accessible than Tica was at that moment.

      Wesson blamed himself. How could he not? He should never have allowed Tica to face the assassin with him. A small voice in his mind countered that Tica would not have taken no for an answer. Wesson’s head drooped and his shoulders hunched. He knew it was true. If he had not taken Tica with him, his friend would have followed anyway. Still, things might have been different. Tica might have lived.

      As Wesson reached the gate, it opened, and a cautious Glade stepped out to greet him. “Journeymen, you are summoned to the battle master, if you please.”

      Wesson met the man’s gaze and thought he saw a hint of fear. “Yes, Master,” he said as he entered the portal. He passed multiple buildings whose roofs and walls had been damaged by the tremors, but nothing compared to the destruction of the tower he could see in the distance. A mountain of rubble was all that remained.

      “Did I do that?” he said, already knowing the answer.

      “Ah, well, someone did, and you seem to be the likely candidate.”

      Wesson turned back to the path and continued following Glade. Some of the students had gathered near the barracks. He saw Anda, Maico, and Terella, and they stared, but they would not meet his gaze. When he reached the office of the battle master, Glade cleared his throat and pointed to a stairwell beside the office. A woman in healer’s robes hovered at the foot of the stairs. As Wesson made to pass, she reached out to him. He paused and looked into her kind eyes.

      “Please,” she said. “Allow me. You are hurt.”

      She placed her hands near the wound in his shoulder. “It’s a decent patch-up job,” she said. “But healing will be better.” As her power suffused him, her eyes widened, and she moved one of her hands down to his side where he had been stabbed. “You are worse off than I thought. I am sorry I did not see it sooner. The black robes hide the blood.”

      “I think that is the point,” Wesson mumbled.

      When she was finished, he thanked her and ascended the stairs to the top of the wall that overlooked the western expanse beyond the academy—the land Wesson had destroyed. When he arrived, he was surprised to find Ikestrius with the battle master.

      New feelings of guilt began to seep into his blood as Wesson gazed out over the destruction. Somewhere down there lay Tica’s body uninhabited by his soul. Wesson turned toward the men and bowed. “Battle Master.”

      While Ikestrius’s gaze remained on the carnage in the forest, the battle master watched Wesson like a lion sizing up his prey. “What happened?” he said.

      Wesson glanced toward the exposed rock beyond the western wall. “I fought an assassin of the Black Hall sent to kill me. He lost.” Wesson met the man’s gaze, a silent promise passing between them. The battle master seemed to understand the threat. He appeared furious but did not remark on it. Instead, he said, “You must remain here. You must tell me of everything that happened, every moment of the battle, every spell.” He took a step forward. “You will tell me what caused that,” he said with a nod toward the scene. “Then you will enroll as a post-graduate at the battle academy. I will personally be your supervisor.”

      Wesson shook his head. “No. I am honored by your offer, Battle Master, but I cannot do that. My three weeks here are at an end, and I am leaving.”

      “That is not an option. By my authority as Battle Master, I am ordering you to remain at the academy.”

      “You cannot do that,” said Wesson. “I am a journeyman mage, raised at the Mage Academy. You have no authority over me.”

      Ikestrius’s voice was quiet but firm as he interjected. “Wesson, where is Tica? I was told he left with you.”

      Wesson looked back to where the forest once stood. “He is out there,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Dead.” Then he met Ikestrius’s devastated gaze, and he knew his own pain was evident.

      Ikestrius’s face was solemn. “I am sorry,” he said.

      “That is why I cannot join you,” Wesson said to the battle master.

      “Why? Because one journeyman died? In war, many more will die.”

      “Precisely,” said Wesson. He nodded toward the destruction. “Imagine that land had been filled with troops—troops of either side. I did that in seconds. Can you imagine the death?”

      “Aye, and that is why we need you. You will not have a choice. I will go directly to the king about this.”

      “You can,” said Wesson, “but I will not become one of you. You can leave me alone, or you can make an enemy of me. You have seen what I can do. If you go to the king, which choice do you think he will make? Do you think he will just let me go?”

      “Of course not,” barked Rhone.

      “No, and what do you think will happen when they come for me and I fight back? Maybe it will be you who is sent to fetch me.”

      Understanding moved through Rhone’s gaze. “You could be the greatest battle mage to ever live. You would be known and feared by all. Kingdoms would quake at your feet.”

      Wesson shook his head. “I do not want that.”

      “What do you plan to do instead? Will you put on those pitiful grey robes and pass yourself off as a generalist? You will sleep in gutters and beg for scraps.”

      “Maybe so, but it will be honest, and I will never need kill anyone again.” He turned and said, “I’m leaving now.”

      Rhone’s words stopped him. “If you do this, I will order for your name to be struck from memory. No one will write of you. To even speak of you will be forbidden. You will be forgotten with time and banished from the annals of greatness.”

      Wesson pursed his lips, then met the battle master’s hard gaze. “That is probably for the best. Goodbye.”

      He shuffled down the steps then wound his way through the rubble and back to the barracks. The students stopped what they were doing as he passed, but no one approached. Upon entering the room, the others scattered leaving him alone. Wesson knelt beside his trunk and collected his things. Before he left, he removed the black battle mage attire, quickly showered, and donned the grey journeyman mage robes foregoing the panels. From the robes, alone, everyone would know he was a generalist.

      “Where are you going?” said Anda from the doorway. She sidled up to sit on the nearest bunk.

      “I do not know.”

      “Is Tica—”

      “He’s dead,” he said as he sat on Tica’s bunk beside her.

      “What happened out there?”

      Wesson shook his head, not yet ready to put the events into words. The time required to process everything he had done had not yet passed. Tica was dead, and it had done something to him—something terrible. The only other time Wesson had lost someone he cared about had been ten years before when his father died. He could hardly remember how he had dealt with the grief, but he surely remembered the feelings. He reached inside one of his packs, rustled around for a moment, then pulled out the box his father had given him for safekeeping. After all that had happened that day, he suddenly felt the urge to know what it contained.

      “What’s that?” said Anda.

      “My father gave this to me for safekeeping many years ago. I do not know what it contains. It is warded.”

      He ran a trickle of probing vimara over the familiar ward then began constructing a counter spell. He knew it would work. He didn’t know how he knew, but there was no doubt in his mind. Holding his breath, he applied the final token. The ward wriggled then snapped and unraveled like a coil of rope. His hands shook as he held the unwarded box. The second probe he used to discern how the box was constructed so that he might open it. He found that there were tiny, moving pieces hidden within the wood grain. He slid one such piece then turned the box and slid another. After about thirty moves, the box finally came open.

      He didn’t know what he had expected to find in the box, but it certainly wasn’t what he did.

      “What is it?” said Anda. “What’s inside?”

      “Pottery,” said Wesson. He held up a shard. “Just broken bits of pottery.”

      Each piece of glazed ceramic held strange marks like a foreign script painted in black. He examined the shards for any hint as to what made the item so special and found that they contained no enchantments whatsoever. Whatever the item had once been, it was destroyed now. Wesson might have worried that he had broken it during his rough travels but for the dampening ward. It would have kept anything inside secure and unharmed. Therefore, whatever this had been was already broken when he received the box.

      Anda picked up a shard and examined it. “Why would your dad keep a broken pot locked and warded in a box?”

      Wesson fingered the curved edge of the piece he was holding and then noticed the curve of the others. “It was a pot.” That realization tugged at a memory. “I remember something from my childhood. I was with my dad, and he was holding a small pot with markings like these. He called it a vessel. He told me that it was very important, that it had once held something extremely dangerous. He said that if I ever saw something like it again, I was not to touch it and to tell him right away.”

      He placed the shard back into the box along with the one Anda held. “I think this is the same pot.” He was sorely disappointed, but he would still treasure it because it had been given to him by his father. He packed the box and its contents back inside his bag, gathered the other packs and stood.

      Anda held out her arms and tentatively leaned in for a hug. “You write to me. Let me know you’re okay.”

      “I will. When you leave the academy, be sure to let Ikestrius know where you are going so I can find you again.”

      Wesson grimaced. It was as close to a smile as he could manage. Then he hefted his packs and turned away from his new friend. When he reached the small door that led beyond the battle academy, Ikestrius was waiting for him.

      “Where will you go?” said his master.

      Wesson shrugged. “I cannot say.”

      “You could come back to the keep with me.”

      With a shake of his head, Wesson said, “No, I need to complete the requirements of a journeyman so that I can become a full mage. I will need the money.”

      Ikestrius sighed and pulled a purse from his tunic. “Here. It is not much, but it will get you started.” He paused and said, “Life will be hard, and you will be facing those hardships already under a heavy weight. Tica was a good friend.”

      “Yes, he was,” said Wesson.

      Ikestrius swallowed hard. “I have not yet accepted his loss. But do not forget about those friends who are still here for you—Liska, Porelly, Oleshta, and the friends you have made here.”

      Wesson nodded solemnly.

      “And you still have family—your mother … and me.”

      Wesson blinked at him in surprise. “You? Family?”

      Ikestrius nodded. “I hope that you will think of me as such. You came to me much younger than the others. I have come to think of you like a son.” He lowered his head, and his voice came out in a growl. “I should have done more to discover what was happening with the man who haunted you. I thought he was just a thug hired by those goons in Maylon. I never would have guessed that an assassin with the Black Hall would target a child.”

      “He was only a hired man,” said Wesson. “It was someone else who targeted me. I may never know who since the slip is dead.”

      “Wesson.” Ikestrius caught his gaze. “I have always known you were powerful, but this—what you did today—I did not see this coming. I am in awe of you.” He held up a hand to forestall Wesson’s protest. “No, not because of the destruction you caused but because of the control you have maintained all these years. All those fires, the explosions, the implosions—they are nothing by comparison. You had this power all along, and you managed to not only to keep it contained but to suppress it so that you could use your latent constructive power.

      “I am also thankful that you are who you are. I shudder to think of what might be if Rhone were to have your power. He is a respectable battle master, but that kind of power could corrupt a man such as he. You, though, I have hope that you may remain exactly who you are. Do not allow your sorrows to harden you. If loss of compassion and heart is what is required to become a man, then remain a boy forever. The world cannot suffer you to be anything else.”

      “I appreciate your faith in me, Master.”

      Ikestrius laid a hand on Wesson’s shoulder. “Always. I am proud of you, and I believe your father would have been as well. Do not hesitate to come to me when you need help, Wesson. I have a feeling you will. Do not let pride keep you away.” He nodded toward a donkey tied to a post a few feet away. “You may take Shiela. She is too old to pull the cart, anyhow, but she can carry your packs.”

      “Thank you.”

      Wesson secured his packs to the donkey and turned back to the gate. As he tugged the jenny’s lead, Ikestrius said, “Wesson, be sure this is what you want. Down this path is loneliness and misery. Your name will fall on no one’s lips, and your stories will never be told. In the end, you will never know riches or renown.”

      “Perhaps not, but I will know my soul.”
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      Dear Diyah,

      So much has happened, and I may tell you none of it. Should I be found out, it could bring danger upon you and any who know me. Believe me when I tell you, though, that I have finally committed good with my power. Even so, I have chosen to live in the shadows, where threats against my life abound and the glories of fame and fortune never shine. Trust me when I say that it is better this way. For me, to be known is to be feared. Fear ignites hate, envy, and malice. Should I be pressed, I could not hope to contain the tumultuous terrors that churn within me. I am sorry if this scares you; but, as promised, I am always honest with you. I have gained control of myself, and you need not ever fear me. When I have accrued enough wealth to purchase my home and save my family name, I will come for you. It may be some time, but you need not wait forever.

      Sincerely yours,

      Wesson

      

      Wesson sat in the road with his head in his hands. Tears fell freely from his lashes as he struggled with what needed to be done. He looked over at Shiela. She lay prone in the dirt beside him breathing heavily. Mucus dripped down her soft muzzle, and her wide eyes and pants made her pain evident. Wesson had managed to calm the jenny but healing her was a matter altogether beyond him. It had only been five months since he had left the Battle Mage Academy, and his donkey had already managed to break her leg. He did not even bother to turn when he heard riders coming up behind him. The riders stopped at a respectful distance, and Wesson glanced their way. There were several of them. Wesson initially felt some alarm upon seeing the lead rider, but with both males and females in his party, Wesson decided they probably were not a threat. He turned away upon seeing their concern, although he felt little shame in his tears.

      The riders did not move, so Wesson looked up again. The lead rider sat atop the largest, blackest horse he had ever seen. The horse’s mane, tail, and hide were brushed to a silky sheen, and the rider’s tack was of quality black leather and polished silver. The rider, himself, was possibly even more imposing than the horse, although it was not his noble dress that gave Wesson chills. The man had black hair that looked almost blue in the sunlight and icy blue eyes that seemed to bore straight through him. He had a regal bearing yet sat his horse in the manner and comfort of a seasoned warrior. Wesson took note of the two swords at his hips. By the man’s hard, intelligent stare, Wesson had no doubt the man knew how to use them.

      Wesson said, “I have been trying for the last two hours to heal her. I just do not have enough talent in healing.”

      Shiela groaned, and Wesson winced. He sniffed and said, “I … I just cannot finish her, either. I have been sitting here trying to figure out what to do. I cannot leave her like this, and my packs are too heavy to carry.”

      The man dismounted, and Wesson found himself envious of the man’s height. He had to be well over six feet tall. The man nodded to another man dressed as a soldier, then squatted beside Shiela. After a moment’s perusal, he looked up and waved his companions forward, ordering them to dismount. Wesson’s primary focus, though, was on Shiela. She was suffering.

      The man said, “Well, Mage …”

      Wesson startled at the sound of the man’s voice so close. It was steady but quiet. “Journeyman Wesson,” he said, his tangled tongue betraying his anxiety.

      “Journeyman Wesson,” said the man. “I am Rezkin, and this is Captain Jimson of the King’s Army. The other introductions can be saved for later. It seems we have two options here, Journeyman Wesson. We can put the beast out of its misery, or our companion, here,”—he waved toward a young blonde woman—“can attempt to heal it.”

      Wesson’s eyes widened in surprise as he looked toward the young woman who was dressed like a warrior. “You are a healer?” he said hopefully.

      The young woman scowled and shouted, “I most certainly am not!” She glared at the raven-haired man and said, “I am a warrior, not a healer!”

      Wesson was confused. He looked back to the large man beside him for answers. Rezkin said, “Her powers just awoke a few days ago. She performed her first healing in a moment of distress and has since been in denial.”

      Shock tore through Wesson as he looked back at the woman. She was petite and pretty and oh so very angry. “Why?” he blurted. “It is a rare talent! As you can see from my own failure, not every mage possesses the ability. Likewise, those with strong healing affinity usually lack the ability to access the other powers, so they often go undiscovered.” Wesson pushed himself to his feet and took a step toward the young woman pleading with his eyes. “I could help you harness the energy and direct it for you. You would not have to do it all yourself.”

      The young woman appeared cautious but looked like she might agree. After a moment, though, she stomped her foot like a child and said, “I won’t do it! I am a warrior.”

      Wesson thought of Shiela laying there in pain, and he was completely thrown by the woman’s heartless refusal. Tears filled his eyes again and he looked away. Shiela suddenly lifted her head and began kicking as though trying to rise. She bellowed in pain and shook her head as she gnashed her teeth. Wesson wrapped his arms around her neck and stroked her soft fur as he whispered a soothing spell. Shiela groaned and then lay her head back in the dirt.

      The man—Rezkin—pulled a dagger from his belt and said, “Well then, there is only one thing left to do. Journeyman Wesson, would you prefer to do this yourself, or shall I?”

      Wesson was surprised this lord would deign to help him, much less offer to kill the beast himself. He could not look at Rezkin or the others. He turned his head and said, “I … I cannot.” He nearly choked on the words.

      Rezkin, obviously used to being obeyed, motioned to the packs that Wesson had stacked to one side of the road and said, “Perhaps you all should gather these packs and head up the road a way. I will join you when I am finished.”

      One of the soldiers stepped forward. “Lord Rezkin, I can perform the deed if you prefer to join the others.”

      Lord Rezkin said, “Thank you for your offer, Lieutenant Drascon, but I am capable. I would prefer for you to see to your duties and keep watch over the others.” Wesson thought he saw something briefly in the lord’s gaze. Was it humor, deception, or some deeper knowledge? Surely it was not excitement.

      Lieutenant Drascon seemed to have missed it. He nodded sharply and said, “Of course, my lord, as you wish.”

      A few of the others gathered some of Wesson’s packs and walked a few paces down the road. Wesson had not yet brought himself to stand. After a moment, he sighed heavily then shuffled after them.

      “Wait,” snapped the young blonde woman who was clutching her sword hilt so tightly that her knuckles had turned white.

      Wesson stopped and turned toward her, hoping she had changed her mind about healing Shiela. She said, “You … you said I don’t have to do anything, right? I mean, you just use my … um, power … and do the healing yourself?”

      Wesson was afraid to answer too quickly and possibly scare her off. He softly said, “For the most part. You would have to call up your power, which I can help you do; and you would need to direct your will, but I can form the healing for you.”

      “Direct my will?” she said, appearing uneasy. She looked like a scared rabbit about to dart into the grass.

      “It just means you would need to focus your intent. You have to want to heal the injury and focus your power on doing so.” Upon seeing the woman’s lack of confidence and discomfort, he attempted a different approach. “You carry a bow,” he nodded toward the bow strapped to her horse. She nodded. “When you aim at a target, you are directing your will at hitting the target. You are not focusing on hitting the trees or rocks around the target, but on the target, itself, and on what you wish to do.”

      She nodded again, and the tension in her shoulders eased.

      “It is the same thing with vimara, our mage power. You focus on what you want to hit. But … it is not just about hitting the right target. You need to tell the vimara what you want it to do once it hits the target. Like making a sandwich,” he said almost cheerfully as his stomach grumbled. He abruptly realized it had been entirely too long since he had eaten a decent meal. Then he felt guilty for thinking of food while Shiela was suffering.

      “A sandwich?” she asked skeptically.

      He immediately regretted his choice in metaphor but stuck with it anyway. “Yes, like a sandwich. You take the ingredients and put them together, but you do not want to smash them into a pulp or slap them together haphazardly so they fall out all over the place. You want to stack them gently and orderly so that they form a neat stack. Maybe you even want the ingredients stacked in a certain order. You must decide and make your hands do it the way you want. It is the same with the vimara. For healing, you direct the vimara at the injury and then will it to heal. Is it safe to assume you do not have healing knowledge? You do not know how to repair a broken bone, do you?”

      She huffed. “No, of course not. I told you, I am a warrior, not a healer.” Her gaze darted to Rezkin who still stood beside the donkey, and she flushed.

      Wesson did not know why she seemed embarrassed, but he wanted her to help him. He said, “Then, if you would do this for me, I will help you call on your vimara. You direct it at the injury and will it to heal, and I will guide the actual healing of the injury so it progresses properly. I will do most of the difficult work, so you will not feel overwhelmed.” She looked like she was about to dismiss the whole idea and bolt down the road with the rest of the party. After glancing back at Rezkin, she eventually said, “Okay.”

      Wesson’s relief was almost palpable. “This is wonderful,” he said. “Please, let us get started. I do not want her to suffer anymore. I have had Shiela for years, you know. She belonged to my master, but I had to use her when we traveled. He let me take her when I finished my apprenticeship.”

      The woman smiled. “Your donkey’s name is Shiela?”

      “Oh, yes. I named her, myself. A pretty name for a pretty lady.”

      The young woman snorted a laugh, but he did not understand why that was so funny. He guided her through the healing, which took a while since she had never healed anyone before. He felt himself lucky to have found anyone with enough adamantine power to heal. As they worked together, he learned that the woman’s name was Reaylin de Voss. When they finished, he said, “Thank you, Reaylin. I am in your debt.”

      Reaylin shook her head and said, “I don’t want your debt. Give it to Rezkin. He’s the only reason I did it, anyway.” Her face flushed again. She grabbed her horse’s reins and stalked away.

      Lord Rezkin and Captain Jimson had an exchange as Wesson helped Shiela to stand and looked her over. Then, he happily pulled the jenny toward where the others were gathered. One of the young men named Tam helped Wesson replace his packs on Shiela’s back as the others chatted. They offered Wesson the chance to ride one of the ladies’ horses as she joined Lord Rezkin on the back of his giant black beast. Wesson was tired, so he reluctantly agreed. He did not need to adjust the stirrups much, since he was near to the young woman’s height. As they all rode together, with Shiela trailing behind, Wesson reveled in his happiness over the jenny being healed.

      Eventually, Lord Rezkin smiled at him. It was a practiced smile, but one that appeared genuine. Still, Wesson had an odd feeling about the man. “So, Journeyman Wesson, what brings you out here to the middle of the forest? It looks as though you have been on a long journey, and on foot, no less.”

      Wesson’s head dipped forward, and he replied, “Yes, it is true. I have been out here for quite some time. I had thought to improve my skills so that I could become a life mage.”

      “It sounds like it has not worked out the way you hoped,” Lord Rezkin remarked casually, but Wesson knew he was searching for more information, which was not necessarily a bad thing. After all, Wesson was entirely dependent on patrons and commissions.

      “No, it has not,” Wesson replied feeling dejected. His sense of the man encouraged him to speak openly. “I knew from the beginning that most life mages have much more innate healing talent than I, but I had hoped that I could still develop the other talents.” He sighed heavily. “I just do not have the aptitude for working with plants and animals, though. When I try to push it, either it does not work or I end up … well, it does not go well.”

      “I see. Where do your natural talents lie?” Lord Rezkin asked.

      Wesson considered lying or trying to hide the nature of his power as he usually did, but something about Lord Rezkin resonated with him. It was as though his power was jumping within him hoping to be released, and it seemed only to happen around the imposing lord. From the intelligent glint in the man’s cold, blue gaze, Wesson thought it likely that he would somehow know that Wesson was lying if he chose to do so. He took a breath and decided on the truth.

      “I have a natural affinity for destructive magic,” he replied.

      Lord Rezkin’s brow rose, and he remarked, “Destructive magic is quite useful. I know the Battle Mage Academy would be champing at the bit to get someone with a natural affinity, especially since most battle mages do not possess it. They have to work hard to develop the skills, and it is more draining. Your talents would not go unappreciated.”

      The journeyman shook his head in denial and replied, “I know, but I do not want to be a battle mage. I have no desire to kill and destroy. I could not even put down Shiela when she was injured. I am useless. I cannot heal, and I will not destroy.”

      “Shiela?” the young woman named Frisha said.

      “His donkey,” Lord Rezkin answered flatly.

      “Really?” she asked and then burst into laughter. Wesson had no idea why that was funny.

      Lord Rezkin said, “So, we have a healer who wants to be a warrior and a battle mage who wants to be a healer. It seems to me that some people simply need to accept who they are and embrace their strengths.”

      Wesson looked away for a moment. Under normal circumstances, he might agree with the young lord, but Wesson had been fighting against his nature since coming into his power. He changed the subject. “You have quite a bit of knowledge about mages, Lord Rezkin.”

      “Please, it is just Rezkin. And, yes. I am educated in the subject, although I have no natural talent of my own.”

      Wesson looked at him sideways. Something about the way Wesson’s power reacted to Lord Rezkin had made him think otherwise. Although he had not yet felt any power coming from the man, he was nearly certain Rezkin was blessed with not a small amount of vimara. He started to say something about it, but Lord Rezkin continued. “What about enchantments or alchemy? Perhaps you could pursue a more passive career.”

      “Yes, I am quite good at enchantments and alchemy, but only with certain spells,” Wesson said.

      “Oh, and what spells are those?”

      “The kind that explode,” Wesson replied with a heavy sigh. He knew it was a bit of an exaggeration, but he did not want these people to think that he was capable of more than was true.

      “So, all of your magic ends up being destructive?” asked Frisha.

      “No, not all of it. I can do all the basic apprentice spells and a few more advanced, but nothing that would entice a patron to hire me.”

      “If you are not employed, then what are you doing now?” Frisha said.

      “I am just wandering. I go from town to town and occasionally someone needs something simple done. I might fix a forge or deepen a well. Actually, my destructive magic is pretty good for those kinds of things. Breaking up rocks and removing earth is a destructive process, and forges naturally require the destructive element of fire. My enchantments are quite useful for producing heat and strength, as well. But, the enchantments last a long time, and there are only so many forges to repair or wells to dig.”

      For the rest of the ride, Frisha asked him questions about what he had been doing with his time, and he was obliged to answer. Upon reaching the town of Teurning, Lord Rezkin insisted that Wesson join the group for dinner. The meal was pleasant, and Wesson learned much about his hosts. It seemed he was in the company of multiple lords and ladies, which was not all that surprising since they tended to gather in packs. Although the others seemed to share their life stories openly, Lord Rezkin remained a mystery. He seemed to prefer asking the questions. It seemed a little unusual, since men of Rezkin’s presumed station tended to brag, and Wesson was quite convinced that there was more to Lord Rezkin than meets the eye, mysterious power multiple deadly weapons included.

      The dinner about used up the remainder of Wesson’s coin, so he made to excuse himself after the meal had finished.

      “I thank you all for your company. Lord Rezkin, I owe you and Reaylin a debt, and I truly hope to repay it someday. If there is ever anything I can do for you, please do not hesitate to call on me,”—he paused and then continued—“wherever I may be.” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully and said, “Perhaps I can give you the name of my former master, and you can leave a message with him. I will make it a point to check from time to time.”

      Rezkin said, “Actually, Journeyman Wesson, I was hoping you would stay the night. I may have a task for you.”

      Wesson could not hide his embarrassment as he said, “Ah, well, you see, I was going to camp outside of town. I do not exactly have the funds for an establishment such as this at the moment.”

      “As I said, Journeyman, I might have some work for you. I will cover the fee for room and board and any other necessities as part of your payment.”

      Wesson was surprised. He was being offered payment before even performing the work. He said, “But, I do not even know what the job is or whether I am capable of performing it. What if I am unable to complete the task? I would not be able to pay you back.”

      “Oh, I am quite certain you will suffice.”
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        Bordran – King of Ashai

        Jairardun – SenGoka from Jaharta

        Peider – SenGoka from Jaharta

        Berringish – Galathian Sen

        Byrant Seth – Wesson's father

        Lady Urmela – Wesson's mother

        Wesson – Young boy who discovers he has mage powers

        Diyah – Wesson's childhood friend

        Yeyer – A boy in Benbrick

        Donalson Fregan – A farmer in Benbrick

        Ma Laney – Diyah's mother

        Arteya Renn – A girl in Benbrick

        Master Hurley – Former groundskeeper at Wesson's family estate

        Grayth Prisitus – Urmela's betrothed

        Baron Argol – Baron over Wesson's home

        Moulden – Irritating boy and bully in Benbrick

        Bryce – Moulden's friend

        Tomlin Holcom – Golden boy of Benbrick

        Siguey – Another of Moulden's friends

        Dowen – Bryce's father

        Finessy – Mayor of Benbrick

        Marlin – Deputy of Benbrick

        Ikestrius – Master Mage; Trained battle mage

        Liska – Ikestrius's daughter; mage apprentice

        Ticarius (Tica) – Ikestrius's apprentice; stayed to help family on farm

        Porelly – Ikestrius's apprentice; left academy after a year to help family

        Oleshta – Ikestrius's apprentice; power and ratio are too weak to be a mage

        Genevera – Archmage

        Moralory – Student at Mage Academy

        Novalu – Student at Mage Academy

        Armas – Berringish's assistant

        Devascus – Slip of the Black Hall

        Ermelda – Killed Byrant Seth and was also killed

        Licentia – Tica's journeyman supervisor Master Mage

        Mesera – Generalist mage; older woman

        Antioppe – A philosopher

        Hedrid Myer – A philospher

        Filiponius – A philospher

        Mariquette – A philospher

        Nanuck – Traveller in caravan

        Jennai – Traveller in caravan

        Alliie – Girl traveller in caravan

        Alloc – Tica's friend

        Beble – Tica's friend

        Ginzel – Tica's friend

        Nessa – Tica's friend

        Eris – Tica's friend

        Master Belemny – Mage instructor

        Master Crelt – Mage instructor

        Landra – Slip of the Black Hall

        Briesh – Master Assassin of the Black Hall

        Enish – Trainee at the Black Hall

        Glade – Battle mage at Battle Mage Academy

        Rhone – Battle Master of Battle Mage Academy

        Terella Penn – Trainee battlemage

        Maico – Trainee battle mage

        Anda – Trainee battle mage

        Master Imbrel – Battlemage master at dining table

        Willow – Maico's girlfriend

        Vereyus – Warring Wands class instructor

        Casius – Journeyman natural battle mage

        Arias – Journeyman natural battle mage

        Master Thedrell – Instructor at Battle Mage Academy

        Thia – Fifth year constructive student at Battle Mage Academy
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      Wintermaker – Character from legend; brings nightmares

      vhargonette – Lizard-like creature

      vimara – Magical power

      token – Final spell component that causes a spell to manifest

      Esavento – Spell to cause strong winds

      noctu – Poison gas spell

      vimaragram – A diagram of a spell

      conspiritus imperial – Unknown spell

      umbral thwart – A device used to negate the use of vimara in an area

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Kel Kade is a single parent who currently lives and works in Texas as a full-time novelist. Kade’s bachelor and master’s degrees are in geosciences, her work experience includes oil and gas exploration and environmental consulting, and her doctoral studies focused on the volcanoes of the western pacific and Central America. Growing up, Kade lived a military lifestyle of travelling and moving to new places every few years. Not only did these childhood experiences instill in Kade a sense of wanderlust, but they also helped to shape an open mind and understanding that the Earth is expansive and wild, and world culture is so diverse it is indefinable. Kade has always had a deep interest in science, ancient history, cultural anthropology, art, music, languages, and spirituality, which is evidenced by the diversity and richness of the places and cultures depicted in her writings.
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      I hope you enjoyed reading this prequel to the King’s Dark Tidings (KDT) series. Although it is perhaps best read between books 4 (Kingdoms and Chaos) and 5 (Dragons and Demons) of the KDT series, it is written so that it can be read as a stand-alone novel or before reading the KDT series. Please consider leaving a review or comments so that I can continue to improve and expand upon this ongoing series.

      If you love A Mage of No Renown and the KDT series, you might also enjoy the Shroud of Prophecy series. This exciting trilogy of an unbreakable prophecy, pantheons of gods, terrible monsters, and the walking undead begins with Fate of the Fallen.
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