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Chapter One: Heritage
 
Drip, drip, drip. 
I eyed the icicle hanging from the roof with mixed emotions. The snow was melting, which meant spring was hovering on the horizon, tensed to pounce the moment that winter let its guard down. When that happened, it meant that the team would be going back into Chahir to search for magicians again. 
It would also mean that I was out of Guin’s immediate reach.
Right now, I wasn’t sure which one I preferred. 
In the four months that I had been home I had gotten very little rest. Because of the thick snows covering the roads I was one of the few magicians that could travel around the country. The fact that I was faster than more conventional methods was just an added bonus. And if the situation demanded skills other than mine? Well, then I got to take whatever Witch or Wizard that needed to go somewhere by way of the earth path. Most days, I wasn’t sure if I was coming or going. I hadn’t had time to shop for a house, much less use any of my vacation time! 
Night definitely has a point. Being accessible to Guin is not conducive to a peaceful lifestyle. 
This was one of those rare moments when I was home—not in my own apartment at the Palace, but at my parent’s house—without an emergency hanging over my head. 
“Garth!” my mother’s voice called from the front door. “There’s a message for you!”
I eyed the back door, only feet away from me, and judged whether or not I could make it outside before she could catch me. On this wooden floor, I couldn’t jump into the earth path like I wanted to. However, once outside I could disappear in the earth and no one could find me there.…
“It’s not from Guin,” she added, voice rich with amusement.
What, the woman reads minds now? But if it wasn’t from Guin, who was it from? My stomach had no real desire to leave the warm, fragrant air of the kitchen. The rest of me ignored my greedy stomach. Curiosity compelled me out of my chair and away from my breakfast, into the front room. “Whose seal is on it?”
“There’s no seal,” she denied as she handed it over.
Actually, there was. She just didn’t recognize it as such. There was a complicated braid of silver string, black leather, and rich mahogany hair wrapped around the parchment. I recognized it instantly. 
“This is Roha of Del’s braid.” Now why would she be contacting me in the dead of winter? She often sent letters inquiring about how Trev’nor was doing, but not during the months where it was nearly impossible to get letters through. And I had just sent her a long letter about Trev’nor three months ago…
“The Tonkawacon woman that raised Trev’nor?” Mom stared at the letter in my hands with renewed interest. “This must be very important for her to send a letter in winter.”
Very important or very dire. I didn’t say that aloud. I knew better than to try and unravel that braid—it was more likely that I’d tangle my own fingers attempting it—so I used my belt knife to just cut it off. The parchment was a bit wet at one corner, but as I unrolled it I was relieved to find nothing smudged or illegible. 
 
Garth,

 
I received your last letter. Thank you for telling this old woman what her adopted son has gotten into. I can tell he is adjusting fine. 
A year ago when I gave him to you, I had not expected to find anyone to properly train the boy. There is much that I still have, things that belonged to his parents that I’ve kept over the years. While you are in Hain come see me. I wish to tell you what little I know of the boy’s parentage and history. Your last letter indicated that bloodlines of Mages are very important. I have some evidence of what Trev’nor’s heritage is. 
I wish I could be more specific, but they are in Chahirese, and that is not a language I can read. But I trust that you can, eh? Travel toward the Boren Mountains, just northwest of Jward, and you’ll find our camp.
Bring Trev’nor with you. I want to see the rascal.
 
Roha of Del
 
I felt like my breath had been knocked out of me. Trev’nor was Chahiran? Or at least, all the evidence pointed in that direction… I lowered the letter so that I could look at my mother’s face. “I need to go to Roha of Del as quickly as possible.”
She went taut, alarmed. “Is something wrong?”
“Important,” I corrected. “She never told me that she has Trev’nor’s parent’s effects. She knows a little about his heritage. We’ve always wondered what nationality Trev’nor is—it never occurred to me that Roha knew it and just hadn’t mentioned it.”
“Did she tell you in the letter?” 
“She made reference to it. Apparently, something his parents had was written in Chahirese.”
Her green eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “I always suspected he was, considering his looks.”
I shook my head, frustrated because I knew that she wasn’t catching the full nuance of that statement. “Mom, the only Chahiran Mages that were Earth Mages are of the Rheben bloodline.” The Index we found in Chahir four months ago had confirmed that fact. 
Her mouth soundlessly dropped. “Good heavens,” she breathed. “Then Trev’nor…”
“Is related to us somehow, if Roha is right, and that language is Chahirese.” 
“Go saddle Night,” she ordered abruptly. “I’ll pack a bag for you. I think you need to leave right now.”
“I agree completely.” I rolled the letter back up and stuck it in my pocket as I quickly made my way to the back door. My thick winter coat hung on a peg just inside the door, which I snagged and slipped into as I made my way into the snow-covered back yard. Night was not in his stall next to my father’s workshop, but rubbing his forehead against the porch railing. Trying to scratch an itch, I guessed. From the hoof prints on the ground, he’d obviously been spending his time roaming around the small yard looking for things to nibble on. “Night, we need to go.”
“Not another assignment from Guin!” he wailed in protest. “We just got home yesterday.”
“Not that,” I disagreed. “I just got a letter from Roha of Del.”
He gave me an odd look. “In the dead of winter?”
“It was a very important letter. She knows something of Trev’nor’s parents.”
Night abandoned his scratching altogether, standing alert. “That’s pretty important information. Did she tell you?”
“No, not really. But she did say that she thinks he’s Chahiran.”
“But the only Earth Mages are…” he trailed off, ears pricked.
“I know. I think we need to get up there quickly. I want answers and I want them now. Let me throw a saddle on you, and then we’ll go get Trev.”
Night held perfectly still while I quickly strapped his saddle on. Mom strode into the yard, pale gray dress flapping around her ankles. She threw my very worn saddlebags on and tied them into place for me. 
“How long do you expect to be gone?” Mom asked as I heaved myself onto Night’s back. 
“Probably a few weeks. Trev’nor will want to properly visit with everyone while we’re there.” And this way, I can finally get a proper break. 
“All right. Take care. You too, Night.”
Night rubbed against her cheek in an affectionate gesture that almost knocked my mother right on her rear in the snow. “Bye, Jaylan.”
Catching her balance on the edge of the stall, she laughed and waved us away, hair glowing golden in the sun.
Night took us directly to the Palace grounds and the small wing that housed Allan and Liah Gaines, Trev’nor’s adopted parents. Giving him to that couple had been one of the best decisions ever made. They both adored Trev’nor, and were very tolerant of all the Tonkawacon quirks he had. The first morning Liah woke up with two braids in her hair, she hadn’t even blinked. Allan told me that she just started laughing, claiming that she had half-expected to gain braids at some point. Allan was grateful his hair was too short to braid anything into. I noticed that he kept his hair that short, not tempting fate.
Night twisted his head to look at me as I slid off his back. “In the essence of time, why don’t I go tell Haben where we’re going while you get Trev’nor? You know that Liah will pump you for information first.”
“So will Haben,” I responded ruefully. “It’s a good idea, Night. Go for it. I’ll meet you here?”
“Sure.” With a flick of his tail, he turned and headed back toward the main building.
I’d barely knocked when Liah opened the door. She was in the brown uniform of the Jaunten, so I assumed that she was either heading for or just coming back from doing something official. 
“Garth, this is a nice surprise.” 
“Hello, Liah. May I come in?”
“Of course, of course.” She stepped back to give me room to enter. “Your timing is quite good, actually. Trev’nor has been pestering me about you. He’s been feeling neglected.”
“I hope he realizes that’s Guin’s fault?” 
Laughing brown eyes belied her serious nod. “Yes, they’ve had many serious discussions about it.”
Yes, I bet they’ve had. A shame I’ve missed them; that was sure to be priceless. I rubbed at my lips to erase a growing smile. “Is that so. Hm.”
“So are you here to kidnap him for a while?”
“It’s a bit more serious than that,” I warned her. “I just received a letter from Roha of Del, you see, and—”
Trev’nor’s bedroom door jerked open and a small, delighted face popped into view. 
“Garth!”
“Hey, scamp.” I bent slightly, catching him as he threw himself into my arms with a patented Trev’nor Tackle. I barely had him seated in my arms before he was demanding, “How long are you home?”
“Not long,” I admitted, trying not to smile as instant disappointment flooded his face, tugging his mouth downward and drawing his eyebrows into a deep furrow. “But this time, you’re coming with me.”
His disappointment instantly morphed into a brilliant smile. “Really? Where are we going?”
“We need to see Roha of Del.”
Trev’nor frowned, concern starting to dint his joy. “Is something wrong?”
Considering that no one sane travels during winter (but me) that was a valid question. 
“No, but she has some very serious information for us. Trev, she has some of your parents’—your birth parents—things. She wants to pass those things onto you. Among those things, she tells me, is proof of your heritage.”
Trev’nor couldn’t really use his magic yet, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t learning about it. Part of his school curriculum dealt with magical history. He understood enough about it to know that a Mage’s history, especially, was very important. He nodded to me seriously. “We need to see her. I want to know.”
“Me too, kiddo. I’ll fill you in on the way, but for now, go pack. Warm clothes, you know the drill.” After living with the Tonkawacon tribe, Trev’nor knew better how to pack for traveling than most adults did.
“Okay.” He jumped out of my arms, in a full run before his feet could even touch the ground. 
Liah waited until he was in his room before murmuring, “There was something you didn’t tell him.”
“Yes. Liah, Roha of Del said that she couldn’t tell me much, because everything she had kept was written in Chahirese.”
Her eyes flared wide. “Then he is Chahiran?”
“Yes, but that’s more significant than you may realize. The Chahiran Earth Mages were always Rhebens, Liah.”
She put a hand to her mouth, a half-exclamation bursting from her. “Then it’s likely that he is a Rheben, too?”
“Somehow, yes.” I shrugged, palms spread in helpless frustration. “This is guesswork on my part, but the pieces fit too neatly to not have some truth to them. I need to talk to Roha of Del and see those affects before I can be sure. If I’m right, then we need to keep an eye on the rest of my family as we’re sure to have more Earth Mages pop up. If not…then another, wholly new bloodline has started with Trev’nor.” That last thought was rather disturbing. 
She nodded in understanding. “This is definitely something we want to be sure on. How long will you be gone?”
“A few weeks, I think. He’ll want time to visit with everyone up there.”
“Does Val Haben know about this?”
“Night is telling him now.” And Haben got the lovely job of telling Guin. I was thankful that I would be well out of reach before my workaholic King realized that his favorite slave would be gone for a while. He would not be pleased. 
A part of my mind started doing a jig of happiness at that thought. I throttled back an urge to rub my hands together and chuckle evilly.
“Okay, I’m packed!” Trev’nor came flying out of his room in a flurry of blue, a thick winter jacket only half- on, bag slung over his shoulder. 
Liah dropped down to one knee, catching him before he could make it out the front door. “Trev’nor, you be sure to mind Garth while you’re gone, all right?”
He rolled his eyes. “Yes, Mom.”
Amused, she kissed him on the forehead. “Have fun, Trev. I’ll see you in a few weeks.”
His eyes lit up at the word weeks. “We’re going to be gone that long?”
“Maybe,” I cautioned. “I’m not sure yet.” 
“I don’t mind,” he assured me with an eager smile.
It was my turn to roll my eyes. “Yeah, I didn’t think you would. We’ll see when we get up there, okay?”
“Can we leave now?”
“As soon as Night comes back, we can leave.”
Trev’nor spent the wait pestering me with questions and bouncing around the room impatiently. I just sat back and watched the kid wear himself out, knowing that he would probably sleep most of the way up to Roha of Del’s camp.
Fortunately for Trev’nor, Night showed up only a few minutes later. After a final goodbye to Liah, I grabbed nreesce and boy-Mage and took us into the earth path. 
As predicted, Trev’nor lasted about ten minutes before curling up around my feet, snoring like a dragoo in a sunny spot. I figured he’d do that—for an Earth Mage, being down here was incredibly relaxing. The power of the earth was rich and warm to my sense, like being wrapped up in a thick blanket. I was tempted to take a nap myself.
If I ever did, Night would never let me hear the end of it.
“So how did Haben take the news?” I hadn’t had a chance to ask earlier, with all of Trev’nor’s questions.
“He seemed quite…vexed.” There was an outrageous twinkle in Night’s eyes.
“Vexed?” I repeated, sinking sensation pulling at my chest.
“Yes, apparently not having you within arm’s reach unnerves him. But he could hardly order us to stay home, all things considered.”
If Haben was “vexed” by my leaving then he undoubtedly had more errands in mind for me to run. I was suddenly glad that Roha summoned me today. Who knows what else Haben had on his To-Do- List. 
“I ran into Chatta in the halls and gave her a quick outline of everything too,” Night added casually. 
I smacked my forehead with the palm of my hand. I had completely overlooked updating my best friend about what was going on. I was sure to catch trouble for that later. 
“I hope she realizes that she would have been welcome to come?”
“Yes, I assured her she was. But apparently she’s just been handed an assignment in town, and will be tied up with that for a few days, at least. She wanted me to tell you, though, that she wants a full report when you get home.”
I’d be in serious trouble if I didn’t. 
The conversation stalled there as I had to focus on our surroundings more. I felt the change as we came close to the Boren Mountains, so Roha’s camp had to be somewhere nearby. Only the Boren Mountains have this thick mixture of hard granite and crystalline fissures. The feel of these mountains have a different weight to them, and so leave a more profound impression in the soil. Fortunately, a DauZmor of her caliber has a significant level of magic. It wasn’t difficult to pinpoint her, once I was close enough. I brought us up on what felt like the outskirts of the camp.
A Tonkawacon camp is unlike anything else in this world. They have these tents made of thick hides and some sort of material that I’ve never seen anywhere else. It, in some ways, offered better protection and comfort than stone walls did. The tents are huge, well able to house a large family and all of their belongings. Most of them are dark brown in color, or black, but they also have large streamers coming out of the top in different colors. It only made sense—if not for the varied colored streamers, how else could the people tell their tent from everyone else’s? As I approached, snow and wood smoke drifted around me, as well as the tantalizing scent of meat cooking.
As expected of a Tonkawacon tribe, horses were everywhere. Some of them were tethered, but most ran free. Well, that is to say, most followed their owners around like faithful dogs. It rather reminded me of Night, actually…. Considering the cold, I expected most of the camp to be inside their tents, but from the looks of it almost everyone chose to be outside. They cooked, sewed, tended to horses and children alike, and talked to anyone within ear shot.
 I’ve never been able to find any rhyme or reason for how the camp is laid out. This area had all the earmarks of being their normal winter camp, as the few trees that were within the vicinity had been so completely incorporated into the camp’s layout that it had to been planned that way. Worn paths wove in between the tents, as well, almost like functioning streets lined with crisp snow. 
Normally I just stumbled around until someone took pity on me and pointed me in the right direction. This time, Trev’nor rather took care of finding Roha. He pelted forward, weaving with practiced ease between tents, horses, campfires and people. I just tried to keep up.
“Roha!” he called as he dove into a familiar looking mahogany tent. 
I ducked in after him, blinking to let my eyes adjust to the dimmer lighting. A single fire burning in a brazier in the middle, surrounded by a rainbow ring of plush pillows and blankets, warmed the tent comfortably. Trunks and low sitting seats or beds lined the inside walls, providing a very open space in the middle. Roha sat on one of these pillows, looking just as she had a year ago, when I first met her. Silver hair still plaited in a complex pattern that denoted her status of DauZmor, skin tanned by many years in the sun until it looked like beaten leather, thin frame appearing heftier with the layers of tunics to keep out the winter chill. Trev’nor—probably out of sheer habit—had already made himself comfortable in her lap, happily exchanging hugs. The kid kept saying he was too old to be held anymore, until situations like this cropped up, and then he conveniently forgot his age. 
“Garth, you got here quickly,” Roha greeted me with a wide smile. “And Trev, how you’ve grown!”
“I’m going to be taller than Garth,” he announced proudly.
“I keep telling him to aim higher than that.” I shook my head at the boy, mock-frowning as Roha chuckled. “How are you, Roha?”
“Still moving, which is a blessing. Come sit down, Garth. Night, how are you?”
“Well, thank you. And glad to be out of Del’Hain.” Night followed me all the way inside. 
“I expect that the reason you are here is because of my letter?” Roha turned penetrating eyes on me. 
“Yes.” 
“Let’s get comfortable first,” Roha suggested. “Garth, go ahead and take all of that tack off of Night. Are you hungry?”
Not particularly, but I knew from experience that Roha liked to feed people. And, well, I was always able to eat. I had experienced something of a growth spurt over the winter, gaining another inch in height. Since hunger still attacked at random moments, I had hopes that my growth spurt wasn’t over yet. 
I took the saddle and bridle off of Night before settling back near Roha. This being a Tonkawacon tent, there was plenty of room for a few horses, even ones of Night’s large stature. My four legged friend settled on the ground next to me, legs curled up comfortably to one side. 
Roha leaned over to the side, lifting the lid off a rather large black pot from the brazier in the center of the tent. A delicious aroma drifted into the air, and my mouth started watering. I was hungrier than I realized. 
Both Trev’nor and I were handed large bowls of some thick stew that I didn’t recognize—not that it particularly bothered me at that moment. I dug in happily. Roha, being a good hostess, did not neglect Night. She pulled a basket of slightly wrinkled apples out from some trunk behind her and put them in front of him. Night’s eyes lit up as he started crunching his way through those apples with whickers of delight. 
Once we were eating she relaxed back into her seat. We talked of inconsequential things as I ate, Trev’nor largely dominating the conversation as he wanted to tell Roha everything, it seemed. Only after our bowls were put into a cleaning bucket did the discussion turn to the main reason we were here. 
“Trev’nor, go and fetch my black box,” Roha directed. 
Apparently Roha always set up her tent the same way, as Trev’nor immediately went and fetched it without any more instruction than that. He brought back a black wooden box that filled his arms, although it didn’t appear to be heavy, as he wasn’t straining to carry it. 
Roha accepted the box from him with a nod of thanks. There was a white ribbon-like cord wrapped around it in a series of complicated knots. I would have been there all month trying to unravel it—Roha, naturally, undid everything with three quick tugs. 
Her gnarled hands pulled out a leather-bound book, looking a little worn on the binding. The original color had been a perhaps a light tan, but years of handling had stained most of the spine and edges a dark brown. I took it carefully, opening to the first page. 
The language was indeed Chahirese, written in a long, flowing hand. A diary, from all appearances. 
“Read it out loud,” Trev’nor urged. He scrambled into my lap, and I obligingly lifted my arms long enough for him to settle himself. For Roha’s sake, I tried to translate it into Hainish as I read. It started out with the traditional opening of a family record. 
“I, the daughter of Nigarrien, have today married into another family. This shall be the record of my new life and family, and from this day forth I shall be known as Rhebenbrennan.”
I froze, book nearly falling from nerveless fingers. So it was true. Trev’nor was a Rheben. This had never happened before—never had we found two Mages out of the same family. 
“I’m a Rheben,” the six year old in my lap breathed. 
“Yes,” I managed past a dry mouth. I was delighted to have him in the family, happy to be related to him. It was just the possibility of having even more Mages appear in the same family that had me stunned and reeling. 
“What else?” He bounced impatiently in my lap. “What else does it say?”
I shook my head, clearing it of conjecture, and went back to reading. The history was pretty much what I expected, giving the standard information that a woman would record upon being newly married. The journals of my grandmother and great-grandmother sounded very similar to this. If Trev’nor hadn’t been in my lap, hanging on every word, I probably would have skimmed past this part to the later chapters. 
I wanted to know what happened when Trev’nor was born.
Had his parents known that their son was magical? Trev’nor’s powers were waking up when Roha first found him—had his parents realized what was going on? Or was it some other business that had brought them into Hain? Really, Trev’nor should be the one called the Advent Mage, as his magic had started waking up before mine had. 
After about ten pages of reading, my throat got dry and my legs—which were supporting a heavy little boy—were going to sleep. 
“Trev, sorry, I’ve got to take a break.”
“Oh, okay.” Even disappointed, he willingly scrambled off my lap. 
I slid my legs out with a sigh, wincing at the pins and needles sensation of the blood flowing again. 
“This is very interesting,” Roha observed with her eyes on the diary. “Garth, do you recognize this woman’s name?”
“No,” I admitted. “But her husband—Rhebendaven—does sound a little familiar. I think he was a second cousin. I’ll have to check my family records to be sure.”
“So what does that make me?” Trev’nor had a puzzled look on his face, eyes nearly crossing with some sort of mental calculation.
“Um, third cousin?” I wasn’t sure about that one. “I think, anyway.”
“A more distant relation than I thought,” Roha mused with a thoughtful frown that drew the lines in her face closer together. “I would have assumed you two to be closer.”
“Yes, it is a little strange, isn’t it?” I agreed. 
“The place where Trev’nor was born might have a strong influence,” Night suggested. He lowered his head to peer at the journal. “Does she mention anywhere where they lived?”
I scanned a few pages, but no names of cities or towns leaped out at me. “Not so far. But if she does, I definitely want to investigate the place. If Trev’nor’s birthplace has strong ley lines, it could explain why his magic woke up so early.”
“Can you read again now?” Trev’nor gave an imploring look that would put Didi to shame. 
I sighed. I was feeling prophetic—I would be completely hoarse before Trev’nor was satisfied. 
 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Two: Emergencies
 
Despite having read well into the night, I didn’t gain any answers to my questions. We returned to the diary once more after breakfast. I took it in easy stages this time, reading a few pages, then resting my voice for a few minutes. It was feeling rather scratchy after yesterday.
At one point we investigated the other contents of the box. There were a few personal effects—a pair of slightly tarnished wedding rings, a few letters from friends or family, a well-loved book of poetry and fables. 
“We had to burn anything made of cloth,” Roha explained apologetically. “They died of a high fever—we weren’t sure how contagious it might be.”
I nodded in understanding. “Just this is a blessing, Roha.”
“What we’ve learned so far is interesting,” Night observed as he once again studied the diary over my shoulder. “Trev’nor’s father was a blacksmith…just like your father, Garth.”
“It’s not that big of a coincidence,” I admitted. “Most of my family turns out to be a blacksmith, a carpenter, or a stonemason. I think we had one rebel a generation back that went into mapmaking, but he was the exception.”
Night’s ears perked at this. “The influence of Earth Mage blood, perhaps? Those are all professions that deal with the elements of the earth.”
I rubbed my chin thoughtfully, considering his words. “You know, I hadn’t considered it in that light before, but you might be right.”
“Magic in blood runs strong,” Roha agreed with a wise nod. “Its influence would be there even if you were unaware of it.”
“I just wish she had mentioned where Trev’nor was born,” I complained to no one in particular. We had read about Trev’nor’s birth this morning, and while it was all very sweet, it didn’t give any of the information that I wanted. 
There was a slap against the tent wall—the Tonkawacon version of a knock on the door—and then a familiar dark head ducked inside. 
“Small Rider!” I was as surprised to see him as I was pleased. Small Rider was not of the Del Tribe, and so I hadn’t expected to run into him this trip. Putting the diary aside, I stood to greet him, clasping his forearm as he did mine. 
“Garth.” His smile winked out from sun darkened skin. He had grown as well since I saw him last, gaining a good half-hand of height, which put him a good head taller than me. His pitch black hair had another, more elaborate weave that incorporated a dark red ribbon, which significance escaped me. Other than that, he looked the same as always, if more mature, as he lost his baby fat. “You’re a troublesome man to track down.”
“Entirely Guin’s fault,” I defended myself. “The man has been so busy dispatching me places, I feel like a homing pigeon.” That last sentence sank in and my joy faded a bit. “Don’t tell me there’s something wrong?”
“I’m afraid so,” Small Rider answered darkly. “I’m sorry our reunion has to be for this—it’s a sad occasion. The truth is, I contacted Roha of Del,” he nodded in formal greeting to the DauZmor, which was returned just as politely, “because I knew that you contacted her on a semi-regular basis. She told me that she expected you here soon, in response to a letter she sent to you.”
“So you came here to get me, knowing I’d be here?” I guessed.
“Yes. Garth…our horses are dying.”
I felt a cold knot form in my chest at the words. Nothing was more sacred to the Tonkawacon than their horses. “What’s wrong?”
“We don’t know,” he growled, braid shaking as he shook his head in frustration. “That’s part of the problem! We’ve tried every remedy that we can think of, but nothing has proven very effective. We have such limited time, I can’t break a trail all the way to Del’Hain and back for help—it would take months. It took me two days just to get here!”
The talk of time made it clear what he needed from me. “Because I travel the earth path, however, I can get you there faster.”
“Yes.” He nodded vigorously. “Will you?”
“Of course. I’m not sure how much help a Wizard or Witch would be, but they’ll surely come to do whatever they can.”
“What about Cora?” Trev’nor asked in confusion. “Wouldn’t she know what to do?”
I looked down at that inquiring face and felt like smacking my forehead for being such an idiot. “Of course! Trev, you’re a genius. Small Rider,” I turned back to him abruptly, “there’s a new Life Mage in Del’Hain. She, more than anyone, can help you.”
“Get her,” he begged. “Please.”
I nodded firmly. “Of course. Even if I have to kidnap her.”
Small Rider relaxed a little in relief, the tension bleeding out of his stiff shoulders. “Thank you.”
“Trev?” I dropped down to knee level. “I think you understand enough Chahirese to read the rest of that diary—do that while I’m gone, all right?”
“Okay,” he agreed easily.
“Night, stay or go?” I asked my nreesce.
He deliberated for a moment before answering, “Stay. I’ll read over Trev’nor’s shoulder. It’ll be less nerve wracking for me—you’re going to go at an insane speed, aren’t you?”
“Probably,” I admitted.
“Then I’m definitely staying,” he insisted with a shudder of horror that rippled across the surface of his skin.
“Okay.” I stood up again, snatching my jacket and shrugging quickly into it. “Small Rider, I’ll be back here before the day is out.”
~*~
It was a very quick trip to Del’Hain—in fact, I think I set myself a new record. I made it to the capitol in about an hour. The earth was still shuddering a little when I rose above ground again. 
I cut through all of the red tape and went directly to the Academy. Guin and Val Haben would definitely have words to say to me later about skipping them, but right now I didn’t have enough time to go through all the channels. In fact, I wasn’t even sure if I should notify the Trasdee Evondit Orra—arguing with them about taking a newly minted Mage out of the city might take days. Sending a note seemed like a better idea.
After all, it’s easier to get forgiveness than permission.
I found Cora—no surprise—in the nreesce stables, conversing with one of the older mares. In the year since I met her, she hadn’t changed much—the only real changes were that her pale hair was generally woven up around her head these days, and she wore the deep red robes of a Life Mage. She looked up as I approached, head cocking in surprise. 
“Garth? I thought you and Trev’nor went up to Tonkawacon country.”
“We did. Something’s come up, Cora, and I need your expertise.”
Her eyes narrowed. “What’s wrong?”
“A tribe of the Tonkawacon is losing all of their horses to some sickness—only they can’t tell what it is, and they don’t know how to treat it.”
“All of their horses?” she gasped in disbelief.
“That’s what I was told,” I answered grimly. “I need you to come with me. Now.”
True Life Mage that she is, Cora didn’t even hesitate. “Give me ten minutes to pack. Go tell the Trasdee Evondit Orra. I’ll meet you there.”
“Right.” I spun on my heel and went back the other direction, heading for the heart of the Academy. I didn’t want to call for a full Council session—dealing with EnNelle of Tain was never a picnic—but I figured I could inform either Doss or O’danne and get by with it. They were the sensible, forgiving sort. 
Doss’s office was empty when I stopped by, but O’danne was in. He was elbow deep in some contraption that I couldn’t put a purpose to. But then, most magical contraptions were like that. The elderly professor looked a bit more haggard than normal, with his hair sticking up in every possible direction, clothes hanging askew and a wide smear of ink across one cheekbone. Still, when I paused in his doorway, he looked up with a smile of pleasure. “Garth, my boy! I thought you were out of the city.”
“I was. Sir, there’s a situation among the Tonkawacon right now. Their horses are becoming deathly ill, and they can’t figure out why or how to cure it.”
O’danne’s smile evaporated. “That is very serious business.”
“Yes,” I agreed simply. “I’m taking Cora back up with me to figure it out.”
“Good call. If you need any medications or something of that sort, don’t hesitate to come back here to get them.”
I relaxed when I realized I didn’t have to argue with the man about anything. This is why O’danne was one of my favorite people on the Council. “Understood.”
“For my information, which tribe is this?”
“Haru Tribe.” Which was one of the tribes not usually seen this far south—they tended to stay up near the north of Hain.
“Have you reported to either Guin or Val Haben?”
 “Not enough time. They take forever to track down. Can you do that for me, sir? I need to get Cora back up there as quickly as possible.”
“Yes, that’s fine. Go, my boy, go.”
I ducked my head in a gesture of thanks and bolted out the door. I barely cleared the first hallway when I turned a corner and nearly ran smack into Cora on her way up. I had to catch her by the shoulders to prevent her from falling to the floor. 
“Oops! Sorry.”
“It’s okay,” she assured me, straightening back up and hefting her saddlebags back onto her shoulder. “Are we ready to go?”
“I told O’danne. He’ll tell everyone else for us.” I was already heading for the door, Cora striding at my side. “I hope you packed warm clothing.”
“I did.” She shot me a look. “Although the way you asked about it makes me worry…how cold is it up there?”
“Cold,” I admitted. “It’s no warmer up there than it is down here.”
“Busted buckets,” she sighed. “And I’m going to have to be outside in it, tending to all of those horses.”
Maybe, maybe not. Considering how sick the horses were they might have been moved inside already. Small Rider hadn’t given me a lot of information to go off of, but if he said they were dying, then whatever the illness was would be serious enough to move the horses inside a warm tent, I thought. I wasn’t sure if that was the case or not, so I kept quiet. We’d see when we get there. 
“I’m going to go pretty fast,” I warned her. “I don’t actually know where the Haru Tribe camp is this winter, but I have a friend waiting for me up at the Del Camp. We’ll pick him up before going to his camp. All he told me was that their horses were dying, so you’ll have to pump him for more information.”
“With any illness you can’t have too much time,” she agreed with a sober nod. “Go as fast as you can.”
I knew I liked this girl for a reason. 
When we reached the open courtyard I wrapped us up in a bubble of magic and dropped us into the earth. I was going at such speeds that it wasn’t safe for me to talk to her—I risked tripping over minor things like underground rivers, bedrock fault lines, and the like. So it was a quiet trip up. I only took one peek at Cora, about ten minutes into the ride, to see how she was faring. Since she was watching the magic all around her in open fascination I figured I didn’t have to worry about her. Most people, when they saw the flow of earth magic glowing and shifting along the rocks, usually needed a little reassurance. 
Because Trev’nor was with Roha of Del, I knew exactly where to come up. His magic was distinctive enough to serve as a landmark for me. An Earth Mage’s magic, after all, called to my own power. He radiated warmth like sun-baked rocks on a cold winter’s day. I surfaced just outside the doorway to Roha of Del’s tent. 
Trev’nor obviously felt that I was close because he was hovering just inside the doorway. “Garth! You were really fast.” His tone was admiring. “I’ve never seen you go that fast.”
“There’s a good reason for that, kiddo,” I drawled back. “I’ve never gone that fast.” 
That made him grin. 
“Hi, Cora!”
“Hi, Trev!” She ducked down to exchange hugs with him. 
I wasn’t surprised to see this greeting—Trev’nor made friends easily within the magical community, the Mages especially. Well, really, all of the Mages were pretty close to each other. Partly because we were all Chahiran, but also because we understood Mage power better than anyone. As powerful as we might be, we understood how limited we were as well. 
Small Rider must have heard us as he ducked outside as well. I caught Cora’s attention to make the introductions. 
“Cora, this is Small Rider of the Haru Tribe. He’s the one that came to find me for help. Small Rider, this is Life Mage Hevencoraan.”
Small Rider put both hands over his heart and bowed his head, the most respectful greeting among the Tonkawacon. 
“A pleasure to exchange names.”
Cora, without beating an eyelash, returned the greeting. “A pleasure to exchange names, Small Rider.” 
Night popped his head out so he could see. “Ah, you’re back.”
“Yes. Night, I think I’m going to stay overnight at least with the Haru Tribe. If Cora needs any help or medicines from Del’Hain it will be up to me to get them. I need to be on hand.”
Night flicked his ears forward in understanding. “All things considered, it might not be wise for me to go with you. We’re not sure what kind of disease this is and my body might be susceptible to it.”
“That’s very true, Night,” Cora confirmed. “Will you and Trev’nor wait here for Garth then?”
He bobbed his head. “Yes. Try to find time to come tell us how things are going over there, though.”
“I will,” I promised him. “Small Rider?”
“I’m ready,” he assured me. “Just let me grab my horse.”
Most horses don’t like traveling the earth path. Something about being underground bothered them. Because of Cora and her persuasive powers with animals of all kinds, I didn’t have to worry about any panicked horses this trip. Small Rider was in awe of her ability to so easily soothe and control such a strong stallion. I think he fell half in love with her on the spot. 
The Tonkawacon tribes might be separate entities, but they were never really that far from each other. It took all of five minutes to find Small Rider’s tribe. It looked much like Roha’s tribe—full of tents, cook fires, and people. However, there wasn’t one horse in sight. In this place, the lack of horses seemed very wrong. Small Rider must have the only horse still on its feet in this place. 
We were barely above ground when several people spotted Small Rider and swarmed in our direction. A few of them recognized me, their worried faces lighting up in relieved smiles. 
“Magus!” a bear of a woman that I recognized as Rosa caught my hand and squeezed it, tears gathering in her eyes. “I knew he’d find you. We’ve been praying you’d come.”
I was touched that she had such faith in me, but unnerved as well. I didn’t have the power to solve all the world’s problems!
 “I did better than that, Rosa. I brought you the help you need.” I pulled her around so that she could see Cora, standing a little behind me. “Rosa, this is Life Mage Hevencoraan. She’s the true expert when it comes to horses. Cora, this is the Mother Trainer of the Haru Tribe, Rosa of Haru.”
Rosa’s jaw dropped at hearing that she was facing another Mage. It took her a moment to find her voice again. “We are very glad you’ve come, Magus Hevencoraan.”
“Cora is fine,” Cora assured her with a gentle smile. “Now, show me my patients.”
Those were the right words. Rosa forgot to be nervous and grabbed Cora by the hand, leading her for the nearest tent. “We were so worried about them in this cold, we just moved them inside.”
“What are the symptoms?” I heard Cora ask as she rapidly disappeared into the tent. 
“A Life Mage,” a man I didn’t know breathed in wonder. From the braids, I took him to be the Master of Leatherwork in this tribe. Every other occupation’s braids that I know about has a distinct pattern and color scheme. Only the leatherwork had simple plaits and pure leather strips. “I have only heard of them in olden tales. It’s said they can talk to any beast, and can heal them.”
“They can also mimic them and create them,” I informed him. I tried not to smile at the flabbergasted expression this won me. 
“Incredible.” He took a step forward, face alight with eagerness. “Will you not help as well, Magus?”
I spread my hands apologetically. “I know nothing about horses. My magic will not help much in this case. I’m strictly here to go and fetch medicines if Cora needs me to.”
His face fell slightly. “I see. I had hoped that as an Earth Mage, you might be able to do something with animals. They are of the earth, are they not?”
“As much as humans or metal are,” I agreed wryly. “But they are largely outside of my control, I’m afraid.”
Small Rider gave the man a stern look, eyes sharp enough to make him gulp nervously. “You ask too much, Chase. We owe this Magus much already, for making so many trips to bring us the help we need. Be content with what he can and has done for us.”
I waved him down, not wanting to start an argument right here in the freezing cold. “Small Rider, it’s fine. Even full-blown magicians don’t have a good idea of what my abilities are. Some misunderstandings are normal. For now, I want to look around the area and find the source of the problem. When did the horses fall sick?”
“About two weeks ago,” Small Rider answered with a growing frown. 
“Have you camped in this area before?”
“This is our normal winter camp.”
Hmmm. Interesting. “And you’ve never had problems before this?”
“Never,” he assured me vehemently.
Strange. So whatever the problem was, it was very recent. I couldn’t imagine it was some inherited disease—not when it affected a whole herd of horses all at the same time. 
“Has anyone of the tribe fallen sick as well?”
Small Rider’s gaze searched my face intently. “No…why?”
“Well, the first source of disease is usually found in the water supply. At least, in my experience. It’s always the first thing I check when things start going wrong. But if the people and the horses are using the same water source…?” I waited for him to nod confirmation before continuing, “Then that can’t be the reason.”
“Garth?”
Cora? That call had come from inside the tent. I hurried forward, responding to that urgent tone. 
Inside the tent two horses were stretched out on their sides, breathing heavily. The tent was warm but not warm enough to cause them to sweat so much. They were nearly soaked with perspiration. Cora knelt next to one, hands stroking the dark hide. I could feel power rolling out of her as she worked. 
She didn’t even glance up at me, just started talking. “There’s a parasite that has infected their intestinal track.”
I winced. Even the description of that didn’t sound pleasant.
“Worse,” she echoed my wince, “is that it’s starting to infect the bloodstream. If it hits the heart, we’re doomed.”
 My heart twinged in sympathy. “I think that’s an understatement, Cora. What do you need me to do?”
“If the parasites started in the intestinal track—and all signs are that’s the case—then these horses must have eaten something that carried them. You’ll probably find them in a warm area, or a sheltered one, as parasites shouldn’t still be alive in this cold; unless they are in hibernation, waiting for something to ingest them. Anyway, I need you to find that source.”
This was harder to do than she realized, as anything smaller than a rat was difficult for me to pinpoint. But I nodded, not willing to shirk the task before even trying. “I’ll do my best. Can you do anything?”
“I’m cleansing the system as we speak. I need to tackle the worst cases first.” Cora looked at Rosa, hovering to one side. “Make a list of which horses are the worst off. I’ll deal with them in order.”
Rosa didn’t waste any breath on speech, just bounced to her feet and sprinted out of the tent. 
I followed her example and ducked back out of the tent. No surprise to me, Small Rider hovered just outside the doorway, worry making him look five years older. 
“You heard?”
He nodded grimly. “Yes. I can show you where the horses normally graze.”
At least that narrowed the area I needed to search. “That’ll help.”
~*~
Some six hours later I was ready to tear my hair out in frustration. After combing every inch of the pasture where the Tonkawacon horses tended to roam, I had not found one thing wrong with the area. There wasn’t a bug of any sort to be found anywhere. 
Small Rider faithfully stayed at my side, steering me into new areas as I exhausted the possibilities inch by meticulous inch. He looked as frozen as I felt. 
“It’s not here,” I finally groaned, rubbing my throbbing temples. This kind of search was straining my senses to the max. Worse, the search wasn’t over just because we had run out of pasture to search. “Are you sure they don’t go anywhere else to eat?”
“They’ve eaten the grass from all the other areas weeks ago,” Small Rider assured me exhaustedly. “Maybe it is in the water source.”
“Can’t be,” I denied. Rubbing my temples wasn’t helping. It worsened the pain instead. “All of the people would be sick, too. What’s really bothering me is why your horse is fine. Why just that one?”
Small Rider opened his mouth to respond, hesitated, and closed it again. “He’s…something of a snob. He normally doesn’t want to be around other horses.”
“So he wouldn’t eat in areas where they would eat?” Who ever heard of a snobby horse?
“Right.” His brows gathered in concern. “Garth, are you all right?”
“Headache,” I answered with a dismissive shrug. “I’m not really that good with fine searches like this. It takes a bit of concentration.”
“I think we need to take a break.” 
I couldn’t argue with his logic. We were both half-frozen, hungry, and tired. Tired people made mistakes and overlooked things, which something we could not afford to do right then. 
We trudged back to the camp in a weary shuffle, kicking up snow as we went. I didn’t have a mirror handy, so I couldn’t say what I looked like, but it must have been pretty rough. The first matron that saw me grabbed my arm and Small Rider’s, dragged us into her tent, and ordered us to sit down at her fire and get warm. 
I smiled at her in bleary thanks, taking off my gloves in order to give my hands direct source to the fire’s heat. I watched the matron bustle about, putting something hot into bowls. Something about her looked vaguely familiar…the sharp angles of the face, the husky tone, and the nutmeg color of her hair reminded me sharply of someone, but who? 
Catching my puzzled staring, Small Rider said in a low tone, “Rosa’s younger sister, Risa.”
Ah, that’s where the resemblance came from. Risa became my favorite woman in the world when she handed me a large bowl full of hot stew—delicious hot stew. 
“Thank you,” I said in honest gratitude.
“You’re helping to save my children,” Risa responded with a slight smile. “Feeding you and getting you warm again is the least I can do.”
Children? Oh, she meant the horses. The Tonkawacons had very close ties to their horses; I guess they were children in a way. 
I gave over any deep and profound thinking in favor of eating. Risa, marvelous woman that she is, fed me three bowls before I finally felt stuffed to the gills and begged for mercy. 
Full and warm for the first time in hours, I curled up near the fire and gave serious thought to taking a nap. 
“The two of you look exhausted,” Risa murmured, tone heavy with worry. “You didn’t find what that Life Mage said to look for?”
“Not a thing,” Small Rider answered with a tired sigh. 
“Did you look in the water?”
“Can’t be the water,” I groaned, letting my eyes slide shut. The idea of a nap was becoming more and more attractive. Sleeping an hour or two might get rid of my headache…hmmm. “People would be sick too.”
“That’s a good point,” she allowed. “But you did check it, I hope. There’s grazing up around that area, too.”
“Guardians!” Small Rider jerked around so fast, he smacked me in the shins. “Garth, I forgot about that! There’s a cave not far from here that has a clear water source—but the cave is warm, so grass is still growing up in there.”
Grass…warmth…water…sheltered…didn’t that meet all of Cora’s criteria? I sat up abruptly, which made my head spin for a second. I put a hand to my head, afraid it might fall off without the support. “Oww.”
“Garth?” Small Rider caught my shoulder, steadying me. “I think that headache of yours is worse than you let on.”
I waved this concern away, more focused on the idea of solving the mystery. “The cave, you said it isn’t far away?”
“You think it’s there?”
“It fits all of Cora’s criteria. Warm, sheltered, grass—can you think of a more likely place?”
He chewed on that for a minute. “No, not really. This time, though, let me saddle my horse. It’ll be faster to ride there.”
Solving this mystery quickly also meant that I could return faster and curl up for several hours around a fire. I wasn’t seeing a downside to this plan. 
“Okay. Let’s go.”
As I waited for Small Rider to saddle his horse, I was pleased to note that my headache had downgraded from sharp twinges to dull throbbing. The food and chance to get warm probably had something to do with that. I could ignore a dull throbbing and focus on the job at hand. Good. 
Small Rider came around to Risa’s tent, kicking free of a stirrup so that I could use it to boost myself on board. I was too tired to make the mount a graceful one, but I managed to double up behind him without knocking both of us to the ground. That’s all I really cared about at the moment. 
Risa was right—the cave wasn’t far away, and it was rather easy to spot. Everyone apparently used this as their water source because there was a beaten trail to and from the camp. It was a five minute ride at a walk to get there. 
I slid off the horse, not really paying attention to Small Rider. I was focused on the cave. It was small, really, barely tall enough for a horse to go through. From its depths warmth beckoned, inviting caresses of warmth against my bare skin. 
As soon as I stepped inside I realized the mouth of the cave was deceptive—inside, it was large enough to hold a dozen horses without strain. The water trickled in from one wall, collecting in a small pool about the size of a wine barrel in the floor. 
And all around that warm pool of water was a carpet of grass.
It was strange grass—I’d never seen the like before. It wasn’t really green, but a strange blue with fine yellow stripes down the middle. Some of it was cropped short, as if a certain four legged herbivore had eaten it recently. I knelt down at the nearest patch, letting my magic sense study the area.
I found, living in those blades of grass, tiny little crawling insects.
The parasites. At long last.
A scuff of boot against rock sounded behind me. “Did you find them?”
“I found them.” My joints and bones creaked when I pushed myself back to my feet. “What kind of grass is this, Small Rider?”
He frowned down at the grass at my feet. “We call it cave grass—it only grows in dark, sheltered areas like this. But we’ve never had trouble with it before.”
“I can’t tell you how the grass was infected with parasites; only that it is now.” I shrugged. That part was another mystery, but one that I wasn’t in the mood to solve. “I can tell you that your water source is clear.” I could sense that from here. 
“Well, that’s a relief, certainly.” His frown hadn’t eased in the slightest, as if he were trying to think. “How do we get rid of this grass and the parasites without risking a return next year?”
Good question. Hmmm. “Fire would probably do the trick. We’ll have to ask Cora—she’ll know.”
“Do we need to take some of this with us?”
I shook my head. “She didn’t request it. She just wanted us to find the source.” I think. Women were notorious for leaving out details like that when they were requesting something and then getting mad at the men later for not realizing what they wanted. 
We ambled back to the tents, neither of us having enough energy to hurry anywhere despite the news we carried. I had to hunt Cora down, as she had moved since this morning. She was completely on the opposite side of the camp now. I hoped this meant that at least half the camp’s horses were healing. 
When I ducked into the sick tent I found Cora next to a young foal—a pretty palomino, probably, although it was hard to tell when the poor thing was so sweaty and exhausted. As I watched, the foal’s breathing became easier. Cora sat up, hands pressed into the small of her back, vertebrae cracking like she was an ancient crone instead of a fifteen-year-old. Her fair hair stuck in damp tendrils to her skin, the rest of it thrown up in a hasty, messy knot at the crown of her head. At some point, she’d rolled up the sleeves of her shirt, baring her arms. Her clothes had damp impressions of sweat in patches all over either from her, or a horse’s, I’m not quite certain. 
“Did you find it?” was her greeting.
“Found it,” I replied with a tired smile. “Have you ever heard of cave grass?”
“Yes…” she responded slowly. “The parasites are in cave grass?”
I nodded, then winced when my head protested the movement. “Small Rider tells me they’ve never had an issue before this with cave grass.”
“Well, they normally wouldn’t. Cave grass itself isn’t dangerous to a horse—it was probably just the only warm, living thing that the parasites could find to roost in.” Her eyes stared blankly at the tent wall, clearly lost in thought.
I made an effort to regain her attention. “So if we torch the grass, would that get rid of the parasites?”
“Oh yes. Do that. In fact, suggest that the Tonkawacons torch that area every year before they make camp here. It’ll prevent any further trouble of this sort.”
They’d probably do that even without me suggesting it. “Right. How goes it here?”
“I believe I have about ten horses left. Rosa has been keeping an eye on the ones that I’ve healed, and she tells me that they’re rapidly regaining strength. I predict in three days they’ll be back on their feet again.”
I let out a relieved breath. “Good.”
“You have an awful headache,” Cora informed me. “Magically induced, it looks like.”
“Thank you,” my voice terribly dry, “I hadn’t noticed.”
Either too tired to care about my sarcasm, or so used to griping patients that it no longer fazed her, she didn’t even blink. 
“Tell someone to go torch that cave, and then get some sleep.” As I turned to go take care of that, she motioned me back. Without a word, she raised her right hand and placed the tip of her index finger on my forehead. With a brief stroke of Life Mage power, electrifying and soothing, my headache immediately disappeared. 
“Thanks,” I murmured in complete amazement and surprise, but she had already turned back to her work. Not even Chatta’s headache potions worked that fast!
I could have a long uninterrupted nap, without a headache? A terribly alluring thought, to be sure. “You won’t need anything from Del’Hain?”
“No, I don’t think so. I’ll come get you if the situation changes.”
Good enough for me. With a wave, I took myself out of the tent. There was a man standing just outside, waiting from all appearances. He looked vaguely familiar. What was his name…Chase, that was it! “Master Chase, we’ve found the source of the infection.”
He perked right up hearing that. “Truly? What?”
“The cave grass.” I didn’t want to get into an involved explanation, so kept my sentences short. “Someone needs to go up to the cave and burn it down.”
“The water?” he asked in worry. “Will it be alright?”
“It should be fine,” I assured him, stifling a yawn. “You don’t need to have a bonfire in there, just make sure that the grass is thoroughly burned. Cover it with a wet blanket to protect the water, if you feel it necessary.”
“We’ll do just that,” he said eagerly. “Thank you, Magus. I’ll see to it myself.”
Since the man had far more energy than I did, I let him do just that.
My only thought was to hunt down Risa and see if she couldn’t spare a blanket for an overworked Mage. 
 


Chapter Three: Answers
 
We spent another full day at the Haru Tribe Camp, just for Cora’s peace of mind. She wanted all of the horses to be well on the road to recovery before she went back to Del’Hain. While she was there she had several long discussions with Rosa, Small Rider, and a few other trainers about the proper methods to prevent this from happening again, as well as what medicines to use to cure the horses. I sat in on these conversations, trying to remember everything I heard. One never knows when information like that will be important. I’d rather know and not ever need to use the knowledge than vice versa. 
Late that afternoon Cora finally declared the danger passed. I was hoping to make a clean escape, but Rosa leaked that we were planning to leave and the whole camp descended on us. Cora and I were surrounded on all sides by people wanting to personally thank us. And while that was gratifying, it was also a little embarrassing. 
We stood in the center of a ring of tents very similar to Roha’s camp, pressed in by happy people, without an escape route in sight. Even though the cold hadn’t released its grip on this part of the country, so much body heat pressed close to us that I didn’t really feel the chill. I also couldn’t understand a single word anyone uttered because of so many voices overlapping. 
Fortunately Small Rider intervened after a few moments of this, saying that we had other tasks that we needed to attend to. I seized on this statement, leading Cora outside of the line of tents and therefore out of sight. Small Rider tagged along. 
“Garth, Cora, we truly do appreciate your quick response and help,” he told us as he put a hand on each of our shoulders. “I think we would have lost our horses if you hadn’t.”
“Some of them, yes,” Cora agreed. “But I hope that you know that we’ll respond just as quickly next time, if you ever need our help.”
“Yes, I do.” His eyes and voice were soft. “And I trust that you know if ever we can return the favor, you can call upon us as well. The Haru Tribe is the friend of the Mages, always.”
“You proved that at our first meeting,” I pointed out. “And afterwards, when you helped me to train Night. I consider this more like returning the favor.” I held out a hand, which he grasped firmly. “I hope we meet again soon, Small Rider.”
“I hope so too, my friend.” He let go, only to take one of Cora’s hands gently in his large browned ones. His braids swung forward to rest on his collarbone as he bent his head slightly to look Cora directly in the eyes. “And if you ever wish to have a horse, Cora, know that you may have the pick of our tribe. You have certainly earned that right.” 
Cora’s eyes flew wide, as if someone had just knocked the breath out of her, so I trusted that she understood what an incredible privilege she had been handed. Not even Guin had the pick of the tribe, and he had a long standing contract with the Del Tribe. 
“Thank you. If spring comes, and I am still not chosen by a nreesce, I might take you up on that offer.”
“You may come at any time,” he assured her. “Until then, light unto your path.” He put both hands over his heart and bowed his head in deference of his respect for her. 
“Light unto your path,” she returned the formal parting, mirroring his gesture perfectly. 
I waited until Small Rider had backed up a few feet, then I dropped Cora and I into the earth. Trev’nor, again, must have sensed that I was close by, as he was hovering within the tent’s doorway. 
“Are the horses okay?” was the first question out of his mouth.
“They’re fine,” Cora assured him with a pleased smile. “They’ll all be back on their feet in another day or so.”
He instantly relaxed, returning her smile. “Good!”
Night stuck his head out above Trev’nor’s. “So what was the problem?”
“Parasites had infected their intestinal track and was slowly killing them,” Cora replied with a faint grimace. “It was not fun purging their systems.”
Night’s skin rippled. “Yuck. I’m glad I didn’t go with you.”
“Me too. I’m not sure if I could have handled another patient.” 
Now that they were updated I wanted some answers of my own. “While I was gone, did you two find any more information?”
“Not much,” Night’s tail swished irritably. 
“Will you two stop leaving that door open?” Roha called from inside in exasperation. “You’re letting the cold air in!”
Night and Trev’nor nearly simultaneously looked slightly guilty, as if they hadn’t thought of this, and rapidly backed out of the way. That gave us room to enter. Cora and I ducked inside where it was much warmer. Roha was in her normal seat by the fire, hands occupied with some complicated weave in her lap of dark leather strips. I knew better than to try to figure out the pattern. 
Roha looked up in interest. “I do not know this young woman.”
No, they hadn’t had a chance to meet, had they? 
“Roha, this is Life Mage Hevencoraan. Cora, Roha of Del, the DauZmor of the Del Tribe.”
Cora didn’t miss a beat, just put both hands over her heart and bowed her head. “A pleasure to exchange names.”
Roha returned the greeting, just as politely. “A pleasure to exchange names, Magus. We are grateful for your help.”
“My pleasure,” Cora assured her. 
“Come sit down,” Roha invited us. “You both look very tired. I trust the horses have been cured?”
I let Cora fill her in on all the minute details. The DauZmor was something of a shaman/doctor/councilor for the tribe, so Roha was well able to keep up with all the technical details. About half of what Cora was saying went straight over my head. I was more interested in what little Night had found. I sat down next to him, gesturing him closer. 
“So what did you find?”
“Well, we reached the end of the diary this morning. I think Trev’nor’s mother had a suspicion that something was going on. When he turned three, she writes that strange things keep happening around him. Whenever he was around dirt or stone, patterns would appear without any explanation.”
That definitely sounded like earth magic—but at three years old?! I shook my head, trying to yank my mind out of that numbing moment of shock. “Mage accidents, by the sound of it.” I frowned, trying to figure out a reason why his magic had woken up so early. 
“Yes. Fortunately, her husband was something of a student when it came to history. He’d heard that the Rheben line was famous for producing Mages at one point—although she doesn’t write what sort of Mage. But he knew enough to recognize what his son might be.”
Interesting. My family history didn’t include that information. But then, we were something of an offshoot of the main family. If I had my genealogy straight, Trev’nor would be a descendent of the main family. Maybe they kept better records than we did. “So she and her husband knew that something was up.”
“They were just concerned enough to do something about it,” Night confirmed. He glanced at Trev’nor, sitting by Cora’s side, glued to the conversation the women were having. “Brenna writes that she and her husband were moving into the Empire of Sol as they were short on blacksmiths up there. The diary ends about a month into the journey when they both fell victim to some sort of fever. My guess is she was too sick and delirious to write more at that point.”
I nodded to show that I was listening. It fit with what Roha told me. She said she had found the young couple and their then three year old son in a small camp off the road. The parents were both terribly sick, on death’s door, when they were discovered by the Del. Roha had been able to get very little information out of them before they died. All she had known was that they were traveling north, which was where she derived Trev’nor’s name. 
My frown deepened. “Nothing about where they are from or what area they lived in?”
“No, unfortunately.”
Busted buckets. I growled under my breath. That was the information I really wanted to have. 
“Well, we definitely know more than we did three days ago. This wasn’t a wasted trip.”
“Actually, it was a good idea to come here all around. Small Rider would have been in dire straits if we hadn’t come up when we did.”
Very true. “Not to mention what this might mean for us in the future.”
He cocked his head slightly. “Meaning what, exactly?”
“I hadn’t considered the prospect of actually looking for families with the right bloodlines,” I said slowly. “But if Trev’nor and I are from the same bloodline, then it’s entirely possible that more Mages will show up within the same family. Instead of blindly searching Chahir, like we’ve been doing, it might be easier to just track down the families that we know have a magical inheritance.”
Night blinked comically. “Shrieking hinges, you’re right! And that Index you and Chatta found at the pool will give us a really good list of families to search for, doesn’t it?”
“It does indeed. I need to get a copy made before we meet up with the team again.”
Night nodded in vigorous agreement. “Xiaolang will definitely be happy about this idea. He hates not having a plan.”
That was an understatement. Xiaolang lived for plans. “I expect that we’ll have just enough time to get a copy made before we meet up with the team again.”
My nreesce gave me an odd look. “But it shouldn’t take more than a day to get that book copied. And the snow won’t melt for another two weeks, at least.”
“If we time it right, we’ll have just enough time to get it copied,” I agreed blandly. 
Understanding dawned and Night started snickering. “You rat, you don’t mean to return to Del’Hain until the snow melts, do you?”
“Guin can’t reach me here,” I pointed out smugly. “And we can hardly leave now, not when Trev’nor hasn’t had a chance to do a proper visit with Roha.”
“And what about Cora?”
“They were tasking her just as ruthlessly as they do me. Don’t you think that she’ll want a chance to take a vacation too?”
Night gave an exasperated snort. “You have this all planned out, don’t you?”
I leaned back onto my hands, smile unrepentant. “Why, yes…I do believe I have.” 
 ~*~
Night’s prophecy about the snow melting within two weeks was dead on. Almost two weeks to the day, the snow started to melt quickly, leaving patches of bare earth and new grass behind. I knew that if the snow was melting here, to the far north of Hain, then it must be completely gone in Del’Hain. The capitol was far to the south of us, after all. 
These two weeks had been excellent, as I had anticipated. Roha was delighted with the company and happily played hostess for us. She and Cora became fast friends over their mutual love and expertise with animals. I think Cora learned more about horses and herb lore from Roha than she had in her six months of training at the Academy. During the two weeks, Cora assisted the DauZmor with every patient, helping to heal all injuries. After about a week of this beautiful, charming girl healing everyone, I think the whole tribe was ready to just adopt her. 
I was tempted to stay another few days but I could not ignore my duty to Chahir. If the snow was melting here, to the far north of Hain, then it was surely melting in Chahir as well. I had no way to know if there was someone who desperately needed a rescue over there—they might be waiting with baited breath for the roads to clear enough to make an escape. The possibility was real enough to hover in the back of my mind, persistent and troubling. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong, or that there was something that I needed to be doing. 
It was time to end my time here, as enjoyable as it was, and go back to the task I was given. 
And so I gathered up boy, Mage, and nreesce readying them for the trip back south. We exchanged thanks and regretful goodbyes with Roha before disappearing into the earth. 
Quiet reined the whole trip back. Cora was having an in-depth conversation about something with Night, and Trev’nor focused on the diary again. He couldn’t seem to leave it alone for long. 
I pondered on where to go first but since Cora and I both needed to report to Guin—her about the Haru Tribe and the assistance she’d given them, me to explain about Trev’nor’s heritage—I decided we might as well go to the Palace. Besides, I had to give Trev’nor back to his parents anyway. 
I brought us up to the surface in the main courtyard. It was becoming something of a habit to come up here. People here didn’t react much anymore, so I assumed they were becoming accustomed to me popping up like this. I turned to look at my passengers. 
“Cora? I need to take Trev’nor back to his parents and explain what we learned. If you wish, you can update Guin first.”
She nodded in agreement. “Sounds like a plan.” Dropping to one knee, she exchanged a hug with Trev’nor. “See you later, Trev.”
“Later, Cora,” he agreed while hugging her back. 
It took longer than I expected to give Trev’nor back and explain everything discovered. I probably spent a good hour just talking with Alan and Liah. I finally managed to get back out the door by encouraging them to read the diary for themselves. It helped that Night distracted Trev’nor so that I could get a clean getaway. Well, that’s what he told me, at least. I think he chose to stay because playing with Trev’nor was bound to be more interesting than reporting to Guin. 
Then when I was free I got the interesting task of hunting down Guin. 
My King was not in his usual haunts—not his study, the kitchen, or the library. Not even the pages knew where the man was. That probably meant he had found some obscure corner to eat sweets in, well away from his wife’s eyes. 
The man really was going to be four hundred pounds if he kept this up. 
 I finally gave up and went to Haben’s office. Reporting to the Head of the Jaunten was nearly as good as reporting to the King directly, in my mind. I gave a polite knock on the door before sticking my head in. 
“Haben?”
Val Haben looked a little harried, as if he hadn’t gotten a decent amount of sleep in weeks. I’ve never seen the man less than immaculate—I wasn’t quite sure how to react to this slightly rumpled man. He lifted his head, revealing shadows under his eyes. The grey at his temples had expanded as well, taking over his thick dark hair. When he saw me, sheer relief exploded over his face. 
“Garth! Finally! Where by the guardians have you been?”
“At the Del Camp,” I responded patiently as I fully entered the room, shutting the door behind me. “Like I said I would be.”
“It shouldn’t have taken you two weeks to get the information you wanted!” he protested, face sliding from delight into a dark scowl. 
“No, it didn’t, but I had another problem I had to deal with while I was up there.” Granted, that hadn’t taken two weeks either… The office had so many stacks of reports, maps, and unfiled papers that the small room seemed in imminent danger of being buried in a paper avalanche. Val Haben clearly didn’t want anyone helping him clear up the clutter, either, as thick layers of dust had settled on top of some of the piles. I cleared off a chair and sank into it, sensing this was going to take a while. It was a good thing Night had chosen to stay with Trev’nor a bit longer. He’d be so bored in here he would have started picking at my hair again. 
“Ah, yes. That.” Haben’s frown became as dark and forbidding as an approaching storm. “Do you realize that by not telling the Trasdee Evondit Orra, you’ve completely enraged EnNelle of Tain? We’ve been hearing her screeching complaints for weeks.”
“I told O’danne,” I answered calmly. 
Haben drew in a deep breath like he was fighting to remain calm. His callused hands pressed against the surface of his desk, wood groaning in protest under his not inconsiderable weight. “Garth, when you borrow another Mage, you need to tell the whole council, all right?”
“I know that, Haben. I just didn’t have the time. When Small Rider found me, he told me that their horses were dying. All of them, Haben.” I waited for that to sink in a little. 
Haben had his mouth open to protest but slowly closed it again. “Was the situation that desperate?”
“Yes. Cora told me that if I hadn’t gotten her there when I did, half the horses would have died before she could get to them. Time was of the essence. I couldn’t afford to wait for a full council to convene—that always takes at least a few hours, as you know.”
He slumped in his chair, rubbing at his temple with one hand. The poor man probably had a whopper of a headache if he’d had to deal with EnNelle of Tain for the past two weeks. “Yes, you’re right.”
“Well, I am sorry if it caused you trouble, though.” I did feel rather bad about that. I considered Haben as a friend of sorts as well as my superior.
He waved the apology away. “That wasn’t the real reason she was upset, anyway.”
Huh? I cocked my head slightly. “Then what was?”
Haben lowered his hand to regard me with narrowed eyes. 
“You don’t even realize it, do you?”
Patient. I had to be patient. The man would get to the point, eventually. 
“Realize what?”
“How much influence you have with the Mages.”
I wasn’t sure what he was driving at. In the past four months I had spent whatever free time I had—which wasn’t much, granted—helping to train the Mages. Sometimes that meant taking them out into the Hainian countryside and letting them work power there under my supervision. Sometimes it simply meant helping to explain things. During this process, I had become friends with all of them. Considering our common interests and backgrounds, this was rather to be expected. 
“Haben, we’re all friends. All things considered, this shouldn’t be much of a surprise.”
Haben shook his head in despair. “You don’t even realize it. Garth.” He sat forward, palms spread flat on the desk. His gaze drilled into mine. “There is not one Mage—and quite a few Witches and Wizards, for that matter—that would not overthrow this kingdom and hand it to you on a silver platter if you asked them to.”
My jaw soundlessly dropped as I jerked upright in alarm. Was he kidding?!
“No, I’m not kidding. Stop gaping like a fish. How can you not realize what’s right there in front of your face?”
I ran a tremulous hand over my forehead, feeling like my world was being tilted under me. 
“Haben, I helped most of those Mages, Witches and Wizards to safety. I expected for them to look up to me a little. But what you’re describing…are you sure?”
“Very sure. That’s why EnNelle of Tain is so irritated about this whole incident. She knows very well that if she had made the same request of Hevencoraan, it would not have been as easily accepted.”
I wasn’t as sure of that. Cora was a Life Mage through and through—if she knew that a horse was dying, and needed her help, I was sure she would respond instantly. Granted, I didn’t see anyone happily obeying EnNelle’s orders—but then, the woman wasn’t known to be easy to get along with. 
“Hmmm.”
“Forget it,” Haben sighed. “You’ll see what I mean eventually for yourself. For now, what did you find out?”
I ran through all of the discoveries made in the past two weeks, as well as some of my conjectures. Haben listened attentively, taking notes on occasion, but never saying a word. When I was finished, he gave a thoughtful hum. 
“So Trev’nor is a Rheben in truth, eh? I always wondered if that were the case. So? Will you leave him with Alan and Liah?”
I hadn’t even questioned that until he asked it. “I think so, yes. It would be cruel to take him away from them, especially considering what good care they’ve already shown him. Besides,” I added practically, “my parents have their hands full already. I can’t imagine that they want another person to keep track of. They already have seven children in that house to manage.”
“Very true. I hoped that would be your answer. I just felt like I had to make sure.” Haben gave a satisfied nod and sank back into his chair again. “Well. While you were gone, we received a letter from Captain De Xiaolang addressed to you.” 
Opening a door in his desk, he rummaged around for a moment, finally bringing up a slightly crinkled envelope. 
I accepted the letter with some concern. He wasn’t going to tell me that something went wrong up there during the winter, was he? I cracked open the seal, drew out the letter, and started quickly reading it. 
 
Garth,
 
The snow up here is rapidly melting—so much so that I think we’ll be ready to travel in a week or so. By the time this letter reaches you, I think we’ll be ready to resume our mission in Chahir. Come get us, won’t you? I don’t want to wade in mud all the way to Del’Hain.
There’s a huge open courtyard in front of Headquarters in Ascalon. Come up there. I’ve left word to be expecting you. 
 
De Xiaolang
 
I smiled with relief when I realized nothing was wrong. He just wanted a ride. 
“Xiaolang is ready to resume the mission in Chahir,” I reported to Haben. 
“I expected that to happen soon.” He nodded without any surprise. “I’ll update Guin when I find him. Go, Garth.”
I was half out of my chair when I realized there was one thing I needed to know. “Do you know where Chatta is, by any chance?”
“No idea, why?”
“I was hoping you’d be able to save me the time of tracking her down,” I admitted with a wry shrug. “But that’s all right. I’ll see you later, Haben.”
Haben just waved me out, his mind already switching to other matters. 
As I walked down the Palace hallway, I considered the best way of finding my friend. Chatta and I hadn’t been able to see much of each other over the past four months, considering that I was out and about most of the time. We’d tried to keep track of each other by mirror communication, though. 
Wait, that was a good idea…where was that mirror broach? I paused in my tracks, searching my pockets until I finally located it. Very softly—I was always paranoid about cracking the thing—I touched the surface with a bit of power. 
“Chatta?”
“Garth! I haven’t heard from you in a few days. Are you back in Del’Hain finally?”
What was with the “finally?” You’d think I’d been gone for months instead of weeks. “Yes, I’m back. Where are you?”
From the other end, there was a frustrated growl. “Stuck doing something for the Trasdee Evondit Orra.”
I wasn’t sure if it was safe to ask for details. “Ah. Well, I just got a letter from Xiaolang. He wants me to come and pick up the team.”
“Now, I suppose. All right. Come get me after you’ve gotten them. I should be done by tonight.”
“Understood. I’ll fill you in on everything when I come back to get you. Do me one favor while I’m gone?”
“Certainly, what?”
“Make a copy of the Index for me. I think we’re going to find it very handy when we go back into Chahir.”
There was a digestive pause. “You’ve figured something out, haven’t you? I can hear it in that smug tone of yours.”
“Yes,” I agreed. “I’ve figured something out. I promise to tell you later.”
“You’d better. All right, I’ll make a copy. Anything else?”
“No, not now. I’ll see you tonight.”
“Right. Have a safe trip up.”
I put the broach back into my pocket as I headed for Trev’nor’s apartment again. I needed to pick up a certain nreesce before we could go up to Ascalon. 
 


 


Chapter Four: Preparation
 
I had never been as far north as the Empire of Sol before. Even when I dropped Xiaolang and the Red Hand off last fall, he had me deliver them to Q’atal. He claimed that having a Mage suddenly pop out of the ground without any warning would give Ascalon Security a heart attack. This time, however, I was expected. I went the straight and easy route—not to mention the fastest. 
In his letter to me he had directed me to come up in the main courtyard of Headquarters, supposedly a mostly deserted place that would give me room to arrive in. Despite all of the precautions, there were still people who jumped, screamed, and scrambled over each other when I popped out of the ground, the earth melting away from me, sloughing off in all directions. I stared around me, heaving a resigned sigh. Really, was it that strange? Did I look like some sort of ghoul? 
“I thought Xiaolang warned them about this,” I complained to Night. 
“Maybe they didn’t take him seriously,” Night suggested casually. He seemed to find grown adults shrieking like children to be somewhat entertaining. Snickers kept escaping from his serious expression.
“Garth!”
I knew that voice. Spinning about, I looked for a familiar head of untidy blond hair. In the sea of black and red uniforms, it took a second for me to spot him. “Eagle!”
The tall, blond soldier strode forward until he could clasp hands with me, a delighted smile on his sun-darkened face. “You look good, Garth. The Captain said you’d probably arrive soon, so we’ve been keeping an eye out. How was your winter vacation?”
“It wasn’t much of a vacation,” I groaned. “I’ll tell you about it later. Is everyone ready to go?”
“Pretty much, yeah. The Captain is having an in-depth argument right now with the Powers-That-Be.” He shook his head, half-resigned, half-amused. 
I wasn’t sure how to take that statement. 
“Is there a problem?” I asked cautiously.
“Well, you know how Shad came up here to train recruits, right?”
I didn’t like this beginning. Shad was good, very good, at what he did—but he also had the same sense of mischief and curiosity as a Meuritta. I gave a ginger nod. “Right. And?”
“He’s really good at teaching.” Eagle looked a little dumbfounded at this. “Hard to believe, I know, but he just knows how to break it down so even the greenest recruit can understand. When the Core Commanders did their end of term review, they discovered that Shad’s students were far more advanced than everyone else’s.”
“And now they want to keep him?” I guessed. 
“Bingo. The Captain is having a devil of a time convincing them that he really needs Shad to go into Chahir with him—I think he’s half regretting bringing Shad up here in the first place.”
I could see how that would happen. I was kind of glad for Shad’s sake that he had obviously found a place that wanted him. If nothing else, after Chahir was settled once more, maybe the rascal could settle permanently here. 
While I was glad for this development for my friend’s sake, it did leave us with the immediate problem of prying him out of Ascalon’s clutches. 
“Would it help any if I stepped in and said a word? Or do you think Xiaolang has it in hand?”
“I’m not sure, really.” Eagle shrugged. 
“But is it really necessary to argue about this?” Night cocked his head at both of us, looking a little puzzled. “Shad didn’t sign up to be part of the Ascalon military, did he? If he’s still a civilian, he can leave whenever he wishes. No one has the power to stop him.”
Eagle looked pole-axed, eyes nearly crossing, jaw in danger of becoming unhinged. “Night…you’re right! Great guardians, why didn’t we think of that?”
“Because you’re used to thinking of him as part of the military command structure,” Night said sarcastically. . 
He had a valid point. It was so engrained for these men to just obey their superiors they probably never thought to question whether Shad had to obey or not. It was sheer force of habit. 
“Well, in that case, we’ll be able to leave very soon.” Eagle obviously felt cheered by this new development. “Are either of you hungry?”
It had taken a large part of the morning to get up here. My stomach was letting me know it too. “Getting that way, yeah.”
“Let me show you to a good restaurant. The team will meet you there for lunch, okay?”
That sounded like a good plan to me, but anything that involved food was always a good plan.
I took a good look around me as I followed Eagle through the city gates and down the street. Most of the Empire of Sol had military city-states, and the architecture certainly reflected that. All of the buildings were very functional in style and rather uniform in color. They all had a very utilitarian architecture to them, with no frills of any sort. It almost looked like a gigantic cookie cutter had been used to stamp out rows of identical square buildings, all of the same shad of unrelenting grey. They were all identically spaced apart, as well, nothing more than an alley between them. The only difference from one building to the next was the landscaping in the miniscule front yards.  I imagined that with everything looking so similar, it would be terribly easy to get lost in this city. Mental note to me: Don’t wander around without a native playing tour guide.
It was very easy to tell civilians apart from military—the civilians were all in bright, bold fabric while the military was in stark black. An amazing amount of beadwork and embroidery livened up the clothing even more, with an interesting mix of a tight, form-fitting layer on the bottom with very loose, flowing shirts and skirts of gauzy material layered over the top. Whatever lack of beauty their city might have was well made up for in the way the civilians dressed. It was like watching a rainbow parade down the street. 
“Hey, let go of my reins!”
Huh? I snapped around to see who Night was talking to. My nreesce had all four feet planted, leaning back onto his haunches. A dirty urchin had his hands wrapped around Night’s reins, determinedly tugging at them. Someone was actually trying to steal Night?!
I made my voice anvil hard, expression as black as a thundercloud, trying to be as scary and menacing as possible. “Kid. Let go of the reins.”
The boy—I think it was a boy under all of that dirt—froze and peeked up at me. “Hey mister, you mean this is your horse? Sorry, I thought he was just wandering around without an owner.”
“I don’t need to be led around by the nose like some idiot dog,” Night snapped, shaking his head angrily. “And let go, already!”
The boy’s eyes shot open wide. “…wait…did…that voice…”
“Yes, the ‘horse’ is talking to you,” I said dryly. “That is not a horse, you see, but a nreesce.”
The boy’s face twisted up in a dubious expression. “Nreesce ain’t just a bedtime story?”
“Do I look like a figment of your imagination?” Night snapped back. 
I decided to put this into terms the boy was probably familiar with. “Kid, nreesce have the same intelligence as any person. Worse, for you, that nreesce is trained to act as a warhorse as well. Do you really want to hold on to him?”
The kid instantly dropped the reins. He might not understand nreesce very well, but being surrounded by the military like he was, he knew how dangerous a warhorse could be. 
“Good decision.”
Night’s ears lay back in agitation. “The idea!” he grumbled darkly. “That someone could actually steal me.”
Eagle bent an evil eye on the now empty-handed thief. “I suggest disappearing before I call for the military police.”
He didn’t have to be told twice. The urchin disappeared into the crowd in an instant, untraceable. 
Now that the matter was settled the humorous side asserted itself. Struggling to hide a grin, I gave Night an arched look. “Do I need to hold your reins?”
He gave me a venomous look. “Do and die.”
“Now, Night, it’s a wise precaution.” I widened my eyes innocently. “After all, people up here aren’t as familiar with nreesce. We don’t want you to get stolen, do we?”
He let loose a sound that was almost a growl. “So help me, I’m kicking the next person that tries to steal me.”
“Do that,” Eagle encouraged him. “They might not believe you’re a nreesce, but we’re all familiar with warhorses up here. If you give yourself a reputation for being bad tempered no one will bother you.” He paused and rubbed at his chin thoughtfully. “Well, really, no one with any sense would try to nab an equipped horse.  Not when it’s obvious he’s following someone.”
Night gave an agitated shake of the reins. He still looked irritated. 
I rubbed at my lips, erasing a smile. Really, in the long history of the nreesce race, had anyone actually tried to steal a nreesce? This had to be one for the records. I made a mental note to tell Chatta about it later. 
The restaurant that Eagle led us to thankfully had outside seating. Like most good restaurants, the exterior didn’t look like much. It had that same blocky look as every other building in this city, with a few random, short green shrubs lurking near the front door. The place could have used a fresh coat of paint as well—preferably something not a garish pink. After that one peak inside, I felt perfectly happy to stay outside. Besides, trying to convince the owners to let a horse inside was never any fun. It was still a bit nippy, being very early spring, so no one else chose to sit at the outside tables. We had the area completely to ourselves. Eagle left us with orders to sit tight and eat while he went to inform everyone else that we had arrived. 
I ordered a lot of fruits and vegetables for Night, and something hot and spicy for me as I was beginning to feel the cold. Going from the very warm depths of the earth to this chilled wind without a transition was not exactly pleasant. Still, it was warmer up here than it was down in Chahir. Much warmer. I wasn’t looking forward to going back into my homeland. 
Lunch had just been set in front of me when I heard a hail from behind me. 
“Garth!”
I twisted in my seat. 
“Aletha!” . I stood to exchange a hug with her, then regarded her at arm’s length. She looked better than she had four months ago—rested, at ease, and the uniform was sharp again instead of a little stained and worn. We had all looked a little threadbare and haggard four months ago. Actually, with her dark hair and pale skin, the black and red uniform suited her very well.  “You look good.”
“So do you,” she returned with a bright smile. “Did you grow?”
“A whole inch,” I answered proudly. 
“I thought you looked a smidge taller,” she laughed. “Hello, Night.”
Night bobbed his head at her. “Hi, Aletha. Where is everyone else?”
“Just behind me.”  She took a seat at the table. “They sent me ahead to order their food. Garth, Eagle told me to reassure you that Shad is coming with us. Our illustrious Captain won the argument that Shad, as a civilian, doesn’t have to stay if he doesn’t want to. Of course, that begged the question of why he was accompanying the Red Hand Team to begin with.”
“I’m sure. And what was Shad’s response to that?”
Aletha mimicked Shad’s voice nearly perfectly. “I’m merely a consultant on this venture, gentlemen.”
“Good answer,” Night reflected as he munched on an apple. “Even true.”
She nodded in agreement. “They couldn’t really argue. But Xiaolang is escorting Shad directly here just in case someone thinks up a new line of attack. Garth, were you planning to leave for Chahir directly from here?”
“No, we need to go to Hain to pick up Chatta first. She was finishing up one last job for the Trasdee Evondit Orra as we left.” I swallowed a healthy spoonful of stew sighing at the pleasant flavor. “She swore that she’d be ready to go by the time I brought you guys back down.”
“Good enough,” Aletha decided. “We don’t want to travel the earth path and go into Chahir that way anyway—why alert them that we’re back in the country?”
Why indeed? Sneaking back in seemed a safer tactic to me. 
Aletha waved down the waitress and gave her a long list of food to be ordered. We wouldn’t be able to do this much longer—just sit down at a restaurant and order something to eat. I was really going to miss restaurants. Travel food lacked flavor.
The rest of the team descended all at once, like an enthusiastic, black tidal wave. I stood and shook hands, clapped shoulders, and just said hello—Shad took the opportunity to steal the tie from my hair, which was annoying. With the wind, my hair kept blowing into my face. I had to drag it away from my eyes and mouth. I gave him an evil glare. 
“Shad, give it back.”
“But I haven’t been able to torment you in four months!” he protested with a merry smile. “Let me enjoy the moment.”
If he thinks he can outmaneuver an Earth Mage, he’s delusional. Without letting my expression change one whit, I turned the stones under his feet into quicksand. With a yelp, Shad immediately sank into the ground right up to his chin. 
“Garth!” he wailed in protest. “That’s not fighting fair!”
“Sure it is. Magic is just one of the weapons in my arsenal.” I flashed my teeth at him in a slightly mocking smile. “You’re the idiot that picked a fight with me.”
Our team mates merely laughed. 
“Xiaolang?” Shad appealed to the Captain with a pitiful no-one-loves-me expression.
The Q’atalian just rolled his eyes. “Not five minutes, and they’re already back at it. This is going to be a long year.”
“Entertaining, though,” Hazard pointed out jovially. 
Trapped as he was, Shad still didn’t give in, just pouted up me with an expression so forlorn that I almost felt guilty. Almost.
Maneuvering the dirt around his right hand, I lifted my clip out from his grasp. It shot free of the ground and into my waiting hand. 
“Aren’t you going to let me out now?” Shad inquired in overly polite tones.
“Why? I like you down there. You can’t cause mischief.”
“Gaaarth!” he whined. 
I ignored him and everyone’s snickering, focusing on cleaning off my hair clip. Only when I had cleaned off the clip and put my hair back into place did I finally relent and release Shad from his earthly prison. I was even nice enough to clean Shad off, instead of leaving him mud encrusted from the chin down.
The steaming and aromatic food arrived on large, oval-shaped platters. The team fell on the food as if they hadn’t eaten anything decent in weeks—which might be the case. I’ve heard a lot of war stories about military food. I wisely stayed silent until they had eaten their fill. Hungry people tend to be grumpy people.
“Where’s Chatta?” Xiaolang inquired as he polished off the last of his bread.
“In Del Hain still,” I answered. “The Trasdee Evondit Orra gave her a last minute request to do before they would release her to go into Chahir. I thought to just come pick you up while waiting for her to finish the job.”
“Saves time,” Xiaolang agreed. “I don’t want to travel all the way to Chahir from Del Hain by conventional methods, however. Take us fifty miles away from the border before you come up.”
I considered this order as I toyed with my practically empty glass. “You think fifty miles is far enough away that the Star Order can’t detect us?”
“I think we could actually come in closer,” Xiaolang disagreed, putting his elbows on the table and leaning forward slightly. “You said that the Star Order uses blood magic, correct?”
I wasn’t sure where he was going with this. “Right. And?”
“Even when we were a bare twenty-five miles away from them it took the Star Order three days to come after us. That suggests that whatever method they have of detecting magic, it’s either complicated to use, or it doesn’t extend very far. They didn’t do anything until after that night when Shad and Aletha went up against the pool’s defenses—which lit the sky up. On that flat plain, anyone within fifty miles could have seen it.”
I hadn’t thought of that…but he was right. “You’re suggesting that they didn’t detect magic, but that they saw it.”
“That makes a lot of sense,” Night mused at my elbow. He was staring at the Captain thoughtfully. “It does explain why Nuish was able to collect all of those magicians in one place without being discovered, doesn’t it?”
“And he said that he didn’t see magic through the pool,” Xiaolang confirmed with a firm nod. “He just saw magic being used, that’s how he knew who to go rescue. I think we have more freedom to move around than we once imagined. But I also think that these Star Order Priests are like other magicians—they can either feel or see magic. The longest range I’ve ever heard of was yours, Garth. Can anyone best twenty miles?”
“Not that I’ve heard,” I admitted with a shrug. 
Xiaolang didn’t look surprised at my answer. “I doubt a Star Order Priest can match the range of a Mage. They aren’t as powerful as you, just sneakier. But for precaution’s sake, I’m going to pretend they might be able to detect something twenty miles away. And for paranoia’s sake, I’m going to double that distance when at all possible.”
Considering that we were going up a whole country…that was very wise. “Sounds good to me.”
“Now,” Xiaolang stood up, slinging a bag over his shoulder. “Let’s get out of here before my commanders can catch me and throw another stumbling block in my way.”
 
 
 


 
 
 
 


 
 
 


Chapter Five: Discovery
 
Was he hunched over that book again?
I shook my head. Barely two days out of Del’Hain and I swear I hadn’t seen Xiaolang’s face for more than five minutes. Fortunately, Hayate was intelligent enough to stay on the road without his rider’s guidance. Even now Xiaolang was paying absolutely no attention to his surroundings. 
I caught Eagle’s eye and jerked a thumb in Xiaolang’s direction. “The next time that he razzes you about always sticking your nose in a book, remind him of this moment.”
“Oh, I intend to, don’t worry,” Eagle assured me with a feral smile. “In fact, I’ll never let him forget it.”
I hadn’t expected anything different. 
“Garth, come here a moment!” Xiaolang called back to me.
I heaved a sigh. And so it begins…. When I had explained to Xioalang about the index, his expression had resembled a goat with a new boot chew toy. When explained that the index lists the provinces each family lives in, I swear he began to dance in place. The end result being if we wanted a turn with the copy, we’d have to pry it from his cold dead fingers.  
Night lengthened his stride without my urging, catching up to Hayate before falling into step with the dragoo. Xiaolang leaned sideways, holding the book so that I could see it, his finger pointing to a particular spot on the page. 
“Does this name ring any bells for you?”
I’ve been asked a lot of questions about that book before today but never that one. I frowned a little at the entry. Haikenen? That particular name didn’t sound familiar. However, the family name, “Hai” did. Where have I heard that before…? Ah! 
“Not that name. But the Hai family are renowned swordsmiths. Nothing can beat a Hai sword, not in quality of craftsmanship or in strength. I believe they’re based out of Shirlane, in Farless.”
Xiaolang relaxed a bit, looking heartened. “Oh, good. Haikenen was from Shirlane as well, so apparently the family hasn’t moved out of that area. They were known to produce Fire Mages, which could explain why the family are such good swordsmiths.”
I pulled up a mental map in my head. “If we push hard we could be there in about three days, I think.”
“Yes, that matches my calculations as well.” Satisfied, he finally put the book away. “I do like having a destination like this.”
“Even with the destination, I’m scanning the area as we move through it,” I informed him. Actually, I was doing that now, as we were barely ten miles from the border. 
“Oh certainly, please do. We never know when we’ll just stumble across someone.” His forehead wrinkled slightly in concern. “I just hope that if we do find a Fire Mage, he won’t be insane like Remcarparoden.”
Me too. 
“Garth?”
I looked down at Night, who had tilted his head slightly to look back at me. “Yes?”
“You said that Farless was a neutral Province, didn’t you?”
“That’s what Guin’s information said.” I shrugged. I wasn’t as sure about that analysis. Sometimes “neutral” just meant “too lazy to do anything about it until provoked.”
“I was just wondering if I have to act like a normal horse while I’m there or not.”
“It would probably be wise not to push the issue,” Xiaolang advised sympathetically. “We’ll have Didi lay low as well.”
Night gave a long-suffering sigh. 
~*~
Chahir, no surprise, was still hanging onto winter by its fingernails. There were traces of snow in the shadows, under trees, and right next to buildings, giving evidence of a recent snowfall. It was only in areas that received sunlight most of the day that the ground was clear. 
Still, the chill air was a mute testimony that spring hadn’t arrived yet. 
The past three days of travel to Farless hadn’t exactly been pleasant. We all had on multiple layers of shirts, sweaters and thick jackets. At night, we huddled under blankets with untraceable heating charms, product of Chatta’s foresight. Even with the layers and the blankets, the nights proved to be less than pleasant. The night wind had a talent for penetrating every layer we were wrapped in. I think the only reason why Hayate kept moving, instead of huddling around a fire like he wanted to, was because maintaining a steady pace kept him warm. 
I continued searching the area around me as we moved, trying to find anyone with magical abilities. It wasn’t until the morning that we crossed the border to Farless Province that my efforts were finally rewarded. I could barely detect the person, as they were a good twenty miles further along the road, but there was no doubt in my mind. This person felt just like Remcarparoden. 
Fire Mage. 
“Xiaolang!” I called to the front of the group. 
Xiaolang lifted himself up in the saddle so that he could see over everyone’s heads. “Did you find someone?”
“Yes. Twenty miles, straight ahead. He or she is a Fire Mage.”
Chatta’s head snapped around. “Are you sure?”
“Positive. The magic feels just like Remcarparoden’s.” And that was a feeling that I could never forget. That blazing, molten feel of magic felt like an inferno.  
“Excellent,” Xiaolang purred. “Let’s pick up the pace, people. I want to find this kid before dark.”
We went from a slow trot to a slightly faster one, matching Hayate’s speed. I kept my attention on our new Mage as we rode but it wasn’t until after a cold lunch—which was eaten in the saddle—that I was able to discern anything more. I could almost swear that the Mage was a boy, for one thing. 
And at that moment, his magic was being used. 
“Garth?” Chatta had a hand on my arm, catching my attention. “Is something wrong? You’re frowning.”
“He’s using his magic,” I responded slowly. 
Her fingers tightened on my sleeve. “The Mage is?” 
“Yes. Not much is being used,” I hastily added before she jumped to any conclusions about burning cities. Our past experience linked Fire Mages with mass destruction, which couldn’t always be the case. History said that the Fire Mages were usually the most disciplined of all the Mages. “I’m not even sure if he’s doing it on purpose. His magic is definitely active right now, though.”
Chatta still looked a little disturbed. I couldn’t blame her—I was a trifle disturbed myself. “How far away are we?”
“Another eight miles, maybe?” It was hard to judge exact distance with just my magical sense. 
“I think we better speed up.” Chatta urged her mare into a brief sprint until she caught up with Xiaolang. I didn’t catch what she was saying, as the words weren’t loud enough to carry over the din of hoof beats, but I could hazard a guess. Xiaolang stiffened in alarm after the first sentence out of her mouth. 
I knew he was going to call me forward again to ask questions, so I silently urged Night to pick up the pace a bit. We’d barely caught up when Xiaolang turned to me and started firing off questions. 
“Are you sure? Is he under any danger of being discovered? Do you sense any Star Order Priests around?”
I held up both hands, staving off this flood of questions. “Whoa, Xiaolang, slow down. In order, yes, I’m sure. I’m not sure if he’s in danger of being discovered or not, but I doubt it. It took me this long to realize that his magic was active—it’s such a miniscule amount that it would take a triangle to detect him. And no, I don’t sense any one of the Star Order around. If you’re asking for my opinion of how much danger the kid is in, I would say that we could reach him before anyone figures out what he is.” Probably. The chance of discovery was still there, of course. 
“Is it a Mage accident?” was Xiaolang’s next worried question. “You said that young Mages have no control over their magic.”
“True,” I nodded. “I don’t think this is a Mage accident, though. Those tend to be spectacularly messy and use a lot of magic in a short burst. This is more quiet and sustained.”
“Which is good,” Chatta added thoughtfully. “Mage accidents happen because there’s such a large build up of power that it has to be released or it will burn the Mage out. If he’s releasing small bits of magic like this, then the odds of a Mage accident happening are reduced.”
“Well, that’s one less thing to worry about then,” Xiaolang muttered under his breath. “Garth, keep a close eye on the situation. If you detect that the kid is in danger, use the earth path and go get him. I hate to alert anyone that we’re back in Chahir this quickly but better that than lose a Mage.”
I nodded firmly. “Understood.” 
Xiaolang twisted in his saddle, looking back at his team. “Eagle, Shad, stay close to Garth. If he does have to go get the kid, go with him. You’ll cover his back while he’s rescuing our Mage.”
 “Yes, sir.”
“Sure thing, C2.” Shad saluted lazly, but had definitely perked up at the possibility of some action.
I noticed that Xiaolang didn’t even bat an eye at the nickname. He was probably so used to it by now that it didn’t even faze him. 
I kept an even closer eye on the Mage now, letting Night have complete control. In fact, I was barely paying any attention to him. I have no idea how much time elapsed when the magic suddenly was shut off. 
“Garth. Garth?”
Someone was shaking my shoulder gently. I snapped back into my immediate surroundings to find Eagle studying my face intently. “Is something wrong?”
“The Mage shut off his magic.” I wasn’t sure if that fit into the “wrong” category or not.
“You make that sound like a deliberate decision. Don’t you mean that the magic just stopped?” Shad asked me in some puzzlement. “I thought it took practice and training to be able to control a Mage’s power.”
“Yes and no. I was able to somewhat control my power before I was trained—although not much, I grant you. I didn’t always get the results that I wanted. Fine control takes practice and training. Still, it is possible for a new Mage to stop his magic.” I struggled to put something into words that I instinctively recognized. “It just felt like he deliberately stopped it.” 
Hazard, from behind us, let out a low whistle. “Now that makes things interesting.”
Yes, it did. For good or bad, I wasn’t sure yet. 
“We’ll be there in another hour I think.” Xiaolang frowned at the worn map in his hands. “Garth, have you ever been to Shirlane before?”
“No, never,” I said absently. My attention was gravitating back toward the Fire Mage. “It’s supposed to be a very metropolitan place. A lot of trade happens there.”
“So we’ll be able to blend in there?” 
“Yeah, probably.”
“In that case—assuming nothing goes wrong before we can get there—the whole team will go in. Chatta, those amulets that you have to seal a Mage’s power, can they also serve as a glamour?”
“They aren’t, but I have separate amulets that do that.” She cocked her head, brown eyes silently questioning. 
“How long do they last?” 
“Depends on the size of the amulet. The smallest lasts about five hours—the largest one I have can last up to eighteen hours. What are you thinking, Xiaolang?”
“That I’m tired of spending the night out in the freezing cold,” he grumbled. 
It was such an unexpected comment that I gave him a funny look. To hear my usually responsible captain make such an irresponsible comment was truly strange.  
“Will everyone stop looking at me like that?” he requested in exasperation. “I’m just as cold as the rest of you. If we’re in such a metropolitan city like this, we’re not going to gather a second look. As long as Chatta puts a glamour on this boy to hide him from view, we should be able to safely stay the night here.”
“We’re not arguing with you,” Shield quickly assured him. “We all want one night in a warm bed. But this plan assumes that nothing goes wrong between now and tonight.”
“True,” Xiaolang concurred. “I need to judge the situation when we get there before deciding. But if I decide its safe enough, I’m sending Aletha and Shield to pick out a good inn for us.”
The two soldiers gave him casual salutes, acknowledging the order. 
Part of my mind was daydreaming about cushy pillows and warm blankets. I had to shove all notions of that out of my head so that I could focus on the Mage. Still, a part of me was praying that nothing would go wrong. 
~*~
Shirlane was indeed the busy, crowded city rumours declared it to be. I judged it to be about the size of Tobadorage—which made it strange that I hadn’t detected anyone with Star Order power. Was Farless as truly neutral as they were reported to be? It was the only explanation I could come up with for why there was no Star Order Priests assigned here. 
The city sprawled out in haphazard directions, as no one had apparently bothered to design this city but instead let it grow whichever direction people wished. It had a rather cosmopolitan feel to it with the different styles of architecture. I saw hints of Bromany’s rounded edges on buildings, Chahir’s steep rooflines and Hainian’s expansive windows and doorways. We entered through the city gate at a very slow walk, having to almost force our way through the press of pedestrians on the street. 
I was leading, as I was the only one that could tell which direction the Fire Mage was in. I was so focused on the boy that it took a few minutes to realize that we were heading into the artisan’s section of the city—specifically, the smithies. If he were truly of the Hai family, he was probably working as an apprentice in one of the swordsmith’s guilds. 
Twenty feet away from the boy, more or less, I drew Night to a halt. Xiaolang appeared at my side before I could even gesture him closer. 
“Well?”
“Everything is perfectly calm,” I answered in a low voice. “His magic is still shut off as well. I don’t think there’s any danger here.”
The Captain looked rather cheered by this report. “Maybe we can enjoy some soft beds after all. How do you think we should approach this?”
“I’m going to drop all of my shields so that he can detect what I am. No danger,” I assured him when he started to protest. “There’s not one person that can detect me for twenty miles around except for him. Letting him see that I’m a Mage is probably the fastest way of gaining his trust. Let me and Chatta go in first?”
“Why Chatta, too?”
“She’s better at charming people than I am.  She can wrap that boy around her finger in about five seconds.” 
Xiaolang’s mouth compressed, as if fighting a smile. “I see. Well, it’s true that I’ve seen her charm people before. I suppose it won’t hurt. I’ll give you five minutes.”
“Thanks.” I waved Chatta forward, leading her toward the smithy that I was sure the Fire Mage was in. 
“What’s going on?” she murmured.
“Xiaolang is going to let us go in first. I don’t want to overwhelm the kid. Drop your shields—show what you are.”
Her brows twisted into a dubious line. “Is that a good idea?”
“The only other magical person around is him,” I assured her. 
She hesitated another moment, and then shrugged and let her shields drop completely. I followed suit, letting my shields down. 
Since we were pretending that Night was a normal stallion, I tied his reigns loosely to the hitching post out in front of the smithy. If the building was anything to judge by, this smithy was doing very well for itself. If not for the clangs coming from further on in the store, and the smell of coal burning, I would have thought the place just a simple store. 
I bypassed the store entirely, heading to the side door I knew would lead to the actual smith area. When I opened the simple wood door I was assaulted by hot air and the tang of metal in various degrees of being forged. Heat pressed against my skin from all sides and I almost instantly felt dampness dew against my temples and the nape of my neck. Large barrels of water, salt water and oil sat lined up against one side of the wall, while the other side had a very long table with tools laid out in a more or less organized fashion. In the center stood the main forge itself, blazing out heat in a red-orange glow. The equipment and setup was so similar to my father’s shop that I felt nostalgic for a moment. 
A man in his late forties stood from his crouch in front of a furnace, revealing a ruddy face slightly damp with perspiration. His leather apron and gloves were scorched from the fires, showing several months worth of work. 
“Excuse me, young master, but the store is the other door.” 
“I know,” I answered with a cordial nod and smile. “I’m here to speak to one of your apprentices.” 
My eyes went to the Mage that I had been following for the past twenty miles. He was at a grindstone, putting an edge to a newly forged sword, from the look of it. At my entrance, he paused, looking up. I finally had a face to put to him—I estimated his age to be about seventeen, making him close to my age. I was a little surprised by this as most Mages came into their power about fourteen or fifteen…and were shortly discovered after their awakening. Had he only come into his power recently? 
His skin was a little red from the heat too, blond hair sticking up in various directions. His build was lean and powerful from working so many years at this smithy. I was built along similar lines because of all the years that I helped my father with his work. 
After a long moment of looking at me, his eyes shot wide, and the sword fell from nerveless fingers. 
Yes, he definitely knew what I was. I stayed cautiously still, waiting for him to get past that initial knee-jerk reaction of fear and surprise. 
It took him a few moments before he found his tongue. 
“W-who are you?” he demanded hoarsely.
“I am Rhebengarthen. This is my friend, L-Chattamoinita Delheart.” I gestured to her with an open palm.
Chatta dimpled a smile at him and gave a polite bow. “Hello.”
“Krys,” the smith snapped, “what’s wrong with you, boy?”
“Uncle Aldin, they’re…” Krys had to swallow before he could continue, “…they’re magicians.”
Aldin froze, staring at us in mute horror. 
“Relax, both of you,” Chatta ordered calmly. “You have nothing to fear from us. Allow me to finish the introductions. I am a Witch from Hain and Garth is an Earth Mage. We are under King Guin of Hain’s orders to rescue any magician out of Chahir and bring them into Hain for training.”
“What does that have to do with Krys?” Aldin demanded, voice becoming more shrill and breathless with each syllable.
“Apparently he doesn’t know,” Chatta observed in a low voice to me.
“Apparently not,” I agreed quietly. “I am correct in assuming your full name is Haikrysen?”
Krys went about three shades paler. “How do you know that?”
“All of the Fire Mages came from one of two families,” I answered calmly. “Either the Hai family or the Remcar family. And since the Hai family is from this area…” I trailed off, letting him finish the sentence for himself. 
“Fire Mage?” Aldin gave a laugh that was probably supposed to be mocking, but came out strained and nervous. “My nephew, a Fire Mage?”
Chatta shook her head sympathetically. “Haialdenen, how do you think he recognized what we are? He can see that we are magicians—and only another magician can see magic.”
That defeated Aldin’s attempt to laugh it off. His eyes went to his nephew, silently pleading for a denial.
Krys stood silent, shoulders slumping forward. With a heavy sigh he nodded. “You’re right. I have magic in me.”
Aldin sagged heavily against a table, raising a shaking hand to his forehead. 
“How do you know what kind I am?” Krys sounded almost morbidly curious. “Besides the name, I mean. No one in my family has magic anymore but me.”
“Can you see what color we glow?” Chatta asked him gently.
Krys didn’t hesitate to answer. “You’re white. The Magus is…brown, mostly. There’s a bit of green around the edges.”
So he was one of the fortunate ones that could see magic, eh? I was a little jealous of that. 
“That’s how,” Chatta explained in that same gentle tone. “Mages glow different colors, depending on what type they are. To me, you look like a deep gold with flickers of red. Haikrysen, this is not something to fear.”
“But I’ll have to leave here,” he whispered brokenly.
“Yes.” I wished that I could tell him a different answer but that wasn’t possible now. “Your magic will soon escape your control. You need to be trained to prevent that from happening.”
“My nephew would never hurt anyone!” Aldin snarled, hands clenching at his sides.
“No, I doubt he would.” Chatta’s calm acknowledgement took the wind out of Aldin’s sails and he subsided again. “We call them Mage accidents—at a certain point, his magic will be so powerful that he won’t be able to control it. It will just activate on its own.”
“I almost uprooted a whole forest before I was properly trained,” I recalled. Looking back, it was almost funny now, although it certainly hadn’t been amusing at the time. 
“Garth,” Chatta reproved with a dark look. “You’re not helping.”
I shrugged, no apology on my lips. “He needs to know how dangerous this can be. Haikrysen, at your disposal is a tremendous amount of power; power that requires proper training if you’re ever to use it effectively. How you use it after that is up to you.”
Krys looked down at the floor, clearly thinking hard. 
The door opened behind us, letting in a cold draft of air. I looked over my shoulder to see Xiaolang enter. “How goes it?” he glanced at uncle and nephew.
Chatta took care of the introductions. “Xiaolang, this is Haialdinen and his nephew, coincidentally our Fire Mage, Haikrysen. Gentlemen, this is Captain De Xiaolang. He’s in charge of the rescue team.”
Xiaolang gave an appropriate bow. “Thank you for the gift of your names.”
Krys gave the Captain a puzzled look. “Are you a magician too?”
Huh? Why had he…oh, that’s right. I’d almost forgotten that empaths glow. “Does he glow blue to you?”
With a wary eye on me, Krys nodded once.
“I’m not actually a magician,” Xiaolang clarified. “I’m an empath. But apparently my ability has enough magic at its base to be detectable for magicians. Or so I’m told.” He shot me an amused look. “The reverse certainly isn’t true. Well, Haikrysen, have you chosen to come back with us into Hain?”
“I don’t understand this,” Krys admitted. “Why would the King of Hain send people to look for magicians in Chahir? Doesn’t he have enough already?”
“No,” Chatta answered with a shake of the head. “We’re always short on magicians. But that isn’t the reason. Guin is very upset about Vonlorisen’s treatment of magicians in this country. That’s why we’re here to rescue people.”
“Besides, Mages are incredibly rare,” I added. “Including you, there are only five known Mages on this continent.” I wasn’t counting the Bromanian Mages. 
He repeated “Five?” to himself silently with an incredulous expression. 
“You will be the first Fire Mage.” Considering we had to strip the other one of all magical power because he was stark raving mad. “You have an incredible amount of leverage because of this, Haikrysen. Use it! You can choose any academy in Hain to train you, and not only will they accept you with open arms, they’ll likely give you such training for free. If they don’t, Guin will pay for it gladly. You have nothing to worry about if you go with us.” Except learning a new language and adjusting to a completely different culture…but I wasn’t going into that.
“You will have a great deal to worry about if you choose to stay here,” Xiaolang cautioned him. 
Judging from the look on Krys’s face he knew that Xiaolang was right on that point, at least. After another long moment he squared his shoulders. “I’ll go with you. Just…let me explain to my family before we go.”
“Oh, I have no intention of leaving the city tonight,” Xiaolang assured him cheerfully. “I want a hot meal and a comfortable bed. We’ll give you tonight to say goodbye to your family and pack.”
A little of the unease in Krys’s body language faded. “Thank you.”
“But before you do that…” Chatta rummaged around in a pocket, bringing out an assortment of amulets. Choosing the largest, she put the rest back. “Here. Wear this around your neck.”
“What is it?” Krys accepted it gingerly from her. 
“It’s a glamour amulet. This will cast a spell around you so that no one will be able to detect that you’re magical.”
Krys looked pole-axed. “People can detect me?”
“How do you think I found you?” I asked him patiently. It wasn’t unusual for Chahirans to be completely ignorant of magic, although considering the control that I had witnessed earlier, I was surprised he hadn’t figured more out about his abilities at this point. Or maybe that control was sheer instinct on his part? I’d have to dig into this later. 
“Oh,” was his only response. He obediently put the amulet on, tucking it underneath his shirt.
“Garth, do you think a seal is necessary too?” Chatta was evaluating Krys with her eyes, doing her own assessment. 
“Probably not for tonight.” His power level was too low to offer any dangers of a Mage accident immediately. “Tomorrow morning is when I would put one on him.”
That must have matched her assessment because she only said, “Right.”
“Seal?” Krys repeated in confusion.
“Until we can get you trained, we’ll seal your power to prevent any sort of accident,” Chatta explained. “The seals don’t last long—about a week is as far as I can stretch them—but it should be long enough to get you to Del’Hain.” Chatta gave him that smile that could melt any male within fifty miles. Krys predictably softened, smiling back in helpless reflex. “I know this is all very confusing right now. I promise to explain everything as we travel back into Hain.”
“Thank you.” Krys didn’t seem to regain his senses until he looked away from Chatta. “Um, Captain Xiaolang, where are you staying tonight?”
“I have no idea,” Xiaolang admitted. “None of us know the city that well. Do you have any recommendations?”
“My sister and her husband run an inn not far from here. It’s a good place. Tell her I sent you and she’ll give you a decent price. It’s called Harmony House.”
The name meant nothing to me. It did to Xiaolang, though. He perked up, nodding in recognition. “We passed the place coming in. All right, we’ll go there. I expect to leave early tomorrow morning, Haikrysen. Do you want to meet us at the inn?”
“I actually live there, in a back room,” Krys confessed. 
“Better and better.” Xiaolang was clearly relieved to know where the kid would be. I was too. With that glamour on, I wouldn’t be able to hunt him down again, not until it wore off. “We’ll go to the inn, then. If your parents want to meet with us or ask us any questions, we’ll be happy to talk to them.”
“Oh, they’ll want to talk to you,” Aldin assured us. He still looked distinctly unhappy about the situation. “Krys, go talk to them now. I’ll shut the place down.”
“Yes sir.” Krys stripped off the gloves and leather apron he was wearing, hanging them on a peg near the door out of sheer force of habit, it looked like. 
Well, we might as well follow Krys out and go to that inn. I was looking forward to a good, hot meal. 
“Magus?”
I turned back at Aldin’s hail. “Yes?”
“Judging from your name and appearance…are you from Chahir?”
“I am. Tobadorage, to be precise.”
“He’s never been out of this city. Living in Hain will…be a leap for him. You’ll help him, won’t you?”
I felt a pang of sympathy for this good man. He was clearly worried for his nephew’s future.
 “I can’t. I won’t be in Hain for long, you see. There are other magicians out there, like Krys, who need my help. But you don’t need to worry about him. My parents and siblings live in Del’Hain, not far from the Academy. And all of the Mages are Chahiran. There are also a lot of Jaunten who serve the King. I’ll introduce him to every one of them, and see him safely settled in before I leave again. They’ll all look out for him and teach him what he needs to know to live in Hain. He won’t want for friends or family, I promise you that.”
A little relieved, the smith nodded. “Good. That’s…good. Thank you.”
I smiled back in reassurance before turning to leave. As soon as we were clear of the shop, Chatta blew out a breath. “That went rather well, I think.”
“Yes, you two approached the situation quite well,” Xiaolang complimented us. “Now. Let’s go find that inn. I want to be warm for a while.”
 
 
  
  
 


Chapter Six: Haikrysen 
 
It took quite some time to convince Krys’s parents that we did not have any devious intentions towards their son. If the danger in Chahir had been any less intense, I honestly doubt we could have talked them into letting him go at all. It’s not easy to see a child leave, even under the best of circumstances. As it stood, we were simply the lesser of two evils.
Finally, late in the morning of what promised to be another very cold day, we hit the road. Krys’s brother-in-law had given him a horse from the hotel’s stables, mounting him on a gentle gelding that seemed half-asleep on his feet. Krys seemed about as nervous on horseback as I had once been, so the gelding’s gentle disposition seemed a wise choice.
Xiaolang chose to take us on a slightly different route, as he didn’t want anyone to get a second look at us. He didn’t want people to really remember us. Another, equally important part of the decision was that I had already searched the area coming in. He didn’t want to cover the same ground if he could help it.
Krys had, by far, the easiest transition out of Chahir that I had ever seen. He wasn’t running scared and directionless, like most other magicians had been. He wasn’t being hunted—no one near him had any idea of what he was. Far from travelling through the country alone, he had a whole team of professionals with him. Better still, he had a chance to a say a proper goodbye to his family.  He was still nervous, still uneasy. Yet, he was far more at peace with what he was, and where he was going, than any other Chahiran magician I had met so far.
We’d barely cleared the city’s gates when he started peppering Chatta with all sorts of questions, largely about magic. His tenor voice soon filled the air, asking one thoughtful question after the next. It amused me that he talked as much with his hands. If someone tied his hands behind his back, I’d bet he couldn’t say one word. 
I let her answer him, focused on searching the area. It wasn’t until she called me that I started paying attention to their conversation.
“Garth, is it possible for a young Mage to use their power without realizing it?” There was a strange intensity about Chatta, as if this question were vitally important.
I almost said no until I stopped to really think about it. “Perhaps it is…” I answered slowly. 
“Why?” Chatta pushed. “You obviously have a reason for saying that.”
“I’d almost forgotten about this…” I said slowly, a memory from three summers teasing the edges of my consciousness. “At the time, it didn’t seem that significant.”
“Garth!” Chatta whined. “You’re being cryptic!”
“Um. Sorry.” I blinked back into the present, realizing everyone’s attention focused on me. 
“It was early summer, when I was about fourteen. I was helping my father build a low stone wall out back of the house. We’d had a recent bout of weather, so the air was pretty chilly and humid—none of the mortar wanted to set right. I was frustrated because I couldn’t get any of the stones to stay in the right position. I remember adding more sand to the mortar, thinking that would help. My father said it was a good idea and did the same…” My eyes, unbidden, traveled to Krys’s face. “My side set properly after that. Within an hour my part of the wall was completely set and hardened. My father’s side took another day to set properly.”
Krys’s blue eyes widened slightly. “You’re saying that was magic?”
“It very well could be. As an Earth Mage, stone is one of my elements. Like I said, though, we thought it just odd at the time. I thought perhaps I’d put in more sand than my father had—and my part of the wall saw more sun than his. But really, the mortar shouldn’t have hardened so quickly like that.” Had that been my first Mage accident? Perhaps. 
Chatta hummed thoughtfully, absently twirling a lock of dark hair between her fingers. “It fits with the theory I’m developing. I think that if a Mage is near one of their elements, their magic will respond, and subconsciously help. For you, it was building that wall.”
I saw where she was going with this and finished the thought. “And with Krys it was forging swords?”
She nodded. “It could be. Everything we’ve observed so far fits with the idea.”
“It does,” I agreed thoughtfully. “It also explains why his magic is remaining at a fairly stable level. He uses it every day.” Or he had, anyway. It would probably start building up now that he was out of the smithy.
“All of this is interesting,” Xiaolang interjected, “but what does it boil down to?”
Chatta and I shared a look. I was pretty sure we were thinking the same thing, so I gestured for her to answer. 
“It’s just the answer to a riddle,” she admitted with a one shoulder shrug. “Garth and I were puzzled why Krys is seventeen, with active magic, and yet had not been discovered. Why hadn’t his magic already exploded out of control? But of course it wouldn’t if he used it on a regular basis. I doubt this information will lead us to the discovery of any new magicians, if that’s what you’re wondering.”
“It was,” Xiaolang said easily. “Following that line of thought…if he’s not using his magic on a regular basis like normal, I assume that we now have to worry about his magic building up to dangerous levels?”
“Unfortunately, yes,” Chatta sighed with a wry smile. “I’m keeping an eye on it now. We might be able to make it to Del’Hain before a seal becomes necessary, assuming that nothing delays us.”
Xiaolang didn’t look worried about it. “Either way, let me know if the situation changes. Garth, go back to looking for people.”
Slave driver. “Yes, Captain.”
~*~
Fortunately, Krys had his own equipment with him for camping out that night. And he was far more used to the cold than we were. After seeing to the horses, it was unanimously decided that he got to cook dinner, while we huddled in charmed blankets to ward off the cold. 
Eagle wasn’t quite fast enough in touching his nose, so he got the lovely job of cleaning dishes that night. In ice-cold water—oh fun.
Night and I were curled up together, sharing heat. I gave it another half an hour before it was warm enough that I could fall asleep. The thick silence of the night was already encouraging me in that direction. 
It surprised me when Krys came over and sat down next to me. 
“Mind if I join you two?”
“Not at all,” I assured him. I hadn’t had a lot of interaction with Krys during the day, so this friendly overture toward me was not expected. 
He leaned his back against Night, a thick cloak wrapped tight around him. “Chatta’s been telling me a lot about you. About how you were the first Mage discovered.”
I wasn’t sure where he was going with this, so I made a noise of interest and kept my ears open. 
Krys’s eyes were on the flickering campfire a foot away, voice barely loud enough for me to hear. “She tells me that there are other types of Mages out there too, and what the capabilities of those Mages are. But when it comes to Fire Mages…she doesn’t tell me much at all. And everyone’s been keeping a really close eye on me.” He took a deep breath before turning his head to face me directly. “What are you not telling me, Magus?”
“Garth,” I corrected him quietly. “I’m not a formal person. And the answer to that question…well, there’s a story behind it.”
“I’m listening.”
“About nine months ago, we found a Fire Mage,” I admitted. Krys sucked in a sharp breath, eyes wide. “It wasn’t…pretty. We were actually called in by the Dom of Jarrell because the Mage was out of control. He was burning anything and everything in his path. They couldn’t stop him.”
Even by the faint light of the flickering fire, Krys looked deathly pale. 
“He was insane,” I continued the story, as calmly as possible, although there was a roughness in my voice that I couldn’t suppress. “Even though I told him I am fully trained, he didn’t even hesitate. He just launched into a full out attack. We destroyed a whole courtyard, battling with each other.” My throat constricted, but I clenched my fists in my lap and forced my emotions under control.
Nightgave me a sideways look before continuing the story for me. “During the course of the fight, Chatta had been going around the city and putting out the fires the Mage had started. She joined Garth before he and Remcarparoden could really start fighting each other. He recognized her as a magician and decided to take her out before she could team up with Garth. Garth screamed out a warning to her, and she put up shields, but…”
“A Mage has incredible power,” I added emotionlessly. “No Witch or Wizard can compete in terms of brute force. Even with her shields at full strength, she was slammed backwards.” 
“Fortunately, she was only knocked unconscious with some light burns,” Night continued with a wary eye on me. “Garth subdued the Mage in the next minute, dropping him into a deep crevice in the earth. The problem was that for a few seconds, he honestly believed he might have lost her—that she hadn’t been able to shield herself in time.”
It was a nightmare that still haunted me from time to time. 
“So that’s why they’re watching me so closely.” Krys curled in on himself, so that his head rested on his knees. “They’re afraid I might be insane too.”
“They’re wrong, though.” That got his attention and he looked back up at me. “Fire Mages, historically speaking, were the most disciplined of all the Mages. They always had the best control. I don’t think it was power that drove Remcarparoden mad—he was mad to begin with. His power just made the situation worse.”
He pulled his hands from the depths of his cloak and looked at them. “I don’t want to destroy anything. But fire…fire is inherently destructive. Aside from using it to forge metal, I can’t think of any other good use for it.”
“You can never predict what power can do,” I corrected. “For instance, I was recently up visiting a Tonkawacon tribe that had an epidemic with their horses. Cora and I—she’s a Life Mage—found that a particular parasite had invaded a thatch of grass in a cave. It was that parasite that made the horses so sick. In order to prevent the problem from occurring again, we had to burn the cave clean. Only we had to be careful doing it, as the only water source in the area was also in that cave.” He was following my story carefully, nodding slowly as I finished. 
“So in this case, even though fire was used to destroy, it was actually a necessity. You think I can do similar things.”
“We have many forest fires and the like during the height of the summer in Hain. They normally called me in to suppress it—of course, that meant I had to destroy a whole forest because the only way I can stop fire is to bury it with dirt. You would be far more effective—you can just snuff that fire out with your magic.”
He looked decidedly heartened by this news, the uneasy tension in his face fading away. “I hadn’t thought of that. There is quite a bit that we depend upon with fire, isn’t there?”
“There is,” I agreed. 
“Speaking of which…” a voice drawled from behind me. “Can I get one of you lovely magicians to warm up the water from the stream for me? It’s so cold that everything freezes when it touches the pots.”
I twisted about to see Eagle pointing to one of the pots in question. Far from washing away the remains of dinner, the water had apparently touched the metal and instantly froze, sealing the food to the pan. Hmm. Now there’s a problem.
“Now that’s funny.” Night snorted in amusement. “I’ve never seen something like that happen before. That must be mountain water you’re using, Eagle.”
“It’s certainly cold enough for it,” Eagle grumbled sourly. “My hands are numb. Seriously, somebody heat the water up. Please?”
I considered that for a moment and nodded. “All right. Krys, come with me.”
“Eh?” he stared up at me as I stood. “I have no control! Why are you asking me?”
“Because you need to learn control,” I answered calmly. “Don’t worry; I’ll walk you through it. Come on.”
“Garth, is this a good idea?” Xiaolang had obviously overheard our conversation and was now staring at me with a furrowed brow. “This is hardly the best place to experiment.”
“On the contrary, it’s the perfect place to experiment, at least in Chahir,” I countered. “Farless has no Star Priests. I haven’t detected one within fifty miles of this Providence. There’s no one around to detect us. And from what I feel, Krys’s power is quite mature considering that he’s had no training. That means it will be harder to seal. I think it’s a better idea to give him a little training so he can manage his magic himself than to attempt to seal it.”
Xiaolang’s frown deepened as he thought about this. “Chatta, what’s your opinion?”
“As long as Garth puts up a barrier first, just in case of any accidents, I don’t see a problem with it.” She gave me a thoughtful look over the rim of her cup. I knew she was wondering why I had chosen to do this lesson now—it was out of character for me to attempt any sort of magic in Chahir unless absolutely necessary.
There were several things that motivated me in this regard. I had no doubt that I would be talking to her about all of them tomorrow morning, too. For now, it was enough that she was going to let me do what I needed to without protest. 
I caught Krys’s hand and pulled him to his feet. “First lesson—no matter how powerful your magic, the basic laws of nature still apply. You cannot start fire underwater. That said, it’s a wise precaution to start practicing with lots of water handy. Just in case.”
Krys gave a nervous nod. “Right.” 
We walked the short distance to the stream, which really was more ice than moving water at this point. No wonder Eagle was having a hard time. I raised a barrier around us to prevent any magical backlashes or explosions. Krys jumped a little when it dropped over his head, eyeing it warily. 
“It won’t hurt you,” I assured him.
He nodded but I wasn’t entirely sure he believed me. 
“Okay, Krys, focus. There’s a part of you, deep in the depths of your core, that feels warm to the touch. Do you recognize what I’m talking about?”
“Uh, yes.” He put his hand just below his heart. “Here.”
Yes, that’s where I felt my magic the strongest, too. 
“The truth is, that’s just the largest concentration of our magic. In reality, all of our body is magical—it has to be, in order to cope with the power of a Mage. Every part of your body, from hair to skin, has the power to be a conduit for magic.”
His jaw dropped for a moment before he yanked it back into place. “Even our hair? Surely you’re exaggerating.”
“No, I’m not. Why do you think I have long hair? All Mages do. It helps with our control, so we leave our hair as long as possible.”
Krys tugged thoughtfully at his short hair. “Well, I guess that will save me money at the barber’s…I’ll have to pull it back like you do, though.”
“It’s an absolute pain otherwise,” I agreed ruefully. “Now, touch that warmth in your core and try to bring it out to rest in your hand.”
For a second he wore a look of intense concentration. And then his right hand burst into flame. I expected him to instinctively jerk back—he froze instead, staring at the fire flickering harmlessly over his skin in wonder. “It’s…really nice, isn’t it?”
“Using your magic feels liberating,” I agreed in complete understanding. “Now, let’s work a bit on your control. Take the flame down to a mere candle’s size.”
This part didn’t go as smoothly. Krys accidentally extinguished it when he tried to manipulate the size of the flame. He had to restart several times before he could manage to control the size. 
“Don’t get frustrated,” I commanded with a smile. “You’re actually doing fairly well. It took me six months before I could do any sort of fine control like that. Now, hold that steady.”
Krys huffed out a breath. “That’s easier than it sounds.”
“I know it.” As a temporary measure, I raised a stone wall around the stream, creating a round space of about two feet diameter. 
“You did that so easily,” Krys complained. “Tell me I’ll get to your level soon?”
“In about six months,” I assured him, struggling not to laugh at his expression. “It just takes practice and experience on your part. Now, ready? Let your fire dance across the ice, but limit it to within the walled off area.”
He nodded in understanding and raised his hand, letting flame shoot out. The fire obediently stayed inside the stone circle, although it got dangerously close to leaping out a few times. It took mere minutes for the ice to melt completely—and then the water started boiling. 
“Stop,” I ordered.
Krys shut it off immediately, the fire extinguishing itself like it never existed. 
He really did have pretty good control, especially for a novice. I relaxed and gave him an approving nod. “Good. You have good control for your level.”
From the smile on his face, he was definitely proud of himself. “Thanks, Garth.”
I let the barrier drop and turned, calling, “Eagle! Your water is nice and hot now.”
Since he was a whole three feet away, and watching, my words were rather unnecessary. “So I see. That was pretty impressive, Krys. I’m relieved, really, that you have that sort of control.”
“So am I,” he admitted quietly. “Power like this is scary, in some ways. You can do a lot of damage without meaning to.”
I felt beyond relieved to hear that from him. Krys had struck me as a pretty level-headed man at our first meeting so I hadn’t thought him the type to run around setting cities on fire. But there was always the concern that he might be like Kartal—hungry for power and eager to show it off. A Mage with Kartal’s personality was a recipe for disaster, in my opinion.
I led the way back into the camp before Eagle could somehow cajole or guilt me into helping him wash dishes. Krys was right on my heels. 
As we resumed our seats, I saw what Krys had meant about everyone watching him. They were still watching him out of the corner of their eyes, not in distrust, but wary caution. Chatta and Xiaolang were the exceptions, but with their eyes, I had expected as much. Chatta could see Krys’s control. Xiaolang knew that his heart was in the right place. 
It was to everyone else that I directed my words. “He is not Remcarparoden,” I announced bluntly. “And a seal is not necessary for him. He can govern himself.”
“Well.” Aletha blew out a breath, giving me an amused look. “That certainly put us in our place.”
“Sorry, Krys,” Shield apologized with a duck of head, his black hair almost long enough to hide the contrition in his dark eyes. “We’ve got a bad history with Fire Mages.”
“I know. Garth told me the story.” Krys smiled, silently assuring them that he didn’t blame them for their reactions. 
Chatta went taut hearing this, giving me a worried look. “Garth?” In her voice I could hear the silent question, Are you all right?
I nodded back in reassurance. She was alive and uninjured. I knew that. The whole experience was just a dark scar that I didn’t enjoy being reminded of, that’s all. 
Xiaolang cleared his throat, getting our attention. “Now that we’re all satisfied nothing is wrong, how about we get some sleep? Garth, since you’re satisfied that there’s nothing around to detect magic, how about you put a barrier up?”
“My barrier glows green,” I reminded him. 
“Good point,” he conceded. “I’d hate to have to explain that if someone stumbled across tomorrow morning. Chatta, you do the honors.”
“Right,” she agreed. 
~*~
“Two of you. I won’t deal with two of you!”
“Chatta, shield!”
“Chatta?!”
NO!
I flailed awake, heart hammering, sweat on my skin, terror burning an acrid taste in the back of my mouth, breath in ragged pants 
“Garth?” Xiaolang was leaning over me, hand on my shoulder. His hair stuck up in all directions, rumpled from sleep, eyes almost crossing from either the emotions he felt whirling in me or fatigue. “Garth, it was just a dream.”
Just…a dream? Yes, it had been. I slumped, nearly bowled over in relief.
I took a deep, cleansing breath of cold air. “Thanks, Xiaolang.”
In the deep twilight of the night, I could barely see his head nod. “It’s a painful memory for you. I was afraid this might happen. Hold on a moment.” 
Confused, I watched as he went to where Chatta lay sleeping. “Wait,” I hissed quietly, “don’t wake her up!” I didn’t want her worrying about this in the dead of night. 
Xiaolang completely ignored me. He bent and carefully lifted her in his arms, bedroll and all. I was impressed he could do that. Chatta’s a lightweight, but she was still dead weight when asleep. Xiaolang was stronger than I gave him credit for, if he could pick her up like that. 
He came back to me, carefully laying her back down not three inches from where I was settled. I watched every moment carefully, trying to figure out why he was doing this. 
“You’ll sleep better with her next to you,” he whispered to me in satisfaction. “Trust me. Go back to sleep.”
I settled back in my blankets, wondering if he were right. Would I really sleep better just because she was within arm’s reach of me? I closed my eyes, at least willing to test that theory. 
And then I realized…I could sense her. Not just her body heat, or her presence, but the soft, constant hum of Chatta’s power. I could sense it all without even trying because she was so close. 
How had Xiaolang known? 
I raised my head to look at him only to find that he was fast asleep again. I’d have to ask in the morning. Dropping my head again, I tried going back to sleep.
Empaths. They could truly be scary people, sometimes. How much did Xiaolang sense from me that he never acknowledged?
 
 
 


Chapter Seven: Sinhelenan


 
“So…I think it’s time you talked to me about a few things.” Chatta had this look in her eye that indicated she was perfectly willing to tie me to the ground and force a truth potion down my throat if necessary.
I groaned quietly. I had known this was coming, ever since she woke up this morning to discover that she had somehow moved during the course of the night. I was grateful that she had at least waited until we were back on the road, traveling in the back of the group, to start this conversation. No one was likely to hear us back here. 
“Which part do you want to tackle first?” I sighed.
“We’ll start at the beginning and work through it,” she assured me dryly. “Why the conversation about the Jarrell Incident with Krys?”
“He’d noticed that everyone was keeping a wary eye on him. He also noticed that you were evading any direct questions about Fire Mages.”
She glanced at Krys, riding a few feet ahead of us. “He’s sharp.”
“Yes, he is,” I agreed blandly. “You might want to keep that in mind in the future.”
“Hmmm,” she gave a noncommittal noise. “All right, so you told him the story. Then why the tutoring session? To prove to everyone that he is trustworthy?”
“In part,” I admitted easily. “Also because I realized that he’ll be under those same suspicions when we reach Del’Hain from the Trasdee Evondit Orra. If he’s already got some control, they’ll have an easier time accepting him.”
“It’s a good thought. I’m not sure if EnNelle of Tain will cooperate that far, though.”
“That woman never cooperates. I’m not counting on her support anyway. It’s Doss and O’danne that’ll talk sense into the rest of them, and you know it.”
“Heh. Good point. All right, then, last question.” Her eyes became piercing. “Just why was I moved next to you?”
It was stupid, and pointless, but I tried to be concise in my answers just so she wouldn’t delve into the matter. “Bad dream. Xiaolang moved you close to me because he said I’d rest easier.”
“Uh-huh.” Chatta clearly didn’t believe that was the entire story. “Garth, you know better than that. I want the full version. Now.”
Busted buckets, I knew it wouldn’t work. “Actually…I still dream about that day.”
“You never told me that.” The words were quiet and troubled.
“What would be the point?” I responded wearily. “It would just worry you. And I know that you’re fine and that you came out of that unscathed.”
For a handful of heartbeats we fell silent, noise from our companions and the jingle of tack filling the pause. 
“As much as being attacked scared me—and seeing a wall of flame heading towards you that you’re not sure you can block is pretty terrifying—I think it effected you more.”
“That’s because I faced the very real possibility that you were dead.” I don’t think she realizes just how dark my world would be without her in it. 
This conversation wasn’t helping me much either. I shook my head, throwing my dark mood off. “Enough about that. Anyway, Xiaolang apparently sensed even in his sleep that I was having nightmares. He woke up, woke me up, and then moved you. I don’t know how he knew, but he was right. Having you that close kept me from having the dream again.”
“Because even subconsciously you could sense me?” she mused.
“I think that’s it,” I confirmed. “Now you know everything. Satisfied?”
“Not quite. I think I would feel better if I could smack sense into you.”
I wasn’t entirely sure that she was kidding. I leaned sideways in my saddle, edging away from her,, just in case. 
Chatta regarded me through narrowed eyes for a moment. “Night, is he hiding anything else from me that I need to know about?”
“How is it that I’ve been turned into Garth’s keeper?” Night complained with an irritated toss of the head.
“Because you’re a telepath and he can’t keep secrets from you,” Chatta answered in exasperation. 
“I do give him mental privacy, y’know. A person is allowed that.”
“Night, you’re evading my question. Is there something else I need to know about?”
“I don’t answer questions of that significance without peanut butter being involved,” he informed her loftily.  
“Night!” I whined. “You’re making it sound like there is something else!”
“Isn’t there?” he questioned with a wicked look back at me.
I stared at him blankly. What in the wide green world was he referring to? It was obvious he had something in mind. 
“…you’re so dense, Garth.” Night sighed, turning his attention back to the road. “Never mind, I’ll get to tease you about this later when you finally realize it.”
Now I was really curious…just what was he talking about?! 
“What is he talking about?” Chatta demanded of me.
“I honestly have no idea,” I admitted. “But when I figure it out, I’m sure he’ll rub it in for years.”
“I certainly will,” Night assured me cheerfully. 
“Which reminds me….” I bent an evil grin on my nreesce. “I’d almost forgotten to tell you this, Chatta. You won’t believe what happened while we were in Ascalon.”
Night’s head jerked around. “Garth, don’t you dare!”
Considering how many embarrassing stories he’s told about me, I didn’t even pause. “See, we were walking down the street….”
As I told the story of how Night was almost stolen, Chatta started laughing so hard she needed to cling to her saddle. The horrors of the night receded in the face of that warm laughter until it all became nothing more than a distant memory.
~*~
 It was early in the morning, very early. Not even the sun was properly awake yet. Just a hint of light purple painted the sky.  I lay wrapped up in my blankets, wondering what exactly had awoken me. I was warm, comfortable, and nothing around me was moving. Night wasn’t even snoring, for once. 
And then I realized that a part of my mind was screaming in alarm in the back of my head. 
I sat up abruptly, blankets going everywhere. 
“Xiaolang!”
The Ascalon Captain jerked awake in a second, eyes a little unfocused. 
“Huh? What?”
“Xiaolang, there’s a Mage near us and they’re using magic right now,” I said urgently. I was already in motion, pulling on my boots rapidly and elbowing Night in the ribs to get him moving. 
Even though it was Xiaolang that I was shouting at, all of the other soldiers in the group snapped awake as well. Only Krys and Chatta kept sleeping. This didn’t surprise me—Chatta can sleep through practically everything. Apparently Krys can too. Night wasn’t much more awake than they were, although his eyes were open. 
It took about two seconds for Xiaolang to really wake up enough to understand what I was saying. I knew when he did because he exploded into action, reaching for boots and sword at the same time. “Garth, how close?”
“About twenty miles, I think. I’m barely able to sense it.” 
“How much magic?” Boots on, he stood and quickly belted on his sword.
“A lot. I think it’s a Mage accident.” I dove to Chatta’s side and started shaking her awake. “Chatta, wake up. Chatta!”
“Unh?” she blinked slowly, twisting her head a little toward my direction.
“Garth, forget her,” Xiaolang ordered sharply. “We don’t have time for the whole team to ride there. Shield, you’re in charge here. Get everyone up and moving and be ready to leave in ten minutes. Shad, you’re with us.” The only reasonable choice, as Shad was definitely the most awake and aware person in this moment. On top of being energetic, he was notoriously a morning person. 
 “Garth, no need to be stealthy.”
“Right.” 
I waited until Shad was within an arm’s length of me, and then I dropped us abruptly in the earth. 
“Um, shouldn’t we have waited for Night?” Shad glanced above us with a dubious smile. 
“Night’s as difficult about waking up as Chatta is,” I said, more focused on the Mage. “And we can’t wait. The magic is building up to a higher level.”
That got both of their attention. “What does that mean, exactly?” Xiaolang pressed in clear worry. 
“This isn’t a minor accident,” I answered grimly. “It’s going to be very obvious and probably damaging. It’s not intentional, though, I can tell you that—the power’s rhythm is all over the place, there’s no way that someone is controlling it.”
“So not another mad Mage, that’s good,” Xiaolang muttered. “How close?”
“We’re coming up now,” I cautioned. For a few seconds I really focused on the ground above me, not wanting to come up under someone’s feet. When I was sure there was a clear area above us, I brought us up to the surface. 
And instantly got knocked off my feet by a large wave of water.
I went down, water closing in over my head. Instinctively flailing, I quickly realized that the water wasn’t deep—I could touch earth with one hand, while the other had broken the water’s surface. Twisting about, I put my feet on the ground and stood up, braced this time in case another wave hit me. 
As I stood, I saw in my peripheral vision that Xiaolang and Shad were standing, too. They were also soaking wet, not exactly a comfortable state in this very cold pre-dawn air. 
I didn’t have the time to focus on my body’s discomfort, however. There was a more immediate problem to deal with.
We were in the center of a small village, apparently on the main square, as there were shops on either side of us. Located in the center was a single water fountain, probably the main source of water for the village, gushing wave after wave of water. 
Only one person stood next to that stone fountain, a young girl in her early teens. She had both arms wrapped around her chest, like she was struggling to hang onto something solid. 
She stood in a perfect circle of dry land, not even a drop of water on the hem of her dress or in her light brown hair. Water Mage!
I quickly started to slosh my way toward her. 
“You have to shut it off!” I called to her.
Her head snapped around, eyes large as she noticed my appearance for the first time.
“Your magic is out of control,” I continued with a gesture toward my own chest. She probably felt the warm heat that controlling magic always gives a Mage—she’d understand what I was referring to, hopefully. “You have to shut off the magic before the water will recede! The warmth in your chest means that your magic is active—concentrate on cooling it down, sealing it back within yourself.”
Although I was close enough now to certainly be heard, she didn’t act as if my words made any sense to her. “You’re…glowing…” she breathed, eyes taking me in from head to…knees, as I was covered in water from knee down.
“Yes, I’m glowing,” I responded impatiently. I was close enough now to see that the girl couldn’t be more than twelve or thirteen. She was probably in shock, her mind unable to completely face what was happening around her. “I’m glowing because I’m a Mage—as you are a Mage. Listen to me. The water is going crazy because it’s responding to your magic. To stop this, we have to shut your magic off. Do you understand?”
Her arms tightened, fingers digging into her shoulders. “I don’t know how!” she wailed, beginning to shake. “I don’t know how to turn it off!”
Great ancient magic, the girl wasn’t in any condition to listen to calm instructions. I could walk her through this but only if she was calm enough to really listen. I didn’t have the time to calm her down. The village was largely empty—probably having fled from the girl when this whole thing had started—but who knew when they would be back? And if the water wasn’t stopped soon, the entire village would be irreversibly damaged. 
That only left one option.
I knew, in theory, how to temporarily seal someone’s power. Sallah, when I had visited Coven Ordan, had taught me how just in case. I’d never actually done it to someone before. 
No time like the present for practicing… Gulping in a breath for courage, I reached out with both hands and placed my palms over the girl’s heart. I brought my own power to the fore as I did so, curving it and directing it until it wrapped completely around her body. In effect, I was smothering her magic with my own, giving it no outlet. 
The water from the fountain instantly stilled behind me. The Mage in front of me shuddered, tears seeping from the corners of her eyes. 
“Th-thank y-you,” she choked out hoarsely. “I couldn’t stop it. I wanted to stop it, but no matter what I tried, it wouldn’t do it…”
“I know, I know,” I assured her gently. “It’s frightening the first time it happens.” It had scared me spitless the first time my magic had gone out of control and it hadn’t been anything nearly on this level. “I promise you, this is not how your magic will react in the future. We can train you so that you have perfect control. Just take a deep breath, and calm down, all right?”
She nodded, dutifully sucking in a large breath. And then another. “Who are you?”
“Magus Rhebengarthen, an Earth Mage from Hain.” I reclaimed my hands and gave her a cordial bow. “And you are?”
“Sinhelenan,” she responded shyly. She bowed back, eyes a trifle wide in her face. “Thank you for the gift of your name.”
I was distracted by the sound of sloshing from behind me. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that Shad and Xiaolang had joined me, and were looking at the young Mage in interest. “She’s all right,” I assured them, “Her power is sealed for now. This is Sinhelenan. Sinhelenan, this is Captain De Xiaolang and Captain Riicshaden.”
They both bowed to her politely, which, judging from the girl’s expression, completely befuddled her. 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sinhelenan,” Xiaolang assured her with a charming smile. “Despite the fact that I’m freezing and wet. Garth, can’t you do something about that?”
“Xiaolang, if I could do something about it, don’t you think I would have done it already? I’m just as wet and cold as you are. We’ll have to get back to Chatta before we can get dry.”
Shad stepped in closer to Sinhelenan. “Don’t mind them,” he assured her in good humor. “They like to squabble. Now, young Magus, allow us to get you out of here before trouble descends.”
“Wait, let’s not get ahead of ourselves, here,” Xiaolang cautioned. “Sinhelenan, do you have family in this area?”
“I live with my aunt and uncle,” she responded slowly, her eyes darting from one face to the next.  She fiddled with the end of her braid. “Um, they were the first to run off when the fountain started gushing water.”
“Hmm, that’s not good.” Xiaolang rubbed the back of his neck, turning in a slow circle to see everything around him. “I’d like to talk to them and tell them where we’re taking you.”
Sinhelenan straightened a bit, her arms relaxing to rest on her stomach. Now that the terror was over, she was finding her center again, unfolding from the tight shell she had wrapped herself up in. “Where are you taking me? And why?”  
“Hain,” Shad replied. “We’re taking you to Del’Hain, and the Academy for All Magic, so that you can be trained. We’re here on orders from the King of Hain to rescue all magicians out of Chahir.”
She looked impressed by this, blue eyes batting in clear surprise. “Are there that many Chahiran magicians?”
“There’s about thirty of us all together,” I answered, enjoying her reaction. “And we’re finding more all the time. But we can tell you more about that, later. Right now, we need to get out of here. Sinhelenan, how will your aunt and uncle react to this?”
“They’re terrified of magic,” she responded sadly. “They’re devout members of the Star Order.”
“In that case, change of plans.” A dark frown passed over Xiaolang’s face. “We won’t stay to talk to anyone. Sinhelenan, come with us.”
She nodded reluctantly. “Um, yes. Um,” her eyes went to me pleadingly, “can’t you do something about the water first? I don’t want to leave it like this.”
At least she was raised well enough to want to clean up her own mistakes. I nodded in reassurance.
 “I can do something about it. Hold on.”
I am not, needless to say, good with water. But I can drain water from an area as well as anyone else can. I probed the area a bit until I found the underwater stream that the fountain fed from, and then I opened up a hole that connected directly to that stream. The water drained rapidly down my ready-made drain, receding from the surface at a good clip. 
It took only a handful of minutes for most of the water to retreat back into the ground, leaving only a few mud puddles here and there around the courtyard. Once most of it was gone, I shut up the hole again, smoothing it so that no one could tell there had been a hole there to begin with. 
“Amazing,” Sinhelenan whispered in awe. “Can I do that too?”
“Water is your element, not earth,” I corrected her gently. “But I can promise you that your power with water is just as amazing.”
Xiaolang went taut next to me. “People are starting to return. And they’re pretty angry. I think we better go now. Garth?”
 “Right.” I wrapped us all up in a cocoon of magic and took us to the earth path.
Sinhelenan, as expected, was very nervous with the experience. Shad undertook the task of calming her down, assuring her that there was no danger. He didn’t have her completely convinced by the time that we were back at camp. 
Even as I brought everyone up to the surface, I resigned myself to a lot of scolding from Night. He absolutely hates it when I take off without telling him first. 
Actually, Chatta was sure to be irritated too. Busted buckets.
“Garth, finally!” Night and Chatta were in perfect sync, from voices right down to the glares they were giving me.
I held up my hands defensively. “It was an emergency, all right? I couldn’t wait for you two to wake up!”
“We’ll talk about this later,” Night promised direly. “For now, introduce us. Who’s this pretty girl?”
I made the introductions all around. Chatta took pity and hit the half-drowned rescue team with drying spells—Sinhelenan excluded, as she was perfectly dry. Shad gave her a hug for her efforts, which made her smile.
It was a definite relief to be dry again. Standing around in predawn cold while being soaking wet is not a pleasant experience. 
While Chatta dried me off I kept my attention on our new Mage. I sort of had to, as I was still actively sealing her power, which took some concentration on my part. Because I was watching her, I saw her and Krys’s mutual surprise at meeting another Mage. I also noticed that while Sinhelenan responded politely to everyone, it was clear where her attention really was. Sinhelenan was staring right at Night with eyes so wide they threatened to fall out of her head. 
“…Why is the horse talking in my head?”
“That’s not a horse,” I explained. “He is a nreesce, a magical being with sentient intelligence. Mostly. Unless peanut butter is involved.”
Night shot me an offended look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
I ignored him. “You’ve probably heard of nreesce in old legends,” I told Sinhelenan. “The old fables that tell of how the Mages had a special mount they rode? That’s what they were referring to.”
“But he’s a gorgeous stallion!” Sinhelenan protested in confusion. 
Night preened. “She thinks I’m gorgeous! What a nice girl.”
“What did you expect?” Chatta had her head cocked at a puzzled angle. “What do these Chahiran fables say a nreesce is, anyway?”
Sinhelenan couldn’t take her eyes off of Night even though she answered. “A monstrous, horse-like creature that can break anything with its hooves, and can set fire to things with its tail. Some legends say that it has paws with sharp claws instead of hooves.”
“What’s scary is that part of that is actually true,” Eagle observed to no one in particular.
“All of it’s true,” I corrected him. “It’s just not true of all nreesce. Night is a Breaker, as you know, but there are Firetails and nreesce born with claws instead of hooves. You just don’t see all of those features in one nreesce.”
Hazard let out a low whistle. “Interesting. You learn something new every day. All right, now that the pleasantries are out of the way…Captain?”
“We need to move out,” Xiaolang concurred, frowning to himself. “Sinhelenan’s village is about twenty miles away, but I don’t feel comfortable being this close. Shield, are we ready to go?”
Shield nodded instantly. “Just waiting on you.”
Xiaolang waved his hand in the air in a loose circle. “Then load up, people. I want to get out of this area as quickly as possible.”
 
 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Eight: The Unexpected
 
It took about a week to drop off Krys and Helen, only because we took the earth path most of the way. None of us thought that simply dropping both Mages off at the way station was a good idea. Krys especially warranted a lot of negotiation. As soon as we hit the border, Xiaolang had me take everyone down to the earth path to travel straight for Del’Hain. We all appreciated getting away from the chilly mornings in Chahir. We then spent about an hour arguing with the Trasdee Evondit Orra about training a Fire Mage—we won. I think the turning point happened when Xiaolang innocently asked if it was really necessary to train a Mage here. Wouldn’t dropping Krys off in Coven Ordan be a better option? They knew how to train Mages, after all.
We had no arguments with the Trasdee Evondit Orra after that.
I sighed, thinking about the situation. I hope that Krys’s patience doesn’t wear out when dealing with the Trasdee Evondit Orra. He had a lot of bad history to overcome—which was not at all fair, as he hadn’t done anything to begin with. 
Helen was more warmly received, as she was the first Water Mage to be discovered in this country. Even Coven Ordan only had two—one of whom was thankfully in Del’Hain acting as a teacher. I was surprised to find that Helen was actually fifteen—just a very petite fifteen, making her look younger than actuality. She was also staunchly on Krys’s side, as they had become friends on the journey in. Having another Mage as a friend was sure to help Krys over the rough spots in gaining people’s acceptance. 
I took one day to introduce them to everyone and to set up a backup plan if Krys found attending the Academy intolerable. Krys knew that all he had to do was talk to one of the Remnant Mages and they would take him directly to Coven Ordan for training. This enraged most of the Trasdee Evondit Orra, but I didn’t care. 
I’m not a politician. I hate manipulating people. I frankly didn’t care where Krys was trained as long as he was trained. Krys felt the same way about it. The council, realizing that they had no room for negotiating, reluctantly backed down. They’d probably be quiet for the duration of Krys’s training—after he was trained they’d probably pull something else. Or so my theory, anyway.
Two days after leaving Chahir, we were back on a road that led to Cammack Providence, and a possible magician family. Not only was the Lon family famous for producing Wizards and Witches, but also for Mages—Elemental Mages, to be precise. The Index had quite a list of magicians from that family. Since Cammack was one of the “neutral” Providences, we all had high hopes of finding some magicians in that family. 
Magical people are easier for me to feel than normal people. They always have been—they leave more of an impression. Something about magic stirs up the earth so that each magical person registers like a lodestone upon a sandy hill. Normal people, on the other hand, are much harder for me to track. That’s why it took me a while to realize that there was someone on the road ahead, waiting.
I frowned, trying to estimate distance. He was perhaps a mile or so ahead of us. Hm. I didn’t remember anything nearby; not villages or towns or even farms. 
Pitching my voice to carry I asked, “Xiaolang, is there any habitations near us?”
He twisted in the saddle to look at me. “No, why?”
“There’s someone just ahead of us,” I answered perplexed. “They’re just…waiting.”
“Magical?”
“No.”
This definitely intrigued him. “Injured, perhaps?”
“I can’t tell,” I confessed. I just wasn’t good enough to tell nuances. I could barely tell gender, most of the time.
“Hmmm.” He gave the area around us thoughtful scrutiny. We were surrounded on all sides by short, twisting trees that crowded in on each other. It would give a person just enough cover to set up an ambush, if necessary. “How far ahead is this person?”
“A little over a mile, I think. Maybe a little farther.”
Xiaolang gave a sharp wave of his hand. “Aletha, Shield, go investigate.”
They tossed their reins to Eagle and Hazard, who caught them with practiced ease, then dropped out of their saddles. I’ve seen how good these people are at infiltration, but was still suitably impressed when they melted into the woods without a whisper of sound to betray them. 
Xiaolang slowed the pace, taking us down to a dawdling walk. 
Minutes crawled by without a sound. I kept track of Aletha’s and Shield’s progress as they approached the man (I was fairly sure it was a man at this point). Chatta sidled up closer to me and whispered, “Can you feel where they are?”
“Right on top of the waiting man,” I murmured back. “Wait, they’re heading back…hmm. Interesting.”
“Don’t you dare go cryptic on me,” she warned direly. “What’s interesting?”
“They’re escorting him back.”
She sat back in her saddle, eyebrows raised in surprise. “What does that mean?”
I shrugged. She knew as much as I did.
It didn’t take long for them to come within sight. I was not really surprised to see that the man had both hands on his head, Aletha and Shield’s weapons pointed at some tender portion of his anatomy. He looked rather relaxed for a man at sword point. He had a straight, military bearing, a slightly chiseled look to him and blond hair cut so short he almost looked bald. His skin had a weathered texture to it, darkly tanned, that emphasized the crow’s feet at the corner of his eyes and the fine lines around his mouth. I couldn’t quite place his age—his strong, muscular build belonged to a man in his twenties but the wrinkles said forties. Considering that he was in a stark blue and silver uniform, the military look he had was not unexpected. 
What did surprise me was the uniform the man was wearing. The stark, almost severe design of the uniform with minimal silver edging could not be mistaken for any other nation’s uniform. This one had been intended to blend the wearer into shadow. 
Shad and I both hissed in recognition.
“What?” Xiaolang demanded in alarm.
“He’s in the uniform of the Special Forces,” Shad answered grimly. 
Xiaolang nodded in understanding and he looked distinctly unhappy about this information. I shared that feeling completely—the Special Forces often did the same work that the Jaunten did for Guin. What worried me was that they also did the dirty work; assassinations, intimidation, that sort of thing. They didn’t answer to anyone but Vonlorisen.
What was a lone Special Force soldier doing out here?
We all dismounted and formed a half-circle, watching silently as the soldier was brought within five feet of us. I looked at Xiaolang out of the corner of my eye, sure that he would pick up on any danger before the rest of us did. Strangely, he didn’t look worried—just confused. 
What was going on here?
The soldier wasn’t concentrating on any of the Red Hand—which would have been my main worry—or the swords pressing against his skin. (Which would definitely have been one of my main concerns.) Instead, his eyes were fixed on me. Call me crazy, but he actually looked relieved to see me. 
“I am Saroya, Special Forces,” he introduced himself in a gravelly voice, like he gnawed on rocks for breakfast.
On that, I choked. Someone in my Jaunten ancestry—probably Elis—had run across Saroya before. They’d known who he was. This was the Head of the Special Forces. 
“Garth, care to share?” Shad muttered in a tight voice.
“That’s the Head of the Special Forces,” I rasped back.
Beside me, Chatta emitted a strangled shriek. 
Saroya studied me from the tip of my head to my boots and back again. “You are the Advent Mage?”
Why, why has my stupid nickname crossed over the border? Oh wait, I’d actually used it last year when rescuing Asla and Aral. Stupid me. Why had I done that? I gave him a quelling look. “I am Rhebengarthen, yes.”
“I have a message for you from King Vonlorisen.”
My eyes popped wide. Was he serious?! Why on earth would the King of Chahir want to communicate with me? “And that would be?”
“The message is in my right breast pocket.”
“Aletha, Shield, relax,” Xiaolang suddenly ordered. “He’s speaking the absolute truth.”
They instantly backed off a pace, but their eyes never left Saroya. No matter how much they trusted Xiaolang’s empathy, they couldn’t overcome trained paranoia that easily. 
With very slow, cautious movements, Saroya pulled a sealed tube out of his pocket. I stepped forward and accepted it, testing it with my senses to see if it were booby-trapped in any way—it wasn’t. If this had been tampered with by a Star Order Priest, some trace of blood magic would have lingered no matter how thick their glamour spells. I hadn’t really thought it was, but this was a man that demanded caution. 
I broke the metal seal—Vonlorison’s personal seal—untying the string before unrolling the message. Shad, Night and Chatta all read over my shoulder. 
 
To Magus Rhebengarthen:
As you have no reason to trust the contents of this letter, We shall begin with this. We swear that every word in this message is absolute truth as We know it. You have Our word as a Von.
 
I nearly dropped the parchment when I read that part. “Great magic, this is serious,” I noted to Shad. 
“What?” Chatta demanded.
“To swear something like this, in writing, with his seal, is completely binding. He can never take back what he’s written,” Shad explained impatiently. 
Her mouth formed a perfect O. 
I went back to the letter.
 
As you probably are aware, We have only one grandson, Vonnolanen. Recently, he has begun to show some...disturbing traits. He can communicate with any animal and can sense things that no one else could possibly sense. As this is undoubtedly magic, this has left Us greatly disturbed. Research into Our family records revealed a Life Mage four generations back, knowledge that was kept secret. Even armed with this new knowledge, We are still not entirely convinced that magic is not everything the Star Order claims it to be.
And yet.
Our grandson is not evil. We know this without a shadow of a doubt. But the situation in Our kingdom is such that at this time, We cannot fully protect him. The Star Order, We believe, has already become suspicious of Nolan. They will move to execute him soon if We don’t. 
We...no, I cannot allow this to happen.
I have communicated with Guin, and have conferred with him on this matter. He tells me that you and a group of Ascalon soldiers are in my country rescuing magicians. 
I request and require that you rescue my grandson as well. Take Nolan to Guin—he will see to his education and upbringing for the time being. For my grandson's sake, We swear that by the time Nolan has fully grown into his powers, magicians will be welcomed in Chahir once again, by any means necessary. 
Vonlorisen
 
My hands were shaking, and for some reason I couldn’t seem to draw a proper breath. The heir to Chahir was a Life Mage?! And Vonlorisen—
“Garth, we’re dying from suspense, here,” Hazard growled. “What did that letter say?!”
I ignored him for a moment, my eyes on Saroya. “Do you know what this message says?”
“Yes.” His eyes scrutinized my every facial twitch.
“Vonlorisen’s grandson is showing signs of being a Life Mage,” I said to the group, eyes never straying from Saroya.  “Apparently there’s a history of it in their family. The Star Order is making noises about having the boy executed. Vonlorisen requests and requires that we go rescue Vonnolanen and take him directly to Guin. In return, he swears that by the time that his grandson reaches full power, he will have turned Chahir into a country that will welcome magic.”
Xiaolang rocked back onto his heels, his face a mirror of my own shock. “And do you believe it?”
“Yes. He wrote a formal oath into this—” I waved the message in emphasis “—that would hold up in any court of law. He’s serious, Xiaolang. Very serious.”
The wheels were spinning in Xiaolang’s head. “Saroya, how long did it take for that message to get here?”
“I’ve been tracking you for several weeks,” he answered inflectionless. “It has been one month since Vonlorisen accepted his grandson’s abilities.”
A lot could change in a month.
“You obviously know what we look like.” Xiaolang gave a pointed glance at me. “Is that Guin’s information or your own?”
“A little of both,” Saroya admitted. “I knew there was a party of eight people, only two Chahiran, that was wandering around in Chahir. One of them was obviously Solian as he rode a dragoo. Guin just gave me a better description of the Advent Mage.”
Shield blew out a breath. “So our cover is blown, eh?”
“We knew it would be eventually,” Xiaolang noted in an absent fashion. “We’re too conspicuous to deceive people long. Saroya, how dangerous is it for us to enter the capitol at this point?”
“The Star Order would descend on you like ravaging wolves the moment you came within sight of the gates,” he answered grimly. 
“Then we’re going to have to do this the hard way.” Xiaolang said, not surprised, all determination. “We’re going to have to split up just outside the city. Garth, you’re going in. Shad, you can blend in as well, so I’ll have you go in with him.”
“Just those two?” Chatta objected. She was clearly worried.
Xiaolang nodded, not looking happy about his own decision. “We can’t risk anyone else. They’ll recognize you from your last trip there, and the rest of us can’t really pass for Chahiran. Right now, stealth is preferable over numbers. Night, I’m going to ask that you stay here as well.”
Night reared back, shaking his head angrily. “No! They won’t suspect me.”
Saroya was the one to correct him. “On the contrary, we know what you are. Your last visit with us gave us a great deal of time to observe you.”
“But—!” he cut himself off, giving me a pitiful, pleading stare.
I placed a hand on his neck, dredging up a sorry smile in return. “You know that there’s no one in this world I’d rather have guarding my back. But…we can’t risk fumbling this, Night. Not when there’s a child’s life on the line.” No, if this worked right, it would be a whole country on the line. 
He was clearly set to argue this but choked it back and nodded sadly.
“Sorry.” I patted him, wanting to console but knowing that any words were useless. 
Xiaolang was already racing ahead, his mind mapping out routes and methods. “Saroya, your King is obviously expecting us to come get the prince. Is there a designated pick up point?”
Saroya shook his head, mouth set in an unhappy line. “We didn’t dare. Part of it was because I couldn’t guarantee when I’d find you. But also, the Star Order started watching the prince very closely right before I left. If we deviate from his normal patterns at all…”
“It will signal that something is going to happen,” Xiaolang finished in grim understanding. “Very well. So how do we smuggle these two in?”
“That depends. Magus.”
I focused on Saroya again, assuring him silently that I was listening.
“I have limited knowledge of your capabilities. Do you have some magical way to get into the Palace unseen?”
“Yes,” I answered cautiously. “But it will set off all sorts of alarms. It takes a great deal of magic.”
His frown deepened, adding years of age to his face. “It might come to that, for an escape route at least. Is it dangerous for you to carry passengers?”
“Not at all,” I assured him firmly. “I can carry groups of people without strain. The only danger is alerting people to what I’m doing.”
“Then we’ll keep that as our ace in the hole.” He regarded me steadily. “I think our best solution would be to borrow some Special Forces uniforms.”
He’s not seriously suggesting what I think he is, is he? 
Shad stirred beside me, drawing my attention. “You know, it’s easy to infiltrate a place. Just dress inconspicuously and act like you belong there. Most people won’t give you a second glance.”
I quirked an eyebrow. “That really works?”
“All the time,” he admitted easily. 
“It will easily get you two in,” Saroya assured me. “I’m not sure how far it will get you back out again, though. Even Special Forces can’t walk out of the Palace with a prince in tow.”
I thought about that for a moment. “Chatta, do you have an amulet with a strong glamour attached to it?” We’d been using quite a few of them over the last few weeks, I wasn’t sure if we had any left. 
Her eyes lit up. “Now that’s brilliant. I certainly do. Only small ones, though, so it won’t last more than a few hours.”
Shad and I exchanged glances. “A few hours should be more than enough,” he assured me.
“Won’t this glamour attract attention as well?” Saroya was waffling between delight and concern.
“A glamour is a very strong magical shield that makes everyone overlook the person wearing it.” Chatta flashed me a smug grin. “These are strong enough to where everyone will simply ignore the prince. I can’t attach too much magic to the amulet—it simply isn’t strong enough to sustain a spell that complex for long—but it should last about five hours.”
Saroya nodded hesitantly, not entirely convinced. “I’ll trust your expertise in this. Captain Xiaolang, can we hammer out the rest of the details as we go? I fear we are short on time as it is.”
“Understood.” Xiaolang nodded. “People, let’s move out.”
 


Chapter Nine: Premonition Answered



 
Shad and I left everyone on the edge of the city, just out of sight around a bend in a side road. The horses were well hidden behind a stack of lumber meant for some sort of bridge repair. At least, after crossing that shaky bridge to get to the outer city limits, I certainly hope it’s meant for bridge repair. It had taken most of the day to arrive here by horseback, so the sun was well on its way to being set when Saroya came back with the uniforms He’d barely been gone more than an hour, and I hoped that he hadn’t set anyone’s curiosity off by entering and leaving the city in such a short time frame. We changed into them quickly, a sense of time pressing against us. Chatta hugged me tightly before I left. Night just sulked. 
The black Special Forces uniforms Saroya gave us were remarkably good fits. I tucked my hair under my collar, making it look shorter than it actually was. Other than that, I didn’t bother to alter my appearance. That’s what the uniform was for, to make those in the area around us uncomfortable and to deter stares.
Shad, of course, looked thoroughly Chahiran with his blond hair and pale skin, although with this close-cropped hair he played the part of a military man better than I could. 
Just as we were entering the towering city gates of aged wood, I muttered to Shad, “Exactly how much experience do you have in infiltration and avoiding detection?”
“More than you,” he muttered back over his shoulder, in wicked amusement.
“Shad, that’s not saying much,” I pointed out dryly, trying to maintain my focus on our first hurdle.
“Probably as much as Xiaolang,” he finally admitted. “Before I started fighting crazy magicians, I was largely into infiltration.”
Interesting. I hadn’t known that. I felt more confident in our chances, which added an extra swagger to my step. 
We fell silent as we passed the gate guards. Both were far from the model guard with their bulging waistlines and rumpled grey uniforms. At this time of the night, the traffic through the gate was sparse with only a few merchants straggling in, burdened with either packs of wares or handcarts. Clad in our foreboding black uniforms, they gave us only the most cursory glance, as if trying to avoid eye contact and drawing our attention. I tried to emulate Shad, looking relaxed and confident, like I had every right to be there. If you act like you are in charge, you are.
“That’s the right vibe,” he murmured in encouragement. “And if anyone looks at you funny, just look right back at them with a challenging expression. They’ll feel self-conscious then, start second guessing themselves. At that point most men will opt for self interest, over sticking their necks out, if they are unsure of a situation involving a superior.”
I tucked that piece of advice away in my growing bag of wisdom as something that might serve me well later.
The city, even at twilight, bustled with people. We had come in on the east side, which was something of a downtown section—it was mostly shops, inns, and warehouses here. The air certainly had a cleaner smell to it than the gate area did. Here, it smelled like spices and leather. This section of town seemed filled with sound as people talked, dined, and haggled over last minute deals. Because of the diversity and size of the crowd, it took me a second to spot him. 
Saroya emerged silently out of the shadows like a wraith, coming to join us with only a brief nod of acknowledgement. Shad and I fell in behind him, following closely in his wake as he carved his way through the congested streets. The people gave way quickly as they recognized his rank, scrambling to open up a causeway, and propelling us closer to the Palace with every footstep. 
Shad dared to come in close enough to murmur, “Saroya, any changes?”
“The boy’s been moved into his grandfather’s personal rooms.” I noted the lack of any names and made a mental note to copy the habit. 
I wasn’t sure what to make of this bit of news. “Does that make it easier or harder?”
Saroya’s black look was answer enough. 
“By whose orders?” Shad wanted to know. 
“He panicked.” 
A King should know better than to panic…but I suppose a grandfather can’t help certain instincts. 
Silence fell again. I lost all track of time, going from one crowded street to the next, until the population started to thin out. The air lost its flavored scent as we left the restaurants behind, and instead the perfume of flowers started permeating the air. No doubt the scents were coming from the elaborate landscaping from the manor houses we passed. Dead silence dogged our footsteps so that even the sound of our boots striking the paved street rang in my ears. I could see, in between the rooftops, glimpses of the imposing palace. 
Maybe it was my imagination, but Saroya looked rather worried as we entered through the palace gates. Having him escort us saved us from the traditional challenge from the Palace guards, but he didn’t relax once we were inside. A fine line of tension kept coiling tighter and tighter in his shoulders. I could tell just by looking at him—he considered this enemy territory.
Apparently, no one felt safe in this place anymore.
Without hesitation he went through a side door and down a very dark and quiet hallway. Unlike the palace in Hain, the hallways here did not hold any alcoves or tables with decorative statues. Aside from a few paintings of some long-forgotten noble, there was no decoration at all. Just an unrelenting expanse of grey walls and black flooring. I’d never been in this part of the Palace before, and that knowledge was not comforting. If anything went wrong, and I was separated from Saroya, I’d have to find my way out again. This was hardly a good time to be lost.
I paid very close attention to the route he was taking, hoping that I would be able to retrace my steps, if it ever came to that. 
A chill chased its way up my spine. I felt like I was moving around in a haunted area. It was just too quiet—eerily quiet. The cool temperature sliding against my exposed skin did not comfort me. There were no shadowy alcoves or large buttresses for a ghost to pop out of, so the area should have alleviated the feeling. Perversely, the open area only enhanced the notion that something would abruptly appear when my head is turned. Maybe it’s all of the portraits with their eyes looking at me….  
“Garth, calm down,” Shad ordered out of the side of his mouth.
“This place is giving me the creeps,” I whispered back with an uneasy look around me. What was it that caused that chill of dark premonition to claw up my spine?
“We’re almost there.” Saroya gave me a thoughtful look over his shoulder. Did he think my unease had just cause; that I was sensing something he didn’t? Or was he simply assuming that I was falling under a case of pre-battle nerves?
I tried to keep a lid on my unease as we rounded a corner. There was only one doorway in this hallway with such elaborate carving and gilt that it had to belong to the royal family. At least, it had the royal crest of a crown superimposed over crossed swords, the ancient Von coat of arms. Saroya motioned for us to wait a few feet from the door. He stepped forward and softly tapped against the wood. 
“Who is it?” a faint voice called from inside.
“Saroya.”
As I waited for the door to open, I checked mentally to see past it. The stone flooring under my feet had just enough latent earth magic that I could use it to feel people. I can sense anyone standing on the earth, after all. There were three people on the other side of that door—one of which was magical. He had a firmer, more distinct impression that anyone else. Actually, this close, I didn’t need any earth magic to tell me that another magician is nearby. The strangely familiar power seemed to radiate in the air, warm and enticing. I recognized one as Vonlorisen, but not the other person. I waved, catching Saroya’s attention and held up three fingers.
He looked faintly puzzled, so I pointed at the door and held up three fingers again. This time his face cleared. Three people inside? he carefully mouthed. 
I nodded confirmation.
The door flung open in that moment, revealing a disheveled Vonlorisen. “Come in quickly,” he urged in a harsh whisper. “Did you find him?”
Saroya held up a hand, bidding his monarch to wait, and stuck his head inside. Whatever he saw satisfied him, and he waved Shad and me inside. It was only then that Vonlorisen saw me. For a second, naked relief washed over his face. Getting control over his expression, he closed it off and gestured us sharply inside.
Only a few candles and a fire lit the room inside. I gathered the faint impression of a large room with expensive furniture, but no details. My focus was more on the people, anyway. Vonlorisen went immediately to the fireplace and the two people sitting there. His thinning grey hair hung loosely around his shoulders. Even by firelight I could see dark shadows under his eyes, and the lines around his mouth were much deeper than usual. The only thing about him that didn’t seem tired and worn were those penetrating blue eyes that even now studied his late night visitors with almost predatory regard. 
Sitting in a chair was a man in his early thirties, blond hair pulled back into a simple ponytail, eyes dark with worry and suspicion. I recognized him from my visit last year with King Guin as Crown Prince Vonaudaxen, Vonlorisen’s son. In his lap was a little boy of about six or seven, dressed in very simple drawstring pants and a baggy shirt that looked grey in the poor lighting. Night attire, perhaps? His hair was in natural soft curls around his head, blue eyes almost grey in the dim lighting, with cherub features. I’ve rarely seen a child that beautiful—he’ll be lethal on the female populace when he hits sixteen.
Assuming he lives to sixteen. Even across the room, I could feel the warm power of a Life Mage.
“Magus.” 
I looked at Vonlorisen. 
“Thank you, for coming. We realize…” he took a deep breath, swallowing pride. “I realize that you have no reason to save one of mine.”
I’ve often thought about this moment, and how I’d feel to see this proud man eating humble pie. I thought I’d feel more…victorious. Satisfied. Something. But all I felt was pity. With all of his power, his position, still he wasn’t able to protect the most important thing to him. “Power can be abused in many ways, sir. Withholding my help when it is desperately needed is as much of an abuse as using it to purposefully destroy.”
From the look on his face, he didn’t know how to respond to that.
I decided to change topics. “You were right, by the way. He is a Life Mage.”
He didn’t look surprised. “I thought as much. Nolan.” With the ease of long practice, he lifted the boy from his father’s lap. “This is the man I’ve been telling you about, the Advent Mage.”
Why does everyone insist on introducing me that way? “Garth,” I corrected with a smile at the boy. “I’m not a formal person. It is a pleasure to meet you, Your Highness.”
The boy smiled, and it was filled with such true delight that it seemed to light the room. “Thank you for the gift of your name. Will you call me Nolan?”
I blinked at this request, surprised. “If you wish.”
Nolan squirmed out of his grandfather’s arms and crossed the carpet over to Shad. “You feel good too,” he informed the Chahiran Captain with a pleased expression. “What is your name?”
“I am Riicshaden, Your Highness.” Shad gave him a proper bow. “But please call me Shad.”
The young prince bowed politely. “Thank you for the gift of your name, Shad.”
Vonaudaxen stood, eyes anxious and suspicious. “Captain Riicshaden of Jarrell, by chance?”
“The same, Your Highness,” Shad confirmed easily. 
Even Saroya was taken aback by this. Apparently he hadn’t known who exactly Shad was. “I was informed you were trapped in crystal,” Saroya stated slowly.
“I was.” Shad jerked a thumb in my direction. “He got me out.”
I flushed slightly under the incredulous looks that got me. “I am an Earth Mage,” I pointed out. “It wasn’t difficult. But let’s get back to the topic. Is the boy ready to leave now?”
Vonlorisen nodded, eyes pained. 
“Father, I still don’t think this is wise,” Vonaudaxen protested, hands spread pleadingly. “Do you trust this man enough to take your own grandson?”
Vonlorisen raised his eyes to mine. I held his gaze unflinchingly. “Yes, Audax. I trust him that much. This man holds the power to destroy us outright, if he so wished—and yet he stands here, waiting. That alone should tell you enough of his character.” Vonlorisen dropped down to one knee, gathering Nolan up for a tight embrace. The little boy hugged him back immediately. “Nolan, it’s time for you to go. Remember what I told you?”
“You said that you’d make it safe for me to come back home,” Nolan whispered. His voice was thick with unshed tears.
“Yes, and I will. Your father and I both will not rest until this is done. You can trust Magus Rhebengarthen with your life.” He passed the boy up, allowing Vonaudaxen to embrace him tightly as well. 
My heart went out to these two men. If the situation was reversed, if it was me that had to surrender my child to a strange Mage for an indefinite time, I’m not sure if I would be strong enough. I allowed them a few moments to say goodbye. 
When Nolan was finally released, Vonaudaxen gave him directly to me. I pulled Chatta’s amulet out of my pocket and dropped it around Nolan’s neck.
He picked it up, turning the simple blue stone over curiously. “This glows.”
I nearly dropped him. “Nolan…can you see magic?” I choked out. 
He gave me a puzzled shouldn’t I? look. “Of course.”
There was a part of me that really didn’t want to believe that. “What color am I?”
“Brown, with some green.”
Busted buckets. “Nolan, how old are you?”
“I just turned six,” he said proudly.
Busted brass buckets!
Shad caught my arm, peering at me intently. “Garth, what has you so spooked?”
“It’s too early,” I groaned, rubbing at one temple with my fingertips. I could feel a headache coming on. 
“Do I have to strangle answers out of your cryptic little throat?” he demanded. “What’s too early?”
“Magical children shouldn’t start seeing magic until they are ten or so years old. Mages usually don’t develop until fourteen or fifteen. Any younger than that, and it causes…complications.” Such as having fully developed child Mages. 
“But Trev’nor is five, and he sees magic!” Shad objected.
“Trev’nor is the exception,” I corrected sharply. “He’s a prodigy in a world where there is no prodigies.”
“So what does this mean?” Vonlorisen demanded.
“It means you don’t have much time, if you want to welcome your grandson back as a fully trained Mage.” I looked both men in the eye, trying to imprint my words into their brains. “By the time he is eleven, perhaps twelve, this boy will be a Mage, with all of the training he needs.”
Vonlorisen looked like he’d had the breath knocked out of him. “Five years…”
“Maybe six,” his son winced.
Nolan obviously didn’t see the problem. “So I can come home soon?”
Vonlorisen took a deep breath, and drew himself up straight. “One way or another, Magus, I’ll hold to my promise.”
Strangely enough, I believed he’d do just that. 
Shad sent a worried look toward the doors. “We need to go, we’ve been here too long.”
I slung Nolan onto my back, his arms gripping around my neck. “Nolan, I want you to hold tight and don’t make a sound—that amulet will encourage people to ignore you, but if you make noise, they’ll realize something is wrong. We want to be sneaky, okay?”
“Okay,” he agreed with a slight waver in his voice. 
Saroya went to the door, head cocked as if he were intently listening for something. “Magus, can you detect anyone approaching?”
I sent my senses out, searching the immediate area. “No one from the direction we came in…” I froze when I went the other way. “Three Star Order Priests are coming from the opposite direction. I think they’re headed this way.”
Saroya swore under his breath. “We need to go now. Hurry!”
We darted out the door, practically on each others’ heels.  Saroya didn’t slow until we were in a different hallway. Running in the Palace was a sure sign of something going wrong—a walk was better to divert attention. I really wanted to keep running.
It was late at night, but it was obvious that the Palace never really slept. There were some people up and about. Mostly servants cleaning or doing preparations for the next day. Although I did see a few people stagger out into the hallways, listing sideways as they left some midnight drunken soiree. The Palace in Del’Hain was the same way. Actually, all of Del’Hain never really slept. There was always some activity going on.
My attention was divided in three ways: trying to keep track of our immediate surroundings, the little boy on my back, and all of the Star Order Priests in the immediate vicinity. I’ve always been fairly good at multi-tasking (as a Mage you have to be) but even then if it wasn’t for Shad, I might have blundered into the wrong hallway by accident.
“Will you pay attention?” he growled in a low tone. 
“Sorry. I’m trying to keep track of the Star Order Priests in the Palace.” I detected two not far away, perhaps another hallway or so. At the moment, they were eating up most of my attention.
Shad blinked, understanding dawning briefly over his face. “Got it. In that case, I’ll keep track of you, you keep track of them.”
I nodded back confirmation. “We have two dead ahead of us, perhaps another hallway or so away.”
Shad hissed out a curse under his breath. “Saroya, is there another way out?”
Saroya gave a grim shake of his head. “Not without backtracking halfway through the building. And doing that will take us right by the main Star Priest Offices.”
I winced at just the thought. No way did I want to tempt fate and saunter by that doorway. 
Shad apparently agreed with me. “Garth, how much trust do you have in that glamour amulet?”
“A glamour, no matter how strong, won’t hold up to face-to-face scrutiny with another magician,” I denied, heart sinking into my stomach. “If they pass by us, they’re sure to know that something is wrong. They probably won’t be able to detect what, though.”
“You’re in Special Forces uniforms,” Saroya pointed out flatly. “You’re not supposed to have any sort of magical affiliation whatsoever. Just seeing a magical aura on your back is going to bring down a lot of questions.”
Shad nodded, unsurprised. “I thought as much. Well, then, I guess our options are obvious. Saroya, focus on getting them out. I’ll clean up the small fry.” He disappeared around the corner at a fast sprint before we could say anything more. I was grateful that we were temporarily alone in the hallways otherwise we’d have to explain why Shad was taking out Priests. 
Saroya took the lead, going at a fast walk. I had to scramble a bit to keep up with him. I tried not to feel oppressed by the eerie silence of the hallways. This hallway seemed newer than the first one we’d used to access the palace—or at least, the white plaster walls, carpeted floor and austere brass lamps jutting out of the wall spoke of another era. The fact that this place had nothing in it, no bric-a-brac or paintings or even any buttresses, just made the walk more surreal. From my vantage point, the hallway just seemed to go on in either direction for eternity without beginning or end. If Saroya had turned to me and announced that we were in some different dimension where no other people existed, I would have believed him. 
After several interminable minutes, Saroya shot me a questioning look. “You’ve fought with Riicshaden before, haven’t you?”
“Yes.” And why are you asking me that now…?
“Is he as good as legend says?”
Ah, that was why. I couldn’t quite help but smirk a little as I responded. “Better.”
“I find that hard to imagine.”
“So did I until I saw him head straight into an area fortified and defended by magicians. He went in so quickly I almost couldn’t track him. And then he came out again, barely a scratch on him.” I shook my head at the memory, absently shifting my grip on Nolan as he squirmed a little on my back. “The wonder of it is he can train just about anyone to do what he does. I fully expect some intelligent commander to snatch him up at some point.”
To this, Saroya only gave a thoughtful hum. I could tell his attention was ahead, and what might lie out of sight around the corner. 
“They’re down,” I assured him quietly. “Shad’s already taken care of them.”
Saroya shot me another neutral glance, as if he wasn’t sure whether he believed me or not. Despite my confidence, he still went a few steps ahead to see for himself if the area was clear or not. I paused for a moment, holding Nolan up with one arm, and shifted my hair around to rest on my right shoulder. The way Nolan kept squirming, he kept pulling my hair, which meant my head kept getting jerked backwards. 
Comfortable again, I rounded the corner and was not surprised to find the hallway empty. Saroya looked around in puzzlement, not finding either Shad or unconscious Priests as he expected. 
“He stashed them in an empty room,” I jerked my thumb to indicate the precise room to my left, “and went ahead to clear the way.”
Saroya didn’t ask how I knew, as I half-expected. He just inclined his head and kept walking. Apparently, he was taking my announcements and putting them under the heading of “Magicians Know Things” and moving on. 
We caught up with Shad two hallways and a short flight of stairs later. He was waiting patiently for us, not looking particularly mussed or tired. I hadn’t expected differently. He only gave us a smile of greeting. “Garth?”
I answered the obvious question in his eyes. “They’re mostly behind us. A group of three is off to our left, but further on. I doubt we’ll cross paths with them.”
“Good!” Shad beamed at us as Saroya took point again, leading the way. 
We’d crossed another hallway, and were going up another flight of stairs when there was a hail behind us. “Saroya!” a man called. “Perfect, I need to ask you about this evening’s report.”
Saroya hissed something under his breath—tone was enough to tell me that I didn’t want to know what he actually said—and muttered to us, “Go ahead of me.” 
By the time he turned around, he had a polite smile on his face, heading back to the man that called to him.
Shad and I kept walking, like we had our own business to attend to, until we were around the corner and out of sight. Then Shad stopped dead. “Okay, so which way?”
I gave him a blank look. “Why are you asking me?”
“Because you’ve been here before?” 
“That doesn’t mean anything!” I protested. “Shad, do you know what a maze this place is? The Chahiran Palace was never really designed. They just kept adding additions to the original. People who’ve lived here their whole lives still get lost.”
“What is the good of being such a powerful Mage,” he demanded in a low tone, “when you can’t even avoid getting lost?”
“Magic has nothing to do with getting lost,” I retorted, feeling the childish urge to stick my tongue out at him. 
“Obviously.” He rolled his eyes. “Can’t you at least find the team and use them as a reference to guide our way out of here?”
I pointed to the wall. “They’re that way.”
“…that was so helpful, Garth, thank you.”
“Anytime.”“Remind me never to go on vacation with you. Well, what about you, Nolan?” Shad gave a hopeful look to the area Nolan’s head should be in. “You know how to get out, don’t you?”
I couldn’t see him, but I felt him give a rapid and emphatic shake of the head. “Uh-uh. I don’t know this way.”
Shad slumped slightly. “Garth, you weren’t kidding.”
“No, I wasn’t,” I agreed dryly. 
Saroya came around the corner and came to an abrupt stop, regarding us with some confusion. “Why didn’t you go ahead like I told you?”
“Because we were afraid of getting lost,” Shad responded wryly. 
Saroya blinked, as if this hadn’t occurred to him before, but only said, “Hmm. I see. Well, let’s go.”
I gladly followed his back as we continued to weave our way out of the Palace. I lost all track of time as we went up, down, and over. If anyone had asked me to repeat that journey, I’m sure I wouldn’t have been able to do it without becoming hopelessly confused. 
I started to sense the capitol’s population immediately in front of me, so I had to assume that we were very close to gaining the outside. It was so quiet where we were, and so deserted, that I hoped we might actually pull this off undetected after all.
KLANG. KLANG. KLANG.
I jumped, heart leaping into my throat at this abrupt, ear-shattering noise. What was that?! 
Saroya snarled something under his breath. “They’ve figured out you’re missing, Your Highness,” he told Nolan grimly. “I’m going to have to show up and see what I can do to re-direct the search. I’ll buy you enough time to get out of the city.” Dropping his eyes to me, he continued, “Keep going straight down this hallway, then go right, left, and then right again. You’ll see the outside door at that point. Whatever happens, keep going.”
I nodded firmly. “Understood. Good luck, Saroya.”
With one last bow for the prince, he spun on his heels and took off at a dead sprint back the way we had come. 
Shad and I started walking even faster than before, heading for the outside. “What did he say again?” I asked him as we moved. “Down this hall, then left, right, and left?”
“It was right, left, right!” Shad corrected with some asperity. “Don’t confuse me, okay?”
“Sorry.”
“You’re actually bad with directions, aren’t you?”
“Terrible,” I admitted sheepishly. “If I wasn’t Jaunten, I’d be in serious trouble.”
Shad shot me a sour look. “I believe that.” 
We started running across more and more people in the previously quiet hallways as they started responding to the alarm. I didn’t want them to take a close look at how my arms were positioned—without them actually seeing a person on my back, it would look odd—so I hooked my thumbs in my belt loops, acting like this was a normal position for me. Either they were too preoccupied to notice, or they didn’t care enough to stop me, but I gathered no strange looks as we passed them. 
Since they were all running, Shad and I took advantage of the situation and started running too. It still seemed eons until we reached the outer door, though. Even when we stumbled out into the clear, cold night air, we couldn’t relax. The outside was in as much of an uproar as the inside of the Palace. 
From here, I could take over. I knew the outside of the Palace well enough to navigate our way out. Shad and I kept up a steady pace as we weaved in and out of frantic people, heading into the city proper. At different points, I felt Nolan’s fingers dig into the shirt on my back, trembling. I wished I could spare him some words of encouragement or comfort, but didn’t have the breath to do either. 
We were within sight of the main city gates when Shad and I slowed down to a fast walk. No one was running here. I was hoping that we had outrun any message sent out that the prince was missing. It might be protocol to seal the city, for all I knew. 
The gate guards were talking with each other as we walked past them, clearly debating on whether the alarm meant they should close the gates or not. Apparently they couldn’t decide if that particular alarm was a general fire alarm, or abduction alarm. 
“I think someone skimped on their training,” Shad muttered in amusement to me. “Luckily for us.”
I nodded in agreement. Still, despite the idiots on the gate, I didn’t breathe easy until we were well past them and out of sight of the main road. 
“Garth!” Xiaolang hissed from the darkness. 
I wasn’t surprised to find him there, of course, because I had felt the team moving in closer to the city as we went out to meet them. I went directly to him. “We managed to get out without them suspecting us.”
“Good,” Xiaolang responded in relief. “Our young prince is on your back, I assume?”
“You assume correctly.” I swung Nolan around in my arms and lifted the amulet off his head so everyone could see him. 
Xiaolang took one look at the little boy in my arms and jerked back in surprise. I gave him a suspicious look. That wasn’t Xiaolang’s normal reaction around people. “Xiaolang?”
“That’s the boy,” he breathed, so low I barely heard him. 
I almost asked what boy? Then I remembered a certain conversation on my family’s back porch, so many nights ago. I blanched. “Are you sure?!”
Words were beyond Xiaolang. He just nodded vehemently.
Great magic…well. “I think it just became very important to reach Hain as soon as possible.” Not that we didn’t have enough reasons for that to begin with.
“I cannot argue with that.” Xiaolang snapped out, “People let’s move!”


 
 
 


Chapter Ten: Sneaking
 
We didn’t dare use any sort of magic while near the capitol. Or in the whole of Banaszak Providence, for that matter. The whole Providence was swarming with Star Order Priests—this was practically their headquarters. Fortunately for us, Banaszak lay right on the Chahir-Hain border, which meant we were only about a day and a half’s travel from reaching the safety of Hainian soil. 
It would still be a very nerve wracking day and a half. 
It being too late to travel, I searched around until I found a deserted clearing next to a small stream. It was well off the main road and out of sight behind a thick covering of evergreen trees. This early into spring, most trees were still budding, leaving little coverage. This dense gathering of evergreens was a godsend. 
We all fell into our normal patterns of making camp. It wasn’t until I had my bedroll settled and was turning to help Hazard cook dinner that I took any real notice of what Nolan was doing. 
The young prince had Didi in his arms—the Meuritta was nuzzling against his jaw and chittering in a happy manner—and a hand was gently stroking Night’s nose. My nreesce seemed completely absorbed in whatever conversation he and Nolan were having. Hayate half-curled himself around Nolan, head pressed against the boy’s side, and his eyes were nearly closed, a warm rumble echoing from his chest. 
I took in this picture of contentment with a rueful smile. Life Mages were a magnet for animals of any kind—apparently even young, untrained Life Mages. 
Aletha drifted up to my side and gestured to the group. “Is that typical behavior around Life Mages?”
“Pretty much,” I confirmed. “I’m actually glad we’re traveling with him when he’s not trained,” I added thoughtfully. “Fully trained, and he’d be a magnet for any animal in twenty miles.”
Aletha’s eyes went wide when the implications hit. “…Oh. That would be, er, interesting.”
“That’s one word for it,” I agreed blandly. With another amused glance at the foursome, I turned back to the cook fire.
I was just turning the rabbits (that someone had caught earlier) over, to prevent them from scorching, when Nolan appeared at my elbow. “Garth, who’s Trev’nor?”
I blinked at this question, confused, until I remembered that Shad had mentioned Trev’nor earlier. “Ah, he’s a young Earth Mage about your age.”
Nolan apparently found this information very interesting. “Can I meet him?”
“Oh, you’ll definitely meet him.” I’d make absolutely sure of that. “You’ll be living with King Guin when we get to Del’Hain, of course. Trev’nor already lives at the Palace with his parents. I have no doubt the two of you will run across each other often.”
He smiled, heartened by this news. “Maybe we can be friends.”
I had absolutely no doubt about that. “I’m sure you will, Nolan. Trev’nor is a very friendly person.”
Satisfied, he sat next to the fire and resumed talking to his captive audience. 
When dinner was ready we all gathered gratefully around the fire and started consuming hot food. We were about halfway through our plates when Nolan asked the inevitable question. 
“Xiaolang, why do you glow blue? Are you a magician too?” He blinked curious blue eyes.
“No, Your Highness,” Xiaolang responded patiently, “I’m not a magician. I’m Q’atalian. All of my people are empaths, and empathy is apparently close enough to magic that you can see it.”
“Oh.” Nolan chewed on this new information for a minute. “Why are Q’atalians empaths?”
I paid more attention to the conversation, wondering why I had never questioned that before. It was just something you grew up knowing. The sky is blue, summer is warm, and Q’atalians are empaths. It was a fact that I’d never questioned. 
Xiaolang cocked his head, eyebrow quirked, looking slightly amused. “Do you want to hear the story? About how my people came to be.”
They had a story? This was news to me.
Nolan nodded eagerly.
“All right then.” Xiaolang put his plate aside, assuming a storyteller’s position-legs crossed, hands palm up on his knees.  “In the beginning of time when the world was new and humans young, the land lay untouched, untamed. A man could journey for weeks and see nothing but the sky above his head, the dirt beneath his feet, and the trees that lay between. Humans lived apart, their numbers no greater than the members of their family. Caves were their abodes, for they lacked the tools to create houses, and fear of the ever changing elements keeping them in hiding.
“A man could labor in the soil from sun-up to sun-down day after day and yield little more than enough to survive. Nor could he keep all his thoughts upon his labor, for monstrous beasts came from the North, beast of claw and fang, scales and fur. Beasts that hunted and killed whatever was in their path. Within five generations, people lived in constant fear, leaving no energy to care or love any but themselves.
“The great guardian of this world, Gramercy, looked down from the heavens and wept for his people. So great was his sorrow, his tears fell from the sky, watering the land and making it fertile. Soon there was more food to eat, more fish in the river, game in the woods, plants in the ground. Humans grew strong enough to slay the monsters that preyed upon them.
“Yet their hearts remained hard. Instead of banding together, humans fought each other. They squabbled over food, killed for prime caves. The world had changed around them, yet they had remained the same. Gramercy surveyed the world once again, distraught for his people. He wanted to show them a better way to live, a life beyond what they had known. So he selected the angriest, the most downtrodden, granting them a piece of his own heart so that they may feel as others felt, love as he loved them. These selected few learned sympathy and empathy—the first step towards kindness—and learned to teach others to feel the same. And it is said that ever since, every Q’atalian carries a piece of Gramercy’s heart that grants him the ability to feel the emotions of others, to be the balance of the world around them.”
I’d been just as spellbound as the boy and was a little disappointed the story was over. Xiaolang had a gift for telling stories. 
“Did he make magicians too?”
“Not according to the story I was told,” Xiaolang denied. He quirked an eyebrow at me and Chatta. “Well? Did he?”
“Not according to any story I’ve heard,” I answered with a shake of the head. “Chatta?”
“Actually, no one knows why there are magicians,” Chatta admitted to Nolan. “We wish we did. If so, maybe we could influence more to be born.”
“What about Mages?” Nolan pressed, eyes darting between Chatta’s face and mine.
Such an inquisitive child. He and Trev’nor were definitely alike. “That is even more of a mystery. In all of history, only Chahir and Bromany have produced any Mages,” I answered, scraping up the last mouthful of food from my plate. “We do know that there are certain factors that are necessary for a Mage to be born.”
I could practically see Nolan’s ears perk at that. “What?”
“Well, inheritance. Their ancestor has to be a Mage. And the ley lines under them—”
“What’s a ley line?”
Oops. I’d forgotten he wouldn’t know. “Ley lines are like…um…” I had to think a second before I could come up with a simplified explanation he could understand. “The earth itself has power. You can probably sense that, can’t you?”
He nodded firmly. “It glows too. Not like animals do, though.”
Well, he was a Life Mage. Living creatures would be brighter for him. “For you, that’s true. Ley lines are like the living pulse of the earth. They’re long lines of pure energy. Okay?” When he nodded in understanding, I continued my explanation. “Anyway, the land has to have a certain amount of power where the Mage is born, otherwise they don’t awaken. And there’s some third factor, some other element, that makes a Mage a Mage. I think its sheer talent.”
“Otherwise everyone in a Mage family would be born a Mage?” Chatta hazarded, looking intrigued at this idea.
“Yup.” I put my empty plate aside, only then realizing that I had everyone’s attention. “I thought I mentioned this before….”
“Well, you did,” Shield responded wryly, “except for that last bit. Why talent, precisely? Why can’t it be something else?”
“Why do certain children inherit talents in a family, and others don’t?” I parried. “Why can my sister and I sing, and my two older brothers are so tone deaf dogs howl twenty miles away for mercy? There’s no rhyme or reason I can detect. It’s just talent.”
“Interesting,” Eagle noted. The wheels were obviously turning in his head as he considered the idea. “So what happens when a Mage—like you—has children in Hain? What are the odds then?”
I opened my mouth to answer and then paused when I realized I didn’t have a sure answer. “I’m not sure,” I admitted slowly. 
“I don’t think the odds would be very good for a Mage being born,” Chatta finally stated. “From what you’ve told me, Garth, Hain doesn’t have as many ley lines as Chahir does.”
“It doesn’t,” I confirmed. “You’re probably right. I can’t envision that a Mage would be born in Hain, even coming from a Mage parent.” 
Hazard grinned from ear to ear. “So when your wife’s expecting, everyone will make sure that you move to Chahir before the baby’s born…is that what I’m hearing?”
I hadn’t taken the thought to its logical conclusion so I was a little surprised by Hazard’s words. And then I realized that he was right and started smiling too. “You know, I’ll probably be told to do exactly that.”
“I can picture Guin and the Trasdee Evondit Orra ordering you to do precisely that.” Chatta shook her head in amusement. “All the other Mages will probably be given similar orders.”
I had no doubt about that. 
Xiaolang cleared his throat. “All of this is interesting, but it’s already late and we need to get a very early start. We’ll continue this tomorrow on the road. Shield, I don’t like being in this Providence, so you’re taking first watch. Then Hazard, Eagle, Aletha, and Shad. I’ll take last watch.”
“We can stand watch too,” Chatta protested. 
The look he gave her was rife with sardonic amusement. “Assuming I can wake you two up, I’m sure you could. But I want you both well rested, just in case. I don’t want tired magicians facing down energetic Star Order Priests.”
He had a definite point. 
We all turned in. I noted with amusement that Nolan chose to snuggle in with Chatta to sleep. He didn’t explain his choice, but Chatta offered no protests and wrapped an accommodating arm around his waist as they snuggled in together. Didi chose to curl up against Nolan, half-chittering in a sleepy manner. 
I settled in next to them, just in case I needed to throw up a quick shield. My body barely settled before darkness snuck up behind me and pounced. 
I don’t remember anything after that. 
~*~
When I awoke, I felt, if not well rested, at least rested enough to face the rest of the day. I rolled out of my blankets and prodded Chatta into motion first. She always takes a few minutes to actually wake up. Nolan woke up as I shook Chatta awake, blinking up at me with bleary eyes. 
“Do we ‘ave to get up?” His words slurred. 
“Yes, we do,” I answered patiently. 
He made an inarticulate noise of consent and started pulling himself up. He was barely sitting when Aletha appeared and picked him up. “Come on, Nolan, I have some breakfast waiting for you.” 
Looking rather cheered by this idea, he agreeably went into her arms. 
I set Didi on the task of waking up his mistress (thereby shifting Chatta’s ire to him instead of me) and went to get my own breakfast. I found, without any surprise, that Hazard and Eagle were still struggling to fully wake up, Shad and Xiaolang were ready to go, and Shield was still eating. Morning people were notoriously consistent people. 
It probably took a half hour to get everyone up, moving, and to pack up the camp. I was very careful to search the road in different directions, looking for anyone traveling, before we ventured out. 
“Garth,” Xiaolang called as I swung myself onto Night’s back. 
Obligingly, Night trotted over to him so we could talk to each other without yelling. “Yes?”
“I want you to focus on the roads today,” he ordered with a worried glance toward the main highway. “If you feel anyone within a mile of us, we’re going to duck off into the woods. I don’t want anyone to see us leaving Chahir.”
Considering we were skulking about with the Crown Prince, that was a very good idea. “Understood.”
“And be ready to take us down to the earth path at a moment’s notice,” he added with a worried frown. “I prefer getting out of here without triggering any alarms, but safety is more important than stealth.”   
I could agree with that, too. “Right. Who’s Nolan riding with?”
“Me.” Xiaolang aimed an exasperated look at Hayate, who had twisted his long neck around to look up at his owner with pleading eyes. “Hayate will never let me hear the end of it otherwise.”
Hayate brightened, delight radiating from the tips of his ears to the flare of his nostrils. “Boy ride with us?”
“Yes, you infernal creature, Nolan is riding with us.” Fond exasperation heavily colored Xiaolang’s tone. 
Hayate twisted his neck again, this time at such an angle that it looked like he was going to break his neck, looking around. “Nolan? Nolan? Come ride!”
Nolan appeared from behind Shield, trotting as fast as his little legs could carry him. He appeared just as delighted as Hayate. Apparently the adoration was mutual. With no hesitation, he grabbed Xiaolang’s proffered hand and swung himself up to sit in front of the Captain. 
I could swear Hayate started purring. 
“We’re going to have a fight on our hands when it comes time to leave Nolan at the Palace,” I muttered to Night. 
“No kidding,” he responded dryly. “From Didi, too. Personally, I’m more worried about Didi’s reaction. He’s sneakier about getting revenge.”
Now that was a worrying thought. I made note to grab several puzzle toys from Trev’nor before we left for Chahir again. Otherwise there would be no living with Didi.
~*~
 Off and on during the day, I would take a break and let my poor aching head rest. Searching constantly around me was not easy. When I focused on the team, I realized that Nolan was firing a thousand questions at Hayate and Xiaolang. Seriously, if I hadn’t known better, I could swear that Trev’nor and Nolan were related. Xiaolang was patiently responding to every question he was given. So was Hayate, in his limited speech. I wasn’t surprised to see that Didi had at some point decided to ride in Nolan’s lap. 
Late that afternoon we reached the Chahir-Hain border. For caution’s sake, we travelled another mile past it before Xiaolang had me drop everyone onto the earth path and shoot straight for the Palace. Nolan was fascinated by this. He kept studying the walls, and shooting questions in my direction on how it worked. For a child that was deprived of all magic his entire life, he was soaking it up like a dry sponge now. 
We surfaced in the main Palace courtyard, as usual. Fortunately, at this time of night, no one was about to catch our entrance. 
Xiaolang took a deep breath and released it, obviously relieved. “I can’t believe we managed to get all the way here without getting caught. Good work, everyone. Shield, take the team and set them up for the night at the Ambassador Inn. I’ll meet you there later.”
Shield gave him a salute and started shooing people in the right direction. 
“Hayate,” Xiaolang bent a firm look on his dragoo. “You go with him.”
Hayate started giving the most pitiful whine I’ve ever heard. “Go with boy!”
“No.” There was no room for compromise in that word. 
Hayate must have sensed that arguing further would get him nowhere, for he heaved a mournful sigh and reluctantly turned, trudging after Shield. 
Nolan heaved just as mournful of a sigh. “Can I play with him again later?”
Xiaolang seemed torn between laughing and throwing his hands up in the air. “Very likely, Nolan. We come to Hain from time to time. For now, though, we need to focus on taking you to King Guin.”
Appeased, Nolan took the hand that Xiaolang extended him and walked willingly into the Palace. Didi rode on his back, shooting smug looks in Hayate’s direction. Chatta, Night and I followed at their heels. 
At first, we went looking for Guin in his usual haunts. No one had seen him in those areas for several hours, however. We finally nabbed a passing page to figure out where the King was. He was reported to be in the Queen’s Garden. 
As many times as I’ve been in the Palace, I had never once had the opportunity to step into the Queen’s Garden. It was a notoriously private retreat for the royal family, and only those with the most urgent business were allowed to intrude.
I think towing a foreign prince into Hain was considered to be urgent business. Xiaolang apparently agreed as he did not hesitate in leading us directly into the garden.
I looked around as we entered through the main door. The area was fairly large, walled in on all sides. It was still somewhat early spring, and so there wasn’t much growing yet. I saw a lot of tentative leaves and new buds but no actual blooms. Still, the area was nicely sculpted with mature trees and well-tended bushes and flowers. In high summer, it would be gorgeous. 
Guin was seated on a bench, his arm wrapped around his wife’s waist. Judging from the informal dress both monarchs were in—that of simple cotton clothes with no frills or lace—they were apparently enjoying a private moment. I’d rarely seen Queen Chaelane—our spheres didn’t tend to overlap much—but the few times I’d met her, I’d gained an impression of a strong and intelligent woman. She was five years younger than her husband, with looks that ran more toward classically elegant than pretty. Really, with her prominent bone structure, willowy frame, and dark coloring, “striking” would probably be a better description. The only thing that marred her elegant air was the braid of honey brown hair that lay over one shoulder.  They both looked up in surprise at our entrance. 
“Garth, Captain Xiaolang, Chatta,” Guin greeted, gaining his feet. “Now this is a surprise. You just went into…” his eyes finally found Nolan and went rather wide. “Ah. I see Vonlorisen found you, then.”
Xiaolang was the one that answered. “Yes, Your Majesty. We brought Nolan out of Chahir yesterday.” 
Guin nodded in acknowledgement and gave a proper bow to Nolan. “It’s nice to see you, Vonnolanen.”
“And you, King Guin,” Nolan responded with a return bow. “Our thanks from the Von family for your aid.” 
Seriously, just when do they start teaching formal phrases to royal children? No six year old should be able to say something like that so smoothly. 
Queen Chaelane rose and approached. “Your Highness, won’t you come sit and take some refreshments? I’m sure your journey here was very hectic.”
Nolan aimed a smile at her that had lethal charm to it. “Just Nolan is fine, Your Majesty. And thank you. I’m very hungry.”
Chaelane immediately softened. “Thank you, Nolan. Then you must call me Chaelane, all right? Good. Come sit down and eat.”
Two seconds. It took exactly two seconds for him to win her over. I eyed the two of them sitting there on the bench through narrowed eyes. I had anticipated that after we explained everything to Guin that I might be able to talk him into letting Nolan live with Alan and Leigh with Trev’nor. After that exchange, though, that idea would go over as well as trying to feed a cat soggy bread. Chaelane would throw a fit. 
“Sit down, all of you,” Chaelane invited. “And do tell us the story from the beginning.”
Since I was the only person that had been there from start to finish, I was voted as the story teller this round. I started from where Saroya found us on the road and ended with coming here. Nolan happily devoured two cookies during the story, keeping pace with Guin. (Truly, it will be a miracle if my King doesn’t gain a hundred pounds, the way he eats.)
Guin didn’t seem all that surprised to hear about Vonlorisen’s promise. I sat back, eyeing him suspiciously. He raised an eyebrow.
“Yes, Garth?”
“Why do I feel like you had a part in this?”
Guin hummed. “I may have pointed out that Nolan would never be able to come back as long as things stayed the same. He seemed to agree. So no, I’m not that surprised. It will be interesting to see what form of house cleaning occurs, however.”
“He’ll have to eradicate the Star Order. There’s really no other option. They won’t let him get away with making the kind of changes he needs to.” Irony at its finest considering what they were. 
For a time, only the crunching of cookies and the scent of hydrangeas filled the air as we all contemplated the ramifications. 
Chaelane was idly toying with her half-empty tea cup. “Magus, as I understand it, Nolan will not come into his powers at fourteen. Is that correct?”
I shook my head. “Normally, yes. But Nolan is like Trev’nor—a child prodigy. I anticipate that he’ll come into his powers about nine or ten.”
Her eyes went round as saucers. “Nine?”
“Yes. He’s already demonstrating some power now, which he should not be able to do. He’ll be fully trained by the time he’s twelve, I have no doubt.” 
“But a twelve year old Mage,” she protested, flabbergasted, “that’s…that’s just…”
“Ridiculous?” Chatta finished, rubbing at one temple with her fingertips. “Yes, we all agree. But there’s not much we can do about it. When he comes into his power, he has to be trained. All sorts of disastrous accidents will happen otherwise.”
“We’ll be facing the same thing with Trev’nor,” Guin muttered absently. “And at practically the same time. I do intend to put them in an internship with another Mage until they’re sixteen, at least. Garth, I hope you realize that.”
I nodded. “I do, Sire. Since the only trained Life Mage we have is Cora, Nolan will likely be interning with her.”
“Yes, quite likely,” Guin agreed. “But we can worry about that later. For now, Nolan, you shall stay with us. We shall see to your care and education.” 
Chaelane aimed a smile at her husband that would have put the sun to shame. He actually blushed a little under her regard. Nolan looked between the two, delighted. 
“And can I meet Trev’nor soon?” he asked eagerly.
“Soon,” I promised him when the two adults blinked down at him in a blank manner. “I told him a little about Trev’nor on the ride in. He’s anxious to meet him.”
“That’s quite understandable.” Chaelane clapped her hands decisively. “We’ll arrange a meeting tomorrow, Nolan. I’m sure you and Trev’nor will become good friends. But for tonight, it’s very late. We should see about settling you in.”
 “Okay,” he agreed around a yawn, drooping a bit around the edges. 
“Good.” Gathering him up in her arms, Chaelane carried him out of the garden. His cherub face resting on her shoulder, we heard him mumbling all the way into the castle, mixed with the queen’s deeper murmurs. 
I watched her go and thought to myself, Good luck, Vonlorisen. You’re going to need it getting your grandson back from her. 
 


Chapter Eleven: Unexpected Surprises
 
Xiaolang had found the time to pull Guin aside and explain that Nolan and Trev’nor
really, really needed to meet. With that thought suitably impressed on the King, and with Guin’s assurance that he would make sure of it, our task was finished. We departed at first light the next morning.
I approached from a more northerly angle this time, going into Habbick Providence, as we had several families in that Province to look up. The Index had a list of several Witches and Wizards from this area. We’d barely been within the boundaries of Chahir more than an hour before I found a Witch. Since we were so close to the border anyway, Xiaolang ordered that I just transport her by the earth path to Del’Hain, so we would be unhindered in our search this early on our journey. 
It didn’t take long to drop off our newly discovered Witch. I delivered her into O’danne’s capable hands—his Chahirese was good enough to communicate with her—reported to Guin on our find, then headed back to rejoin the team. I had a rough idea where they should be by now, probably about ten miles or so from where I had left them. I deviated a bit from my previous route to save time catching up with them. 
As I rose above ground, however, no one was on the road. More than a little confused, I turned slowly in a full circle, looking all around me. This part of Chahir was made up of lazy rolling hills and scraggly trees, nothing that could really hinder someone’s view. The sunlight cast a warm, golden glow on everything but was not so blinding that it could obscure sight. There weren’t even any houses or small villages in this area of the country, just the main highway that I stood on and endless small crests of golden grass. I turned another full circle, feeling the tepid air stick in the back of my throat as panic built in my chest. I still could see no trace of my team. Becoming worried, I gave up on normal sight and reached out with my magical sense. I don’t care how fast or slow the team was going, they couldn’t have covered more than twenty miles in the two hours that I was gone.
Aha! There they were. Wait…I frowned in confusion. They weren’t anywhere near the road. In fact, I think they were in a cave. Why by all magic were they in a cave? There wasn’t anyone else with them, so they couldn’t have been side-tracked by a new magician. Worry started to gnaw a hole in my chest. Something was wrong. I don’t know what, but something had definitely gone wrong while I was in Hain.
I dropped quickly back onto the earth path. It took barely a minute to reach them.
Just in front of the mouth of the cave I surfaced again—and was greeted by a very sharp sword pointed in my direction. In sheer instinct, my shields snapped up. 
“Whoa, Shield, it’s me!”
Shield’s sword lowered before the words could completely leave my mouth. “Sorry. I wasn’t sure if they found a way to do that too.”
What? What in in the four winds was he talking about? My eyes took in the rough bandage around his arm, the nasty bruise under his right eye, the rips in his clothing. Shield looked like he had been in a fight—and lost. Alarm and unease spread through my chest like cold poison. “What happened?” I demanded.
“Not five minutes after you left, we were attacked by Star Order Priests,” he growled, every inch of his considerable bulk screaming tension. 
“There wasn’t any Star Order Priests near you!” I protested. I had double checked before leaving.
“Chatta didn’t seem ‘em either. She says they figured out some new glamour spell or something.”
Oh joy. I ran a shaking hand over my face. “And the team?” Chatta? Where was Chatta? She should have noticed my approach by now, surely.
Night stuck his head out of the cave. “Garth, you need to take us into Del’Hain. NOW.”
The urgency in his voice set off all sorts of alarms in the back of my head. If Shield, who is a strong fighter, was hurt…if they had been forced to retreat and hole up in a cave… I dropped my shields and shoved past Night quickly, stumbling a little in the semi-lit cave. 
When my eyes adjusted, I wished they hadn’t.
The small, dim confines of the cave were filled to the brim. On every rough-hewn surface of granite, a member of the team lay injured on the cave floor, except for Shad. My horror at the sight in front of my eyes twisted my stomach so much that even the damp, slightly moldy smell of the cave was enough to make me nauseous. Someone had placed a lantern in the middle of the cave floor, propped up slightly with a sizeable rock, and it was by its shallow glow that I could see my friends. 
Hazard was to my immediate left, a bloody bandage around his forehead. Even asleep, his face was drawn in lines of pain, and I didn’t like the way he was curled up gingerly on his side. It spoke of another, more serious wound I wasn’t seeing. Chatta was next to him, leg roughly splinted. I dropped to my knees next to her, reaching out.
 “Chatta?”
She grabbed my hand with hers. “Aside from my leg, I’m all right,” she assured me with a strained smile. “But Xiaolang…”
My eyes followed where she indicated and I went cold. For a moment, a sickening sense of déjà vu swept through me. Xiaolang looked as bad as Elis had, when I had stumbled across him. Bloody bandages covered him from head to shin. The only visible skin I could see was his face, the left hand that gingerly rested on his thigh, and the patch of his chest near his neck. Everything else was swathed in bandages that seemed to blend in an eternal wave of white. Even his skin looked sickly white, as if so much blood had drained from him that he could match the marble texture of the stone around him. 
I hadn’t been able to save Elis. I hadn’t the knowledge or the training necessary at that time. But this time was different. Xiaolang was not going to die on me. “Shield!” I called urgently. “Get in here!”
As soon as he was within sight, we disappeared in a shower of dirt.
The last time we had faced Star Order Priests, we had come out practically unscathed. I couldn’t imagine what they could do that would put the whole team—strong soldiers, all of them—into this condition. I turned and caught Night’s eye. “What happened?” I gritted out. 
Night blew out an exhausted breath. Now that I was paying proper attention, I realized he was covered in shallow cuts and bruises. 
“I honestly don’t know. They appeared without any warning. At first, we were holding our own. And then one of them did something, some spell, and he suddenly had powers like an Earth Mage.”
“An Earth Mage?” I repeated incredulously. “Night, that’s not possible!”
“That’s what it looked like. It was like fighting you—only not as well trained, thankfully.”
“I second that,” Chatta said in heartfelt tones. “What he could do was bad enough.”
“Worse,” Shad added darkly, “was that all the Priests were linked to him, making them more powerful too. It’s a miracle we got out of there alive.”
“If it wasn’t for Night, I’m not sure we would have.” Shield shot the nreesce a grateful look. “You fight like a demon, my friend.”
If Night could blush, he would have been. “It was what I’m bred to do,” he pointed out. “But I’m not sure I would have lasted much longer. Whatever spell that Priest used,” Night observed to me, “it didn’t last long. About fifteen minutes. And then he collapsed.”
“More than that,” Chatta disagreed. “He burned out.”
A Mage could only handle the power that we did because every part of our body was made to be a conduit of magic. Anyone not a Mage trying to use that much power would be burned inside out from the attempt. It was like trying to shove an ocean’s worth of water into a river; not only would that not work, but the riverbanks would be destroyed in the process. 
“Why do you say that he had Mage power though? What did he do exactly?”
“Well, he was throwing boulders around, and grabbing our legs with stone. Threw Xiaolang a good hundred feet too.” She grimaced at the memory. “Completely spooked the horses. They all ran off. I’m grateful I kept some potions in my pockets, otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to help at all. I didn’t dare use active magic. Who knew if there were other Priests in the area?”
She had a point. “Which reminds me…what kind of glamour are they using?”
“It wasn’t a glamour,” she denied. “It wasn’t anything like one. What it looked like to me was that they had sealed all power inside themselves—to me, they looked normal. They weren’t even wearing those stupid robes.”
“Perhaps measures to hide from Vonlorisen?” It depended on how fast the word had spread after we left Vonlorisen last night. We weren’t that far from the capitol. He might have started dismantling the Star Order already. 
“Perhaps,” she agreed. “More likely it’s something devised especially to fight you. After all, what we’re doing in Chahir isn’t precisely a well-kept secret anymore.”
“And then?” 
“And then they broke and scattered, dragging the unconscious wannabe Mage with them,” Shad picked up the story. “Chatta sent Didi out to scout for a safe place and he found this cave. We put Xiaolang on top of Hayate, Chatta on Night—”
I was vaguely impressed Night had allowed that.
“—and we holed up in the cave, waiting for you. Um, Garth, I’m hearing a lot of cracking sounds. How fast are we going?”
“Fast.” My smile showed teeth. “If I didn’t know this route so well it would be suicide to talk to you right now.”
I received quite a few nervous looks for that comment. 
“Um, Garth?” Chatta tugged at my hands to draw my attention back to her. “Maybe you should slow down a bit?”
I looked at where Xiaolang lay, curled up against Hayate. The dragoo was watching his owner with round eyes, his forehead so wrinkled that it formed a flat ridge. I didn’t have to be an expert at dragoo body language to decipher his very worried expression. He was curled up around him in a protective circle, too. Xiaolang, naturally pale already, looked like death now. 
“No,” I refuted quietly. 
Chatta followed my gaze, comprehension dawning. Her eyes softened and her grip tightened a little. “He’ll make it. I poured a few potions down him, to replenish blood and help with the pain.”
That eased my worry slightly. But only slightly. Every man and woman on this team was important to me—it hurt that they were injured. 
“Garth,” there was a warning growl in Chatta’s voice. “Don’t start blaming yourself for this or I’ll smack you.”
I winced, then smoothed my face out, erasing the tell-tale wrinkle that always gave me away. Chatta continued to scowl in my direction, but when I remained stubbornly silent she harrumphed and went to check on Xiaolang. The only noise then was the cracking of rock, Xiaolang’s unsteady breathing, and Hayate’s low murmurs.
 I’ve never been to the Bursiah Hospital, but I knew its reputation. Half the doctors there were magicians, and good ones. In theory it lay somewhere in the center of the capitol, in easy access for everyone. I had just found it, was starting to bring us up, when a wet gurgle sounded from Xiaolang’s direction. I looked over to see him spasming. Shield jumped to hold him down while Chatta tried to pour potions down his throat. That was it. I couldn’t take anymore. I put on a final burst of reckless speed, shooting us out of the earth in an explosion that reached fifty feet high. 
Before the dirt had finished falling, a middle aged man with mussed hair and crumpled white robes stomped out the main doors of the hospital, the scent of potions and hospital trailing in his wake.
“What in magic’s name do you think you’re—dark magic!” He took in the injured party, the seizing Xiaolang. He leapt for Xiaolang, pure magic projecting around his hands. “Stout! Culler! Get out here, we have wounded!” hands working as he bellowed. He stopped the spasming, but then Xiaolang started coughing up blood. The doctor’s face grew grim. Two more doctors and three nurses poured out the doors, the two doctors rushing towards the first. Their magic joined in, almost strong enough for even me to see.
The nurses were trying to urge the injured party indoors but the team was having none of it. We stood there in the midday sun, watching helplessly as Xiaolang fought for his life. Not one of us was moving. A heartbeat, two heartbeats, thirty heartbeats later the doctors rocked back on their heels, magic dying out. The head doctor ran a hand through his brown hair.
Xiaolang lay unmoving.
My breath caught in my throat, denial whirling gleefully through my brain.
“We’ve got him stabilized; put him in a sleeping coma.” The doctor glanced up, saw our grief stricken faces, and snorted. “Relax, people. He’s not dead. At least, not yet. Stout, Culler, let’s get him inside. Still a lot of work to be done.”
I felt all the breath in my body whoosh out, leaving me light headed and trembling. Chatta, who had been tightly gripping my forearm, sagged against me. Poor Hazard fainted, relief allowing his own injuries to take over. This renewed the efforts of the impatient nurses, and this time the team trailed meekly after them. Shield picked up the unconscious Hazard, one of the nurses laying a hand on his brow, magic working while they strode through the doors. 
I slung Chatta into my arms, ignoring her exasperated snort. It had only been half-hearted anyway. She snuggled into my chest, face turned into my neck. I held her tighter. I was pointed to a room, Aletha led to another. No one put up a fuss when Night followed at my heels. Everyone recognized what he was. Poor Hayate had to stay outside, however. A nurse led Night into a separate area to start cleaning the gashes on his hide. 
Remembering, I paused long enough to warn her, “Be careful. He’s Jaunten.”
She blinked at me, a little surprised, then nodded in understanding.
Good. I strode into Chatta’s assigned room, barely making it through the door before we were swarmed with nurses. Between one blink and the next Chatta had been relocated to the bed and I shoved out the door. I glanced over my shoulder to see Chatta’s ruined clothes being shucked off. I quickly turned back around, face feeling hot. 
I went in search of my missing teammates. Shield was keeping Eagle company as they set his broken arm and stitched some minor cuts. I tried to check in on Aletha but was told they were wrapping her cracked ribs. Hazard had been taken into a closed room to check for internal bleeding.
However, it was Xiaolang that I really wanted to know about. I cast about, searching for his magical signature. In this environment of magicians and active magic, it should have been difficult to pinpoint him, but Xiaolang felt so different from everyone else that I picked it up without hesitation. The soft, steady thrum of warmth and comfort and familiarity hadn’t changed. It was thready, but there. I followed it, weaving my way through the bustling hallways, only to be stopped at the door by a huge darkly colored woman wearing nurses’ pale green. 
“You can’t go in there now,” she said in a voice like crunching rocks. “They have their hands full and don’t need an interruption.”
I certainly didn’t want to get in the way if they were focused on keeping my friend alive.
“All right. Can you tell me what his condition is?”
She searched my face for something, small eyes narrowed, then relaxed a bit.
“I’ll go check, Magus. Wait right here, please.”
After five minutes of nervous pacing on my part, she returned.
“Your Captain suffers from various gashes along his body, three of his ribs broke, two more cracked. One of those broken ribs punctured the left lung. He has a rather severe concussion, which is what’s causing the unconsciouness. There’s no cranial bleeding, but he will need to be monitored closely for the next couple of days to make sure there’s no brain damage and that the swelling goes down. Even with magic, the brain is a complicated organ to heal.”
All the blood drained from my face, my knees going weak. She took a step forward, placing a meaty hand on my shoulder.
“Don’t worry, Magus. We have the best team of doctors working on him. They should be done patching him up in a couple of hours or so. Then it’s just going to take a few weeks for everything to be back in proper working order. He’s a fighter. Don’t worry too much.” She squeezed my shoulder with enough force to pulverize an orange, and with a rustle of fabric, was gone.
I stared sightlessly at the operating doors, unheeding to the ebb and flow around me.
Punctured lung. Possible brain damage.
I staggered weakly backwards, sliding down the wall with a thump. I placed my head in my hands.
He’ll be fine, I told myself. Just fine. Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in. Breathe out. It’s not your fault. They’ll all be fine. Breathe in, breathe out.
“Garth?”
Breathe in. Chatta’s just fine. It’s only a broken leg. Breathe out.
“Garth, why are your hands clenching and unclenching like that? What’s wrong?”
Hmm?
“You’re going to pull out all your hair if you keep doing that, you know.”
I looked up to see Night standing next to me, ears flicking back and forth. That’s when I realized my hands were clenched in my hair. I pulled them away, a few strands going with. Oops.
“Does your new fascination with hair pulling have to do with recent events?”
“I should’ve been there, Night. I should never have left everyone alone.”
Night gave a rude snort. “Busted buckets, Garth. You went on Xiaolang’s order. You couldn’t have known. We couldn’t have known!”
I knew that. I really did. It didn’t ease the guilt though. 
“There’s no talking to you in these moods.” Night flicked his tail irritably. “I’ll let Chatta handle you.”
That almost sounded like a threat. Scratch that, it was a threat.
“Thank you, by the way,” I whispered.
“You’re welcome. What for exactly?” 
I rolled my eyes. “For protecting them. For letting her on your back.”
Silence.
“I love her too, Garth.”
“I know.” I couldn’t come up with a better response than that. My head lolled against the wall. Night shifted his weigh and delicately cleared his throat. As delicately as a horse can, at least.
“Yes, Night?”
“How is Xiaolang?”
“Punctured lung, major concussion,” I replied to the ceiling. “They said he should be fine, but it’ll be a couple of hours before they know for sure.”
“Ah.” Night was silent a moment. “Xiaolang… Xiaolang was the first one to take that Priest on. That’s why he’s injured so badly. He was literally thrown off his feet and slammed into the ground pretty hard. If it weren’t for Shad’s quick reflexes we’d be short a captain right now.”
I shuddered imagining this.
“He’ll be fine, Garth. He won’t end up like Elis. He’s already better off than Elis was.”
Suddenly I felt a warm, sloppy tongue in my ear. I yelped and fell sideways, hand clasped over my ear in horror. I stared at my traitorous nreesce.
“Enough of this pity party. Time to see if the others are finished. And someone needs to report to Guin.”
I winced. “And I suppose with everyone else injured I get to report all of this?”
“Normally, yes. But, I think I’d better go. You’re not an eye witness. You can’t give a full report.”
The thought hadn’t occurred to me until he mentioned it. I blew out a breath and scrubbed both hands over my face, hard.
“Right. Okay. Let’s check on everyone’s status, see if we can spring them to somewhere more comfortable. No need to stay in the hospital if they don’t have to.” And then I could come back to wait on Xiaolang.
I pushed myself off the floor. Night and I wound our way through the hallways back to Chatta’s room. They were putting the finishing touches on her cast when we arrived.
“Pretty nasty break, this was, but you should be able to walk on it in about two weeks,” the doctor said cheerfully. “I just love magic, don’t you? Just think. Without it it’d be six months at least before you could walk!” She gave Chatta’s cast a pat, then exited the room humming. Chatta rolled her eyes at me. I grinned. All was fine here at least. Minus the cast from knee to ankle wrapped around her right leg.
“Perky doctors. How’s everyone?”
“Shield is fine, only bumps and cuts that’ll heal on their own now that he’s been dosed. Shad doesn’t seem to be hurt at all, no surprise there. Aletha has cracked ribs. Not sure about Hazard. He hasn’t come out of the—”
“Correction, he has.” We glanced over to see the team standing in the doorway. They smiled wanly and filed in. Shad just grinned and gave a finger wave. 
“Cracked ribs as well, no serious damage,” Hazard reported. He sat in the empty chair with a wince. “Hurts like hell.” 
Aletha murmured in assent. 
“Broken arm for me. Be awhile before I hold a book.” Eagle stared mournfully at his right arm.
“And I have a broken leg,” Chatta laughed. “What a collection we make.”
“How’s our C2?”
Everyone looked at me. I winced, hands gripping tightly behind my back. I told them the news, watching as their faces grew serious by varying degrees. My gaze drifted from the walls to Chatta’s bed to the floor. Why did hospitals insist on using white? It was hardly a soothing color.
Know what? Enough of this. I was starting to go crazy. “He’ll be fine, we all know he will. So in the meantime, I thought we could relocate somewhere more comfortable. No need to recuperate in the hospital when there’s no need.”
“That sounds wonderful, Garth,” Chatta said gratefully.
“I’m game,” Hazard said. Everyone else gave assent as well.
“Great. I’ll just go check with the doctors.”
“And I’ll go report to Guin now. I’ll see you all later.”
The doctors said we could all leave, just to report in a week or so. Once permission granted, it was time to get the next set, from my mother. I dug the mirror broach out of my pocket and tapped it. Chatta had linked the broach to a mirror standing in my parent’s living room months ago—she claimed it was to give me easy access to talk to my parents. I’d abused the privilege shamelessly since then. In between Asla, Aral, and Hayden, there was always bound to be at least one magician within hearing when I called home. 
This time was no exception. I only had to wait a few seconds before there was an excited, “Uncle Garth!”
I nearly smiled at this enthusiastic response. “Hey, Aral. I need to speak with your grandmother. Is she around?”
“Yup, she’s in the kitchen. She’s coming.” There was a pause, and then my mother’s concerned voice, “Garth, you’re back home very early. Is something wrong?”
I sighed. Wrong? That was a terrible understatement from where I stood. “Unfortunately. I can’t go into details now, but practically the entire team is injured—”
She gasped in horror.
“—and it’s going to take a few weeks for them to heal. I know you’ve got a house full of people, but I can’t think of anyone else….Mom, can we house them for a week or two? They can’t stay in the hospital the entire time.”
“Of course they’re welcome here!” she protested indignantly. “I wouldn’t hear of them being holed up in some inn instead. You bring them directly here, Garth. I’ll have the rooms ready for them by the time you get here. But give me some idea of what to prepare for. How badly is everyone injured?”
I tried to give her the status of my friends in an emotionless tone but my voice cracked a little when I came to Xiaolang. I had to take a deep breath, shoving my emotions back down, before I could continue. It was a mercy when I ran out of things to say.
All my mother said was, “I see. I definitely want to the full story when you bring them here, Garth. When can I expect you?”
“In about an hour or so, I think. They’ve been released but it might take a while to actually move out. Chatta may want to go home too.”
“I understand. Well, go on. I need to get busy here.”
I cut the connection, took a steadying breath, and went back inside Chatta’s room.
“I’ve spoken to my mother, and she’s insisting that everyone stay at the house.”
“Me too?” Chatta asked.
“If you want,” I assured her. “But since we’re out of commission for at least two weeks, do you want to go home? I can take you up.”
“Home,” she said dreamily. “I haven’t seen my parents face to face since we did that diplomatic mission into Chahir. It would be nice to be home again for a while. You don’t mind?”
“Not at all.”
“And we gladly accept your mother’s offer,” Shield said for the team. “However, we want to wait until Xiaolang comes out of surgery before leaving.”
“Are you sure? It’d be more comfortable waiting at home.”
Shad snorted. “You’re just going to wait here anyway, don’t even try to deny it. So we’ll all wait together and leave together once C2 is out of the woods.”
I grinned sheepishly. I couldn’t deny it, and it’d be easier passing time together than alone. “All right then. Anyone got a deck of cards?” 
~*~
Three hours and twenty rounds of Black Hand Diamond later, Xiaolang came out of surgery. The same grumpy doctor from before came barging into the room to pass along the news.
“Your friend pulled through just fine. We were able to repair the lung with only some minor scarring. He’ll have some shortness of breath for awhile, so I expect all of you to make sure he takes it easy. The cranial swelling has gone down, but we’ll keep him here for observation the next couple of days to make sure it stays that way. He’ll need potions forced down his throat every couple of hours anyway. If all stays well he’ll be out of my hair in about three days.
“Now get out of here.” He made shooing motions. “You’re wasting needed beds.” And with that he stomped back out the way he came.
“That’s some nice bedside manner he’s got there. Must be real popular with the ladies,” Shad said dryly. 
Despite his manner we were grinning at each other like loons. Xiaolang would be fine. We could relax. In fact, Eagle cracked a giant yawn he was so relaxed.
“Well if that’s not a signal to get going I don’t know what is,” Aletha joked. “Everyone, let’s move out.”
We did just that with as much speed as injuries would allow. It startled me to walk outside and see the sun still up. It was barely dinnertime, yet it felt as if days had passed.
The smell of Mom’s beef stew greeted us when we emerged in the backyard. There was a shout and the hoard descended in a babble of voices, hands reaching out to help and lead. Hazard and Eagle were helped into bed by my brothers, Aletha by Mom. Da led Chatta into the living room to rest, laughing the whole way. The little ones took care of stabling Hayate in Night’s usual stall. The dragoo was downright sulky over not being allowed to stay with his owner. The patients had been fed, tended, and were now asleep.
There was suddenly nothing left to do. 
I turned and there was my family, all gathered around the old, scarred kitchen table. The informal gathering place. Waiting to find out exactly what had happened. I faced the sea of blonde, saw the worry, the expectancy, opening my mouth to explain. And the emotions of the day crashed down all at once.
Mom made a distressed noise in the back of her throat, beginning to rise from her seat.
“Garth, honey—”
“Stop it, Garth. None of this is your doing,” Shad said as he came down the stairs behind me. He growled at my expression, took hold of my shoulders and shook. “Not. Your. Fault.”
No matter how many times I heard that, it didn’t help. I raised a shaking hand to cover my eyes, wishing I could just skip all of this and take Chatta home, as I promised her. “I know.”
“You say that, but your expression tells another story.” Shad let out an irritated breath. “You sure put the world on your shoulders, don’t you. All right. Say you hadn’t gone into Hain when you did. What would have happened?”
“I would have been there to deal with the Priest-Mage.”
“And then? You couldn’t deal with him and everyone else at the same time.”
I frowned, having not considered that aspect before. “…That’s true.”
“We would still have been injured,” Shad pointed out ruthlessly. “Although granted, maybe not as badly.”
“But Xiaolang…” I whispered. 
“Ah, that’s what this is really about, isn’t it? Xiaolang is not Elis, Garth.” Shad gave another shake, eyes and voice intense. He can be a scary individual when he’s not playing the jokester. “I know you love him like a brother, and it’s killing you that you weren’t there to protect him, protect all of us, but you can’t blame yourself for this. None of us knew that something like that Priest was even possible! Stop focusing on past events. Focus on what you can do to prevent this from happening again.”
I latched onto this advice like a man clinging to a lifeline in a storm-tossed sea. 
“You’re right. Sorry, you’re right.” I drew in a deep, cleansing breath, and lowered my hand. 
“Garth?” Da stood up from the table to walk toward me. “Son, just what happened?”
I couldn’t tell all of it, of course, but between Shad and I we managed to get the full tale out. My family listened patiently until the very end. I was relieved that by the end of it, no one was hurling accusations at my head. 
Hayden was the one that asked the question everyone was thinking. “But how is that possible? Garth, you said that Mages had to be born.”
“That was no Mage,” I assured him grimly. “I don’t know how he did what he did, but that wasn’t a true Mage. He wouldn’t have burned himself using that much power if he was. I need to go back to where that fight was and take a good look around, see if I can’t figure out what he did.”
“I’m going with you,” Shad insisted firmly. “For one thing, you don’t know exactly where we were.”
I could probably figure that out, but I wasn’t turning down the company right now. I didn’t want to be alone where my doubts and worries could prey on me. “Fine. Let me take Chatta home first.”
Shad nodded. “I’ll tell Guin what we’re planning to do while you’re gone. How long do you think that will take?”
“That depends,” I responded with a wince. 
“On what?” he asked in confusion.
“On whether her father is home or not.”
 
 
 


Chapter Twelve: Dangerous Magic
 
Chatta was more than ready to leave by this point. She had taken the time to clean up a little while she waited on me, and now looked less ragged and more presentable. Night was still not back yet from talking to Guin—I wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not. 
“Ready to go?” I asked her, holding out both arms.
“Ready,” she responded with a smile. “You don’t need to carry me there, though.”
“It’s not a problem,” I assured her as I lifted her into my arms. “After all, you’re not heavy.”
She arched a sardonic eyebrow at this. “Garth, I’m only about two inches shorter than you. And we’re about the same size. What do you mean, I’m not heavy? Are you used to lugging your own body weight around?”
“And more.” I shook my head in exasperation. That look on her face clearly said she wasn’t sure if I was bragging or speaking honest truth. “Chatta, think about this. I was a blacksmith’s assistant most of my childhood.”
She frowned slightly, considering this. “That would develop muscle, wouldn’t it?”
“Oh yes.” I was grateful for that muscle, too. Sparring with Shad or Xiaolang required all of the strength I could muster. Not to mention that physical strength often helped when I was doing huge magical projects—in regards to stamina, if nothing else. 
She put her arms comfortably around my neck as I walked out into the backyard before dropping down to the earth path. “Is it safe to talk to you?”
“This trip it is,” I assured her. “I’m not going very fast and I’m pretty familiar with northern Hain.”
“Oh, good.” She then proceeded to pepper me with a ton of questions about how the Priests could possibly tap into the earth’s power as they did. We discussed the fine points of magical theory and possibilities back and forth, but I’m not sure how accurate some of our assumptions were. Neither of us knew that much of how blood magic worked. 
I was so caught up with our conversation that I nearly missed her house completely. I had to backtrack a little. Fortunately, Chatta couldn’t tell one part of the earth from another…I wasn’t going to mention taking the wrong turn to her, either.
We came up in front of a house…no, scratch that. It was definitely a mansion. I’ve always known that Chatta was a wealthy aristocrat, but it was only moments like these that really hammered that point in. I had surfaced in a manicured courtyard, complete with a water fountain with a decorative statue in it. The house seemed to loom in front of me, although if the setting sun hadn’t cast most of it in shadow, it no doubt wouldn’t have made that initial impression. The few edges that still caught sunlight were set to sparkling, highlighting the light grey granite stone. All around were the meticulously kept shrubberies, small trees and intricate flower beds that only the truly wealthy could afford to upkeep. The whole place spoke of wealth and power.
I didn’t have time to gawk at the house, as we were barely standing there for more than a moment when the front door opened and a petite woman with dark hair rushed out. I didn’t need the expensive blue dress made of rich velvet or the obvious family resemblance to know that this was Chatta’s mother. The first words out of her mouth were, “Chatta, I didn’t expect you this soon!”
Chatta just grinned. “I told you he’s quick, Mom. Garth, this is my mother, L-Noilita Delheart. Mom, this is Magus Rhebengarthen.”
As I had my arms full—literally—I couldn’t bow. I settled for inclining my head instead. “Lady Delheart, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” Ha! Finally the Hainian greeting felt natural on my tongue.
She blinked, coming to a halt and giving me an intrigued study from head to toe. “And it’s a pleasure to meet you, Magus. Forgive me, but you’re not…quite what I was expecting…”
I gave Chatta an accusing look. “Just what did you tell her?”
“It wasn’t me!” she protested. “It’s Da’s fault.”
“Both of you are at fault,” L-Noilita corrected in amusement. “Forgive my manners, Magus, you’ve quite startled me. Come inside, I’m sure your arms are tired.”
Chatta arched a challenging eyebrow at me. “Are they tired?”
I met her look for look. “Not yet.”
“Show-off.” Her lips twitched with a suppressed smile.
L-Noilita watched this exchange with growing curiosity. “Why do I feel like this has already been discussed?”
“It has been,” her daughter confided with a wink at me. “He claims I’m not heavy.”
“You’re not,” I assured her. “Blacksmith’s anvils, work tables, raw iron—now those are heavy.”
“Ah, that’s right!” L-Noilita nodded in understanding. “Chatta mentioned you are a blacksmith’s son. Yes, I suppose you are accustomed to heavy lifting. Well, regardless, please enter.” Her hand beckoned me toward the house.
I followed silently through a grand foyer of smooth marble floors and expensive paintings into an even grander parlor that seemed to be filled with delicate furniture and priceless knickknacks. The ceiling soared a good twenty feet above my head, with an elaborate mosaic of musicians painted on the ceiling. Two very large chandeliers threw out so much light that most of the room had a sharp, brilliant glow to it. Even the smell of the room didn’t sit right with me—homes always carried a certain scent with it, usually of food cooking or traces of hobbies that people were working on. This place had the same flat smell as a museum. The whole place made me a little nervous. How did people relax in such an environment like this?
 It was with extreme care that I set Chatta down in one of the brocade chairs. With the spindly wood frame, the furniture did not look sturdy enough to actually support a person’s weight.
“Chatta told me of what happened,” L-Noilita said as she waved me into a chair. “The whole thing is simply incomprehensible. How did anyone borrow such power?” Since this woman was most definitely a Witch, she would understand the technicalities involved. 
“I don’t know,” I admitted as I sat next to Chatta. I cocked an ear for the groan of wood, but the chair remained sturdy under my weight. Maybe it was tougher than it looked. “Shad and I—forgive me, do you know of Captain Riicshaden?”
“I do,” she responded comfortably. “Chatta has told me stories on all of you. Do go on.”
What stories? No, wait; I don’t want the answer to that. “Shad and I are planning to go to Chahir immediately. I want to look at that area and see what I can discover. If that Priest really was borrowing the earth’s power—and he had to be to manipulate stone and earth to the extent he did—then the earth should bear some record of that.”
“A sound approach, I think.” She nodded in satisfaction. “My husband is out of the house at the moment, Magus. I had hoped you would arrive this evening, when he was home.”
I was both grateful I’d missed him and sorry I had. It just meant I would have to talk to him later, which wasn’t something any sane man would look forward to.
Chatta patted my hand consolingly. “Garth, you have nothing to worry about. I mean, you weren’t even there when it all happened. The oath you gave doesn’t apply in this case.”
My temples were beginning to throb. I rubbed at one, futilely, as it did nothing to ease the headache. “I hope he sees it that way. Regardless, I’ll talk to him when I come again. Chatta, it’s up to you—do you want me to come back up after Shad and I are through in Chahir?”
“It’d be nice for you to visit, certainly,” she encouraged. “And I want to know what you discover. But don’t exhaust yourself running about like this.”
“I won’t,” I promised. Or at least, I’d try not to. Life had a habit of throwing the unexpected at my head. “I should leave now. I promised Shad it would be a quick trip.”
“But I wanted to have a proper visit with you!” L-Noilita protested, pleading look cast in my direction. “Can’t you stay a few minutes longer, at least?”
“I’m afraid that I can’t,” I answered with a smile to soften the refusal. “But when I come again, which should be tomorrow at some point, I’ll stay longer.”
“I shall be content with that, then. Safe journey, Magus, and I do hope you find the answers you’re looking for.”
“Thank you.” I stood and gave her a proper bow. Then I turned to Chatta and ducked down to exchange a hug with her. “I’ll see you soon, okay?”
“All right. And you and Shad look out for yourselves.” She held me in place a moment longer, whispering into my shoulder, “Don’t get hurt too.”
I pulled back enough to give her a feral smile. “If they’re idiots enough to pull that trick when I’m there, I’ll take great pleasure in destroying them utterly. History won’t repeat itself.”
Her smile was nearly as predatory as mine. “Good.”
Giving one last bow to L-Noilita, I strode out of the house, making a list in my head as I went. I had to pick up Shad, Night, and then tell Guin my intentions. At that point, I should be able to go back to Chahir.
Whether this would be a quick trip or not depended entirely on what I found there.
~*~
As it turns out, I didn’t need Shad’s help at all to find the place. I didn’t even need to be a magician; normal eyesight would have been enough. 
I turned in a slow circle, taking in everything around me, feeling sick to my stomach. The light had faded to the point that only a twinge of gold illuminated the clearing. The guardians showed mercy with my timing—I’m not sure if I could handle having a very clear view right now.
Even as I stood there watching, more and more of the land died. The plants were shriveling up into this sort of sick, grey dust, as if the life had been sucked out of them; which, actually, described it accurately. Even the dirt seemed leached of life, turning a sickly grey and losing its texture. When I stepped forward, the dirt under my feet puffed up, as if it had the same consistency as fine powder. 
That, that Priest—I couldn’t think of a curse harsh enough to describe him. He hadn’t just tapped into some latent power of the earth! He’d directly connected to a ley line. 
My hands clenched into tight fists, nails digging into the skin of my palms. “That idiot!” I snarled. 
“Garth?” Shad watched me with a considerable amount of caution. I imagine someone watching an approaching thunderstorm would have the same expression on his face. “What are you seeing?”
“That gleeking imbecile broke every rule I can think of.” My voice emerged in a harsh rasp. “Not only did he think he could just borrow the powers of a Mage, he connected directly to a ley line!”
Shad digested this for a moment. “I take it that’s bad?”
“Let me put it this way: not even I would dare to do such a thing. Ley lines are the direct power source of the earth. It would be like a mere mortal trying to capture lightning and harnessing it.”
“That’s pretty stupid,” Shad agreed with a wince. “No wonder he got fried. So? What side effects are we looking at?”
“Aside from this part of Chahir dying by inches, you mean?” I gave a grim shake of the head. “Everything tied to that ley line is going to be affected. It might take years to recover this portion of land.” A worse thought occurred to me, something I didn’t even want to think about, much less say out loud. What if other Priests had figured out this same trick? Without knowing of the consequences, would they try it too? How many ley lines would they drain or destroy beyond recognition before they realized what was going on?
 How much of Chahir would they ravage in this insane bid for power? 
“It’s like the Magic War all over again,” I breathed in horror. 
“Can you fix it?” Night was looking around him in worry. 
It was a practical question and one that I didn’t have a good answer to. “I wish I could. I can help, certainly, but I don’t understand enough of nature to do any sort of reconstruction work.” What I needed was a Gardener, but I had no idea how to call one up. Mores the pity.
I spent an hour doing what I could to help the land itself. It was a sort of a patchwork job, and nowhere near perfect, but my knowledge was so limited on ley lines that I wasn’t sure what else to do without messing everything up. I coaxed two other nearby ley lines into giving some power back to the drained line, enough to revive it. What little power I felt like safely handling went directly into the soil. I spread it about as if it were fertilizer—which, in a sense, it was. I could not see any immediate effects to my efforts but I didn’t dare do more. Just tapping into a ley line as I did made my stomach do flip-flops and my heart tremble in terror. Touching power that strong would make any sane man quake.
Still, I felt a little satisfaction in my work. It would take perhaps another decade or so before it gained enough strength to fully support the life around it, but that line would recover eventually. 
A Gardener would do a better job, certainly. I was praying that they would show up soon and fix everything. This was just a temporary patch to keep everything from dying before they could notice there was a problem in this region. 
Darkness had settled in by the time I finished. I stood up, brushing dirt off my knees and hands as I moved. “That’s all I can do,” I told Shad and Night with a heavy sigh. “It’ll recover eventually.”
Shad, not being able to see what I was doing for the past hour, obviously decided to just take my word for it. “Right. What next? Back to Hain?”
“No.” I bared my teeth in a feral smile. “I think we need to go pay a little visit to Vonlorisen.”
~*~
It was very late at night when we arrived at the Chahiran Palace. Most of the city lay asleep already or headed in that direction. There was still some activity in the Palace, but not much. 
I had met Vonlorisen enough times now that I could tell him apart from other non-magical people. He was sitting alone in a room. My predatory smile went up a notch. Perfect. Lucky for me the entire palace is one floor. Makes popping in and out easier. I chose to bring Shad, Night and I back up to the surface about two feet from where he was. Which, incidentally, was in front of his desk, a heavy, carved piece piled with papers. 
Vonlorisen jerked in his chair at our abrupt arrival, nearly tipping the monstrous chair he sat in backwards. 
“Magus!”
“We need to have a little chat, Vonlorisen.” 
Shad, behind me, took up a resting position with his back to the wall, an assassin in the shadows. Night chose to back up a few steps, too. 
Vonlorisen’s gaze searched my face, composure regained, before they widened in alarm.
“Nolan? Is there something wrong with Nolan?”
“Nolan is fine, Vonlorisen. It’s yourself you should be concerned about.”
Vonlorisen’s hands had eased their white knuckled grip on the desk with the news that Nolan was fine, but his whole body stilled dangerously, back straight, hands spread flat on the desk, face hard. 
 “Explain yourself,” he said softly. 
If my own anger hadn’t been so great, the threat in his voice might have been vaguely terrifying. 
I started from where the team had been attacked and told the whole story until I reached my discovery not a half hour before. The firelight cast dancing shadows across the king’s face, oddly creating the appearance of stone rather than softening the features. 
“They have to be stopped,” I stated with cold finality. “If they continue to do this, not only will they be destroying Chahir and making it inhabitable, it will start the Magic War all over again.”
“Magus.” He took in a deep breath. “Are you telling me that the Star Order Priests have somehow found a way to gain temporary magical power?”
I blinked at him quite stupidly for several moments. Did he not know…? Judging from the expression on his face, he really didn’t. “Your Majesty, the Star Order is magical.”
He stood up from his chair abruptly, successfully toppling it this time, hands slamming down on the desk with a loud bang. Papers went flying across his desk, the inkwell tipping over.
“WHAT?!” 
Confronted with an angry, incredulous king, I wrestled my own anger back down and carefully made my explanation neutral. “There are three types of magic in this world. One of those types is blood magic—what the Star Order uses. It’s a corrupt version of magical power, really, but can be quite powerful.”
He met my eyes levelly. “The Priests have said for centuries that their powers come from the Guardians themselves, that this is a divine calling.”
I was shaking my head even before he finished. “That is not possible, Your Majesty. It’s magic. If it wasn’t, I wouldn’t be able to detect it or defeat it.” 
It took several long moments before this truly sank in. When it did, he nearly shook in growing rage. “They’re magic users. Those hypocrites are magic users, and they dare to pass judgment on my grandson?!”
They’ve done more than that, but I bit my tongue before saying so. I didn’t think it wise to say anything at this point. A man is more likely to move, and be more persistent about a problem, when it’s closer to home. If this is now more personal for Vonlorisen, I am perfectly happy to leave it that way.
Vonlorison vibrated in place a moment before launching into one of the most spectacular diatribes I’ve ever heard. I hadn’t thought anyone could out rant Chatta but he was proving me wrong. The force of Vonlorisen’s rant propelled him across the plush carpet to pace back and forth in front of the fire, hands waving and slicing through the air. His pitch would go from under his breath to loud bellows of curses.  I could feel my own anger start draining away with every pass Vonlorisen made, and I heard Night softly snickering in the back of my mind. I caught Shad’s eye and he looked pretty impressed, with that look of taking mental notes.
Vonlorisen stopped after five minutes, hands braced on the austere fireplace mantle. He took a deep breath, then another, regaining a false layer of calm.  He whirled around to face us, dressing gown askew, showing a hint of a white shirt and baggy pants underneath.
“You knew this all along.”
I refrained from saying of course, but I’m sure my body language said as much. 
“Why didn’t you ever say something? People listen to you. Kings listen to you. Why didn’t you try to expose them for what they are before this?”
The question had a weight to it that I could not dismiss. Answering this question correctly might very well be a turning point for me with this man. I took great care to form my words before I said them. 
“If I had said something, if you had believed me, what would you have done? What would any ruler have done? There has already been an argument about the proper use of magical power, with people divided into two camps—the result of that argument nearly destroyed this nation. I couldn’t risk inciting a similar incident.”
The other man huffed. “You truly have no concept of a bargaining chip, do you?  I am beginning to see what Guin meant.”
Eh? What did Guin say about me? 
With a shake of the head, Vonlorisen moved on. “Very well, Magus, since you are the only magician,” and the king’s face looked like he had bitten something sour, “that I can trust to speak truth to me, explain to me how this magic of the Star Order is different from yours.”
Shad had to step in at one point, as he has more experience with blood magic than I, but between the two of us we managed to explain the major differences between both magics in layman’s terms so that Vonlorisen could understand. 
Vonlorisen regained his seat during the explanation, and sat quietly for several moments after we had finished. “So this magic of theirs requires ritual and life-sacrifice.”
“That’s it in essence, Majesty,” Shad agreed. 
“This hampers the plans that I’ve been making to disband them. I had thought to simply take away their authority for arrests and executions, since they are given divine power, but that is not the case. I cannot give them free reign, but must annihilate the Order entirely.” His expression gathered into taut lines, highlighting every wrinkle, aging him another ten years before our eyes. 
“Your Majesty.” He lifted his eyes from the desk and back up to mine. “Majesty, I have not abandoned this country. I never will. Whatever you need to make my homeland safe for magicians again, I will do.” I paused, wincing at what I was about to say next.  “I am at your service.” 
“The service of the Advent Mage? Well.” His scowl eased under a wry and knowing smile. “That is a bargaining chip, indeed. I take you on as my…magical advisor, then. Sit, Magus.”
He gestured to the chairs across from his desk and I sat, Shad joining me in the other available armchair. 
“Very well, I shall be frank. There will be… some difficulty in disbanding the Star Order,” Vonlorisen admitted reluctantly. “I have been making plans, preparing new laws to be passed, all in preparation. However, I can’t implement any of them at this time. My wife, as you might know, is a firm believer of that sect. She has the influence to undermine every command I give. I’d put her under house arrest somewhere, but she has too many connections. I’m afraid it wouldn’t do any good.”
That was a serious problem. Guin might consider taking her as a political prisoner, but that would cause problems. He could hardly hold her forever without some sort of political backlash hitting. We needed someone who was not politically connected to Chahir to serve as jailer…. I froze when a thought occurred.
 “I might have an idea. Have you thought about speaking with the Remnant about this?”
Vonlorisen gave me blank look. “The Remnant? No, why?”
“They are still very interested in Chahir’s future. I think they’d be willing to hold your wife.” I certainly thought it would be worth the trip to ask them. 
“Magus, I have no way of contacting them that wouldn’t take months to do,” Vonlorisen spread his hands in a helpless shrug. “If you have a faster means of communication, by all means, let’s ask them. It will probably be better coming from you anyway.”
Considering how their last meeting with Vonlorisen had gone…he had a point there. “Understood. I’ll do that tomorrow.” 
 “Thank you. I shall be awaiting word from you. In the meantime, I want you to do some research and tell me how to stop the Priests from using this magic.”
I wasn’t sure if there was a seal or barrier of some sort that would work on blood magic. It might be a simple case of needing more magicians over here to act as a hunting party against the Order. I prayed it was not the latter. That would surely open the doors to a bloody civil war. 
“I shall consult with the Sojavel Ra Institute.” The hidden library I’d taken there probably had the answer to this question. “There are experts there that can tell me what is to be done.”
“Very good.”
I relaxed a little, relieved to have a firm direction. “Then good night, Your Majesty.”
“One last thing, Magus.” He softened, the hard edges of a King’s expression turning into that more resembling a grandfather’s. “How is Nolan doing?”
“Very well,” I assured him. “Queen Chaelane has taken him into her care. They’re growing quite fond of each other.”
He nodded, relieved. “Good. Just… good. Thank you, Magus.”
“It is my pleasure,” I assured him gently. And it truly was a pleasure to rescue other magicians and see them settled in a place that gave them safety and security. “Good night, Your Majesty.”
“Good night, Magus.”
~*~
As it was very late at night, I didn’t choose to go to Coven Ordan immediately. Asking favors in the dead of night never works. Instead, Shad, Night and I retreated back to my parent’s house long enough to catch eight hours of sleep and eat a hearty breakfast. I did take a few minutes to check on everyone. They were moving better today, having benefited from all of the healing spells, potions, and hours of rest. I felt better watching them. Especially since Aletha, even convalescing, was running verbal rings around both of my brothers. I’ve never seen them at such a loss for words. It was hilarious just sitting there and watching. 
There was so much to do that day that I couldn’t stay at home long. After breakfast was over, I stood and poked my head out the back door. “Night, I’m going to the Sojavel Ra Institute, then to Coven Ordan, then to see Vonlorisen, and then going up to visit Chatta. Do you want to go or stay?”
He gave me a horrified look. “Be in the earth for hours at a time while you zip all over creation? I’ll stay, thanks. Just don’t get into any trouble.”
I gave him a casual salute. “Then see you later.” 
I dropped onto the earth path and started toward southern Hain. Once I was close enough, the Institute registered like a lodestone to my magical sense. The building itself was large enough to be a small mountain, which is part of the reason why it was so clearly defined for me. The other part, of course, is that its chock full of magicians. Witches and Wizards have always had this distinct feel for me, one hard to capture in words. I tried explaining it to Chatta once, and the closest metaphor I could think of was that Witches and Wizards are like hot magma. The way their magical cores shift in hot, dense flows as they moved about strongly resembled the way magma travels. 
Barely anytime passed before I found a clear spot in an open courtyard and rose to the surface again. Coming to the Institute was the easy part of this—finding the right expert to consult with would be the real challenge. In fact, locating the right person to talk to might very well take all morning. Wasn’t that just a joyful thought? 
Praying to the gods that they might have mercy on me, I walked in through the first side door I could reach. This door opened up directly into a side hallway, and as usual in the Institute, the walls had so many boxes and odd paraphernalia leaning up against them that it’s a wonder anyone can navigate their way through. I dodged and squeezed past perilous stacks of who-knows-what, making my way to the main part of the building. 
“Hey now, this is a restricted area!”
I turned toward the outraged male voice (carefully to avoid knocking something over) and took him in with some surprise. I hadn’t felt anyone behind me. He looked like a Wizard researcher—I’m not saying that because of the long black robes, or the wand in his hand, or the spectacles perched precariously on his nose. It was the half-purple hair, green smears on his hands, and the odd way his right eye kept twitching that indicated he was playing with something he shouldn’t have. 
“I’m sorry,” I apologized, “I’m looking for an expert on blood magic. Can you tell me who I need to speak with?”
He harrumphed. “Blood magic is evil.”
“Yes,” I responded patiently, “I know. I need to know how to combat it. Who do I need to speak with?”
He eyed me suspiciously. What, did he think that I wanted to know dark arts for some nefarious purpose? After a long hesitation he finally responded, “Roarke Kartal would probably be the best person. He isn’t here right now, however.”
Now, wasn’t that just ironic? The one time I actually want Kartal, he isn’t around. “Who would be a good second option?”
“Coven Ordan, I would think. At least, that’s who he keeps consulting with.”
Coven Ordan. Now why didn’t I think of that? I had to go there anyway; wouldn’t it have been more efficient for me to just skip the Institute altogether? I felt like smacking myself in the forehead for being an idiot. “Thank you.” 
Since I had nothing but stone under my feet, I dropped directly onto the earth path from there and sped toward Bromany. Since no one was with me this trip (and therefore I didn’t have to take it easy) I went as fast as I wanted; which, as it happens, was almost recklessly fast. I had a ball doing it. I also went deeper than I normally do, because I had to get under the ocean to keep travelling. Water and I do not exactly get along. 
It wasn’t until I was up in the mountains, facing Coven Ordan, that I realized I had a little problem. It was all fine and well to know that there was a major glamour spell hiding the base holding the city up—just like there was a glamour hiding the bridge connecting mountain and city. But knowing and being able to discount it is two separate matters. I had no way of dispelling the glamour so that I could actually enter the city.
Well. Now what? 
Could I count on someone noticing me and letting me in? Probably, but how long would that take? I wasn’t willing to stand out here for a few hours. 
Hmmm…well, if I can’t use their bridge…maybe I should just make my own? I’d dismantle it after I used it. Not seeing any drawbacks to this plan, I went with it. There was a sheer cliff face off to one side, with all sorts of lovely rocks exposed. I used them, melting the stone and reforming it into a bridge that stretched to the city. As it was only going to carry me, I made it two feet wide, wide enough for one person to walk across without worry. When I was sure the bridge was sturdy enough to use, I walked across. 
I was maybe three quarters of the way there when someone appeared outside of the city. I had to squint a bit before I recognized Wizard Raile Blackover, unofficial mayor of Coven Ordan. He was waving a hand to catch my attention. 
“Welcome, Garth!” he called, feeble voice barely audible. “You could have called, you know, we’d let you in!”
“I wasn’t sure how to, sir!” I called back. “And I’m in a bit of a hurry, so I figured I’d just take myself across. Don’t worry; I’ll dismantle the bridge when I’m done with it.”
“That’s fine,” he assured me. I was close enough now to see that he was slightly worried. “Is something wrong?”
“That’s a long story,” I answered with a heavy sigh. I stepped off my bridge, and turned long enough to restore the stone where it had been. When no trace of my bridge existed, I turned back to Raile. “A lot has happened in Chahir in the past week. I’m not sure how much you’ve caught in your pool.”
“Nothing severe enough to prompt a visit from you like this,” Raile answered slowly, eyes searching my face. “I think we best go sit down, Garth. This looks like it might take a while.”
“Yes,” I agreed grimly. “This will take a while.”
 


 


Chapter Thirteen: Queens and Pawns
 
Raile took me back to his house, a modest place that was obviously built for just one person. If the house had more than a kitchen, living room, bedroom and study, I’d be very surprised. From the front, it didn’t look big enough to hold more than four rooms. When I entered the front door, the initial impression cemented in my mind. A bachelor definitely lived here since it was filled to every nook and cranny with books and gadgets. Oddly enough, I felt right at home. It was like visiting O’danne office, or Doss’s. 
He waved me into one of the only empty chairs, taking a wing backed chair for himself. He eased all the way back, adjusting his aged frame carefully. Raile had the appearance of a gnome that had been pickled and preserved for the past one hundred years. It always amused me when he moved around like one too. “Start from the beginning, Garth. What’s happened?”
I started from the letter from Vonlorisen, telling about Nolan, and ended up with Vonlorisen’s problems with his queen and the Star Order. I didn’t say anything about Vonlorisen’s request for help. Chatta’s taught me one thing about dealing with people—sometimes, if you let people think it’s their idea, requests for aid go over better. I was banking on the fact that Raile was actually there when Chahir went mad. He had a perspective on this situation that no one else did. If there was anything he could do to help Chahir recover from the war, I knew he would do it. 
After I finished, he pondered everything for a moment, rubbing an idle hand against his chin. “So the Queen’s causing trouble, eh? Well. We can’t have that. I assume you came here for an idea of what to do with her?”
I side-stepped the question. “I can’t bring her into Hain; there are too many political consequences. And Vonlorisen can’t lock her up anywhere in Chahir. She has too many connections that could get her back out again.”
“So you’re hoping that we’ll take her, as we don’t have any direct connection except interest,” he guessed. The twinkle in his eye hinted he didn’t mind the idea in the slightest.
“That’s exactly what I’m hoping, sir,” I confessed. 
“Well, your wish shall be granted!” He slapped a hand against the arm of the chair, grinning like a demented meuritta. “In fact, I’ll take her under custody myself.”
He was chuckling so evilly that I couldn’t help but join in. The picture of Queen Vonkaraan, who hated traditional magic with a passion, trapped in Coven Ordan was just too ironic for words. Actually, I thought it poetic justice. 
“Excellent!” I enthused. I felt like a hundred pound weight of worry had been lifted off my back. “When do you think you can take her, sir?”
His eyes focused on his shoes as he considered the matter. “Well, I’ll need to run this by the city council, and prepare a house for her, but that shan’t take more than a day or two. Tell you what. Give me three days, just to be safe, and then bring that woman here.”
That sounded reasonable so I nodded in agreement. “Yes, sir.” 
“Now, your second question about how to stop the Star Order is a mite trickier.” He sank back into his chair a bit further, hands interlaced comfortably over his rotund stomach. “What do you know about blood magic?”
“Very little. I know that it takes ritual to be able to do anything with it. I know that blood magicians usually link with each other or others in order to boost their power. I know that if you break anything that they are connected to, it knocks them unconscious. Shad told me once that you need a focus for blood magic to be properly channeled. That’s the sum of my knowledge on the subject.”
“In essence, that’s exactly what blood magic needs to operate.” His frown deepened steadily. “Any individual person has very limited magical ability housed in their core. That is why it is so essential for a blood magician to be able to link to other people. It can be done by ritual, as you said, or by sigils that are activated when needed. The Star Order has had nearly two hundred years to fortify their position in Chahir. Rooting them out…shall not be an easy task.”
“King Vonlorisen is worried,” I responded quietly. “He can outlaw them, order them to disband, but he has no recourse if they retaliate. He wants to know how to defeat them, how to prevent this from becoming a war.”
“It’s been nigh on a hundred years since I gave blood magic any thought. However, I know some of our young magicians have been conferring regularly with a Wizard at the Sojavel Ra Institute. I shall talk with them, and see if we can’t find a good solution to the problem.” 
I had no doubt that in Raile’s capable hands, a good solution would be found. “I appreciate that, sir. Please contact me when you do.”
“I will. Garth, are you in any sort of hurry right now?”
I cocked an eyebrow at him, slightly puzzled about the question. “No, not really. The team is going to be off duty for at least two weeks recuperating. Is there something you need me to do, sir?”
“Something that needs to be discussed, yes,” Raile clarified. “You must have wondered why, after two hundred years, we contacted Chahir and Hain.”
I had wondered that, yes. “I was told the prophecy about Night was part of that reason.”
“And it was, but only a small part. In truth, Garth, we’re outgrowing this place. Coven Ordan is only meant to hold about five hundred people. Considering that the ancestors who came here and started the city was about fifty people, I suppose I can’t blame our lack of foresight. But right now, our population is about nine hundred. We’re bursting at the seams. Quite a few of our young people want to get out, go into the world, and start carving a new path for themselves. I wanted to ask you how their reception will go in Hain and Chahir.”
Ah-ha, so that’s why! I considered the question carefully for a moment before I answered. “Chahir isn’t ready yet. Right now, an influx of foreign magicians would set the Star Order off, which might well incite another magical war. Vonlorisen would be glad to see them, but I’m not sure if it’s wise at this time for them to go. Hain, however, will be overjoyed with the help. They’re always short on magicians—Mages especially.” As I knew painfully well.
He sat back with a satisfied smile. “Good, good. I thought that might be the case, I just wanted confirmation. I shall send the word along then that they can go. Where should they report in?”
“The Trasdee Evondit Orra in Del’Hain. They usually meet in the Academy for All Magic.”
“Understood. Well.” Putting his hands on the arms of the chair, he slowly pushed himself up and onto his feet. “I shall get all the wheels in motion. Garth, my boy, you’re welcome to stay longer and visit if you wish.”
“I haven’t the time I’m afraid,” I answered a tad regretfully. “Vonlorisen is eager to hear the news about whether you’ll accept his wife, and I promised to update Chatta today about everything that was happening.” And I still had to talk to her father…but I was trying not to think about that just now. 
“I understand,” Raile answered. “Well, next time, then.”
“Next time,” I promised. 
~*~
It should take five minutes to meet up with Vonlorisen and tell him. Or at least, I thought that until I actually arrived at the Palace. 
I admit it. It was all my fault. I’m so accustomed to popping in and out to speak with Guin that I instinctively went directly to where Vonlorisen was standing, not considering where he might be standing. As it turned out, he was on his throne in the main court, hearing out petitions, when I literally popped into the room.
People scattered in every direction, climbing over each other to get away from me. They were milling about like panicked sheep, pushing and shoving at each other ruthlessly to get to an entrance—any entrance. Several people took advantage of the floor-length windows and clambered out of those. There was a lot of screaming going on. I looked at the chaos my entrance had caused and winced. Oops.
The only one not ruffled was Vonlorisen. He sat on his throne, dressed in the full official robes of the ruling King. I felt a twinge of sympathy seeing them—I counted three layers of thick, rich velvet from a tight coat to a longer overcoat to the mantle that spread out all around him. All of it in that deep black-purple that Chahiran royalty had always worn. I thought Mage robes were uncomfortable…it’s a miracle he didn’t swelter in that getup. Vonlorisen coolly watched people panicking. Then he turned an utterly bland look on me. “Greetings, Magus.”
I bowed to him. “Greetings, Your Majesty. I apologize for my abrupt arrival.”
“Not at all. They’ll get used to it.” That last statement rang through the air, command in every syllable. Most of the room stopped dead, eyeing their King warily. Those closest to the doors escaped while the option was still there. 
Queen Vonkaraan was staring at me with bulging eyes. It was the first time I had ever gotten a good look at the woman. I wasn’t terribly impressed. She was probably in her sixties, with a bulky figure and colorless hair. Even her skin seemed colorless although unnaturally stretched with who-knew-what beauty treatments. The manner of her body language spoke of unparalleled arrogance, slightly marred by the wide eyes she had fixed on me. Aside from the velvet dress and jewels, there was nothing distinctive about her appearance. 
“Loris!” she hissed at her husband. “What is that man doing here?”
“Hopefully telling me good news,” Vonlorisen replied through gritted teeth. “Magus?” he prompted.
Since his queen was sitting right at his elbow, I kept my response as cryptic as possible. “I spoke with them this morning. They have agreed. Everything will be prepared in three day’s time.”
He let out a long breath of relief. “Understood. Thank you. Did they mention anything about the transportation arrangements?”
“What are you talking about?” Vonkaraan demanded irately. Her voice was reaching tones that a stepped on cat couldn’t reproduce. It hurt my ears just listening to it. 
I ignored her, focusing on Vonlorisen. “I’ll handle that, Your Majesty. Just be ready in three days.”
He nodded grimly. “I will be. And the other matter?”
“It is being researched even as we talk. I have faith that a good solution will be found soon.”
“Very good. Thank you, Magus.”
Taking that as a dismissal, I gave him another bow and disappeared back into the earth. 
Only then, safely away from everyone’s eyes, did I smack myself on the forehead for being such an idiot. Had I left my brain back in Hain? Really, what was I going to do for an encore? Crack the foundations on Chatta’s house?
Actually, come to think of it, didn’t Vonlorisen normally have a Star Order Priest lurking in his court? I hadn’t seen anyone in the silver robes present today. Maybe I’m a lucky idiot for my timing after all. 
I took more care than was probably necessary in going to Chatta’s house. One stupid stunt was enough for today. Still, I made the trip without any problems. I could feel her and her mother twenty miles away. Well, really, this wasn’t surprising. I was so used to Chatta and the feel of her magic I could find her even without using my magical senses. 
Ten minutes outside of Hain, Night contacted me.
“Garth, Xiaolang’s awake. He’s come out of his coma!”
I stumbled over a root and had to sit down for a moment. My knees felt too weak to support me. A tension I didn’t know I had been carrying lifted from my neck, making me feel lighter.
Thank the guardians. And he’s doing okay?
 “The doctors say he’s doing better. The swelling has gone down and his ribs are healing nicely. He’ll be able to move to your parents’ house in a day or so.”
That’s great news. Chatta probably wouldn’t expect me for hours yet. I made a snap decision and switched directions, spinning about to the hospital instead. I’m coming down to see him. 
“Now?” Night asked, voice sounding startled. 
Yes.
There was a long hesitation, no doubt because Night picked up some of the turmoil in roiling about in my head, and then he responded, “I’ll let them know you’re coming.” 
Thanks, Night. As I had already been halfway through Hain when Night contacted me, it took no time at all to reach the heart of Del’Hain and the hospital. I rose off to the side of the main entrance, not wanting to interfere with the flow of traffic through the doors that I could feel. When I entered through the doors, the same massive and somewhat crotchety nurse manned the front desk. She looked up at me, but this time didn’t drill me on my attentions. She nodded instead down the hallway. “Room 212.”
I stuck with the safe response. “Thank you.” 
The hospital hallways seemed jammed with people rushing to and fro, sometimes helping a patient along, sometimes with arms full of medical supplies. I had to dodge people as I made my way to Xiaolang’s room. 
When I turned into his doorway, the door was open, giving me a clear view inside. It was a typical hospital room, with only a bed, a small table, and a chair to occupy the narrow area. Xiaolang was propped up with pillows, half-covered in bandages. His eyes were as sharp as ever, though, and he greeted me with a smile.
I tried to smile back, but the effort felt forced. From the very first moment I met Xiaolang, I had known him to be a very strong, powerful man. Not just in terms of fighting strength, but in every aspect. To see him lying in a hospital bed like this tore at my heart. 
Xiaolang winced slightly. “Good guardians, Garth! Have you been carrying around this kind of guilt the entire time?”
My eyes widened slightly when his words penetrated. Empath. Shrieking hinges, I’d forgotten—I probably radiated to him. Swearing mentally, I tried to shut off my emotions. 
“That’s not going to help either,” he informed me with that penetrating look he had that could unnerve a man. “Sit down. Apparently Night is right, I do need to talk to you.”
Do I really want to know what a telepath and empath have been discussing behind my back? Reluctantly, I walked forward and gingerly took the chair next to his bedside. 
I think that if the motion wouldn’t jar his broken ribs, Xiaolang would have grabbed me by the shoulders and delivered a shake or two. As it stood, he just leaned forward a little, pinning me in place with those crystal blue eyes. 
“Garth, you went on my order. Whatever the outcome is, when I give an order, I bear the responsibility of its consequences. Not you.”
I rubbed both palms over my eyes, partially to get away from that penetrating stare. “I’ve already gone over this with Shad. I know that this isn’t my fault. It doesn’t make me feel any better. Xiaolang, if I had been there, none of you would have gotten hurt this badly! So yes, logically I understand that I couldn’t have known, none of us could, and this whole situation isn’t anyone’s fault.”
The blankets shifted against each other in a soft whisper of sound as he sat back. “Garth, there is a part of you that bears the responsibility for other people’s wellbeing. This isn’t necessarily a bad trait—you’d never have helped as many people as you have if you were different. Still, there are times when you take upon yourself too much responsibility. You are not at fault for our injuries. The Star Order is. Instead of being angry at yourself, why don’t you be angry with the right people?”
At that, I dropped my hands so I could look at him. “Angry?”
“That’s all guilt really is,” he responded, splaying his hands in shrug. “Anger at yourself for not doing the right thing.”
The more I thought about it, the more I realized that he had a point. Still. “I arrogantly assumed that I knew all the dangers that magic could pose, and that I could detect all of them. Everyone paid for my arrogance. That’s what grates at me.”
A soft smile lifted the corners of Xiaolang’s mouth and shone in his eyes. “Count us lucky, Garth. Most of the time, we get killed in the learning process. This time, we survived the lesson. Whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, right?”
Is that really the way soldiers think? No wonder they’re crazy. “I’d rather not get hurt at all, thanks.”
His grin widened at that. “Alright, so what have you been doing while I slept? Every time I asked, the only response they could give me was that you were doing something important. No one really seemed to know what, though.”
“A lot of things have been happening while you were sleeping,” I answered with a helpless shrug. “And somehow, I turned into the messenger for most of it. But first, how are you doing?”
“Very well,” he assured me. “The doctor tells me that I’ll be able to leave here tomorrow and recuperate at your parent’s house. He’s also heaped dire threats on my head if I try to get back into the field in the next three weeks. Apparently even with magic, it takes time to come back up to full strength.”
I nodded in confirmation. “Yes. Magic can only aid the body in healing; trying to rush a full healing will do more damage than good. Or so Chatta tells me. She’s the healing expert, not me.” Seeing him like this, I felt like a weight had lifted off of me. Xiaolang would be all right. The realization balanced my world a bit more. 
“So what have you been doing?”
I filled him in on all of the events of the past few days, ending up with the Remnant’s agreement in taking the Chahiran queen into exile. He nodded thoughtfully when I ended the report. 
“This is a good sign of Vonlorisen’s sincerity. I knew he truly cared about his grandson and carried a great deal of worry, but I wasn’t sure how much of a spine the man had.” Xiaolang rubbed his hands together in satisfaction. “This shows he has the strength of character to deal with the Star Order.”
“A two hundred year old organization is not going to be easy to take down,” I said slowly, thinking about all of the repercussions. Thank the guardians its Vonlorisen’s job to deal with them and not mine. 
“Thankfully it’s not our job,” Xiaolang said as if agreeing to something that I had said aloud. “Alright. Aren’t you due to be at Chatta’s about now?”
Actually, I am. “I should probably go. Is there anything you need before I leave?”
He waved me away. “Your sisters come in and check on me. I’m fine.” 
My sisters do? As soon as I thought it, I felt like smacking myself in the head for being an idiot. Of course the woman in my family would see to the team and already have the logistics of this worked out. “Good. Then I will no doubt see you tomorrow.”
“Have fun at Chatta’s.” 
If her father is home, I seriously doubt I’ll be able to. 
~*~ 
When I arrived at Chatta’s house, some liveried man I didn’t recognize opened the door at my knock. “I’m Rhebengarthen,” I told him.
His eyes went big, expression saying, Oh, it’s him! “Come in, Magus. You’re expected.” 
“Thank you.” I walked into the foyer, automatically glancing up toward the second level stairway when I felt Chatta in front of me. She was…er, floating? There were no crutches in her hands, just a wand, and she was gliding down the stairs without one toe touching a step. In the comfort of her own home, she forwent anything that looked like the formal robes and instead had on a light green dress that swirled slightly around her legs with each downward glide. 
“Garth!” she greeted in delight. “You’re back earlier than I expected. I didn’t think you’d make it back here before evening.”
“I was able to find everyone when I wanted to,” I explained absently. “Er, Chatta? Don’t people with broken legs normally use crutches to get around?”
She shot me an indignant frown. “I’m a Witch. I can levitate.”
“Obviously so,” I drawled, trying not to smile. “Oh, did you hear? Xiaolang has woken up. “
“Really? That’s wonderful news!” Chatta beamed. “And he’s doing all right?”
“I just came from seeing him and he’s doing just fine. Should be able to relocate in a couple of days.”
“Good. That’s just plain good to hear.”
I agreed. I waited until she was within arm’s reach, and then extended a hand to her as if we were walking into some formal ball. “Will you deign to float with me, my lady?”
She laughed and accepted the hand. “Certainly, Magus.”
We strolled into the parlor—well, I strolled, she floated—that was just as glamorous as before. And unfortunately for me, occupied. I had hoped that Delheart wouldn’t be home. The goddess of fortune, unfortunately, wasn’t on my side. As usual. 
Delheart rose to his feet as we entered and gave me an ironic inclination of the head. “Magus.”
I bowed back. “Lon Delheart.”
Chatta heaved a sigh, rolling her eyes toward the ceiling as if she were praying for patience. “Will you two stop that? Garth, I told Da the story already. I was very firm on the fact that you were not to be held accountable for recent events. And Da agrees with me.” She shot her father a challenging look.
“Yes, I do,” he said in a tone that clearly said he didn’t agree at all. “I just want clarification on one point: Magus, will you ever leave my daughter in Chahir again?”
“No,” I said firmly. “I do not dare risk it.” 
Chatta tightened her hold on my arm, eyes searching my face. “Garth, this is not your fault.”
“No, it’s not,” I agreed. I honestly believed that after my talk with Xiaolang. “But Chatta, if I repeat this mistake, then it will be my fault.”
Delheart looked between the two of us and after a long moment a satisfied smile crossed his face. “Good. Well, Garth, sit down. Tell us what you’ve been doing this morning and how the team fares.”
My head jerked up in surprise at hearing my given name out of his mouth. It was the first time that he had ever used it. Had I passed some test? He nodded to me reassuringly, a genuine smile on his face. Apparently so. Breathing an inward sigh of relief, I sat in a chair next to Chatta’s parents. She settled in next to me, lifting her injured leg to rest on a foot stool. 
I spent the rest of the day with them, just visiting. It was nice, to be able to just talk with people and enjoy their company without an emergency of some sort hanging over my head. Of course, that time couldn’t last. It never does.
 Roughly eight o’clock that night, the mirror in my pocket started talking. Even through the material of my pants, I could hear the muttered, “Are you sure this thing is working?”
“Of course I’m sure!” a female voice responded. It sounded like Cora. “Just give him a second to find the mirror.”
Amused, I pulled the mirror out and lifted it to my face. “Hello?”
“Garth!” Cora sounded very relieved. “Where are you?”
“At Chatta’s house, why?” Little alarms were going off in the back of my head. This was obviously not a social call.
“We need you in Del’Hain. Now. Nolan and Trev’nor have gone missing.”
I blinked, mind stumbling at this information. “Gone missing? Cora, I just took Nolan to Guin a little over two days ago!”
“I know.”
“And he only met Trev’nor yesterday morning!” I continued plaintively. “Are you telling me that they’ve already gotten into mischief?”
“To sum it all up in a pretty package…yup.”
I gave a heart-felt groan. “Obviously I needed to assign a keeper… Wait, didn’t Chatta put a locator spell on Trev’nor?”
“Apparently that’s worn off by now. And he’s been so well behaved recently they didn’t think they needed to renew it. Besides, the entire Jaunten force keeps an eye on him.”
I bet Allan and Liah were seriously regretting that right now, since obviously over five hundred people couldn’t keep track of two boys. “Alright, any idea of what they’re up to or where they went?”
“Well, they were asking where they could find meurittas earlier. I’m not sure if that’s what they’re actually doing or not.”
“Meurittas?” I repeated blankly. “What would they want with meurittas?”


 


Chapter Fourteen: To Be a Mage
 
“Trev?”
Trev’nor looked up from the string in his hands, turning toward the door. Nolan hovered in the doorway, his lower lip caught between his teeth.
This looked serious. Trev’nor put the braid down completely. “Hey, Nolan. Whatcha need?”
Nolan ventured all the way inside, fetching up against the arm of a chair. “Mages have familiars, right?”
Trev’nor scratched the back of his head, turning that question over. “Garth does.” He wasn’t sure if there was a rule that said Mages had to have one. But Trev had met all the Mages in Hain, and they all pretty much agreed that if Garth thought it was a good idea, then they would do it too. “Why?”
Nolan scuffed a toe against the floor, eyes down. “Grandpa says that I can’t even visit until I’m a Mage.” 
Trev’nor sympathized. He remembered all too well what it felt like to abruptly leave home, to be surrounded by strangers. He’d only known Nolan for a day, but he already considered him to be a good friend. It wasn’t difficult; Nolan was one of those people it was very easy to be friends with. Trev’nor hated to lose his friend—which would happen when Nolan went home—but he couldn’t leave that sad frown alone. 
“Well, what if we both got familiars?”
“You can’t make a nreesce adopt you,” Nolan pointed out glumly. His shoulders had a definite slump to them.
And he would know. Trev’nor pondered for another moment. “What about a meuritta?”
Nolan froze. He obviously hadn’t considered that. “Meurittas are easy to catch, right?”
“That’s what Chatta told me.” Trev’nor tried to remember exactly what she had said. There was something in particular needed… “We just need bright string.” 
Nolan straightened from his slump. “Where do we need to go?”
That stumped Trev’nor. “Dunno,” he admitted. “But I bet Cora does.” Trev discovered earlier that if it was animal-related, Cora knew it. She took her job as a Life Mage very seriously. 
“Let’s go ask.” Nolan was nearly bouncing in place. “Where would we find her?”
“Probably at the Academy.” He might have suggested getting a meuritta just to make Nolan feel better, but now that the idea was out there…he liked it. Didi was a lot of fun. Having his own meuritta would be brilliant. 
Caught up in Nolan’s wave of enthusiasm, Trev’nor jumped out of his seat and headed for the door. Nolan was on his heels. 
~*~
Cora looked up from the textbook in her hands. She was still struggling to learn Hainish, and there wasn’t a day that went by when she didn’t consider having her brother turn her into a Jaunten. White hair seemed a small price to pay for instant fluency.
She blinked, shifting her mind to the present and the two boys in front of her. “Meurittas?”
“Right,” Trev’nor confirmed. “Where do they live?”
“All over, really.” She set the book aside completely. “I understand they tend to like wooded areas. The Midian Forest is chock full of them.” 
“Is that far away?” Nolan inquired eagerly.
“About twenty miles, I think.” Cora wasn’t entirely too sure of that, as she hadn’t ventured out of Del’Hain very often.
They blinked, looking a little daunted.
“Why all the interest?” 
“Just wonderin’!” Trev’nor replied hastily. “Thanks, Cora!” Grabbing Nolan’s arm, he took off at a run, dragging his friend with him. 
Cora watched them go, suspicions growing. They were definitely up to something. Maybe she should warn their parents…
~*~
They retreated back to Trev’nor’s room, snitching a map from Alan’s study as they went. Nolan shut the door behind them as Trev’nor cleared a space on the floor amidst the toys so that he could spread the map out. 
Nolan dropped down across Trev’nor, peering at the map intently. “What did she call that forest?”
“Midian,” Trev’nor answered absently. His eyes were scanning the map quickly. “There it is!” He pointed triumphantly to the narrow stretch of woods. 
Nolan peered at it doubtfully. “I think that’s more than twenty miles.”
“Yeah,” Trev’nor agreed with a sigh. “I wish I could use that earth transport spell like Garth does. It’d be easy that way.”
Nolan nodded, agreeing, but it was clear that he was still thinking. “Trev, you’re a good rider, aren’t you?”
“Of course!” The benefit of living with a Tonkawacon tribe was being able to ride any horse.
“And they let you borrow horses from the stable, right?”
Trev’nor was beginning to see where he was going with this. “Yeah…you think we can sneak out?”
“You told me that you ride around the city all the time,” Nolan pointed out. “And you said there’s a pond you like to swim at just outside the city gates.”
One of the benefits of having Jaunten parents was that all of the Jaunten kept an eye on you. Trev’nor was allowed to go out into the city simply because his parents knew that the other Jaunten would keep an eye on him. It gave him a certain allowance of freedom—that ended as soon as he was outside of the city gates. Trev’nor’s head tilted as he thought about it. “So if we just pretend like we’re going swimming, we can get out without people stopping us?”
Nolan shrugged. “I think so.”
It really wasn’t a bad plan. “I think we can do it. All we have to do is follow the main road north until we hit the woods. We can’t get lost.”
Nolan’s head cocked slightly in puzzlement. “Which way is north?”
“All we have to do is go out the North Gate,” Trev’nor responded absently, still thinking. “Grab some ribbons or something. I’ll go by the kitchens and get some food.”
From his startled blink, Nolan hadn’t thought about food. “Good idea. Meet you at the stables.”
“Right.” 
Nolan darted out the door, intent on his search. Trev’nor had to crawl half under his bed to find a bag to put the food in. Roha had constantly told him that no matter where you were going, you always, always took food with you. 
Slinging the bag over his shoulder, Trev’nor pelted out the door.
His adopted mother called after him as he headed for the front door. “Trev’nor, where are you going?”
With his hand on the door knob, he nearly vibrated with the need to be gone. “I’m going out with Nolan,” he answered. It was even the truth. 
“Be back for dinner!” she ordered as he opened the door.
“I’ll try.” He wasn’t sure he could manage it, though. How long did it take to cover twenty miles?
If she said anything else, he didn’t hear it in the hallway. That was probably a good thing. She would probably start asking tricky questions—like where was he going?
After two years of living in the Palace, Trev’nor knew all the shortcuts. He crossed through the servant’s hallway, down a set of narrow stairs that ended in the kitchen. When he entered the huge room, no one even gave him a second glance. They were used to him popping in. 
Trev’nor weaved and bobbed his way between people, counters, tables, pots, and trays of food. As he moved, he snatched what he wanted from the counter tops. Bread, cheese, apples, two flaky pastries—all of it made good traveling food, something else he had learned from his time with the Tonkawacon. He prudently snatched an empty bottle and filled it full of water before stuffing it in the bag as well. 
Nolan was waiting for him in the stables, ribbons sticking out of his pocket. “Ready?”
“Yeah.” Trev’nor poked his head into the stable office, where Boden—a stocky man with peppered hair—sat at a desk. “Hey, Boden!”
“Hey, Trev,” Boden responded. “Need a horse saddled?”
“Please.”
Boden heaved his body out of the chair with a grunt. “Okay. Your timing is good, Sadie needs the exercise.”
Sadie was the usual horse they gave Trev’nor, as she was short enough for him to mount without help. Trev’nor liked the little mare, as she had a smooth gait and a nice personality. 
The boys waited impatiently as Boden shuffled to the tack room and grabbed Sadie’s saddle and bridle. Trev’nor, in an effort to speed up the matter, led Sadie out of the stall. He had a little trouble hobbling her, as she kept heading for Nolan. Finally, frustrated with the mare, Trev’nor tugged Nolan around until he was at the mare’s nose. Sadie docilely allowed her feet to be hobbled as long as Nolan petted her. 
As Boden put the saddle on, Trev’nor popped the bit into Sadie’s mouth and pulled the bridle into place. The mare allowed this, blinking sleepy brown eyes at him. 
“There you go, boys.” Boden stepped back, giving Trev’nor room to mount, which he did easily. Nolan had to have a little help to scramble up behind his friend. 
“Thanks, Boden.” Trev’nor urged Sadie into a walk.
“You boys be careful!” Boden called to them from the stable doorway. “And stay close! I don’t want your momma comin’ down on me.”
“We will!” Nolan assured him with a wave. 
~*~
Twenty miles, Trev’nor decided, was a really long distance. 
The day was nearly gone when they finally made it to the Miridian Forest. They’d stopped and eaten twice, depleting most of the food in the bag, which worried Trev’nor a little. But he’d think about that more once they’d gotten their meurittas. 
“We’re finally here!” Nolan exclaimed. He let go of Trev’nor’s waist and slithered off the mare, bouncing on his feet a little from the drop, and then he started running for the forest. Trev’nor slid out of the saddle right after him, tossing the reins over the saddle horn. He wasn’t worried about the mare wandering off. As soon as he released her, she started trotting after Nolan. 
Trev’nor was taller than Nolan, and so caught up to his friend easily. In fact, he was a little ahead of him by the time they actually entered the woods themselves. The setting sun shone through the thick canopy of leaves overhead, giving just enough light to see by. Worried about losing Nolan in the dense underbrush, Trev’nor turned to find him…and stopped dead. 
Uh-oh.
Behind Nolan was not only the mare, but also rabbits, raccoons, skunks, squirrels, birds, meurittas, deer, possums, and even a small black bear. 
“Nolan!” Trev’nor pointed at the rapidly increasing gathering of animals. “Behind you!”
Nolan stopped dead, twisting about to look behind him. As he did, all of the other animals screeched to a halt as well, stumbling over each other in their attempt to not knock over the young Life Mage. Nolan let out a wordless exclamation of surprise as he was abruptly swarmed on all sides. There were so many animals that Trev’nor couldn’t even see the other Mage. 
“Trev, help!” he called out desperately.
Trev’nor would have loved to help if he could just figure out how. He wasn’t the Life Mage—he didn’t have any ability whatsoever to talk to animals. Still, he couldn’t just stand there and do nothing. Squaring his shoulders, he waded in, carefully shifting animals out of his way as he tried to get in closer. That worked until he got near the bear.
The bear gave him a glare. Obviously it didn’t want to move.
Trev’nor wasn’t about to argue the point. “Um, Nolan? I think you better start talking to them.”
“I am.” Nolan shot him a plaintive look. 
Edging away from the bear, Trev’nor waited. 
And waited.
Just how long did this animal-talking thing take…?
Some of the animals dispersed, reluctantly going back the way they had come. Trev’nor didn’t breathe easy until both the bear and the skunks had left the immediate area. “Good work, Nolan! What’cha say?”
“That I was going back to the city,” he responded with a shrug. “They don’t understand ‘city’ really that well, but then I said it meant being confined, and hunted, and they didn’t want that. So they went back home.”
And thank all magic for that.
“Hold on,” Nolan requested. He bent down and scooped a meuritta up in his arms. To Trev’nor eyes, this appeared to be a somewhat elderly meuritta, as the fur wasn’t as vibrantly colored as it should have been but more of an undiscerning grey. Nolan seemed to have some sort of conversation with the meuritta, nodding from time to time, and then brightening into a brilliant smile. The meuritta nodded back and leapt from Nolan’s arms, bounding away with a slightly stiff stride. 
“Well?” Trev’nor prompted a little impatiently.
“That was the elder of the Meuritta Clan here in the woods,” Nolan explained with a pleased look. “I explained to him what we wanted, and he said that he knew the two perfect meurittas for us to claim as familiars. He’s gone to get them now.”
“Excellent!” Trev’nor threw a victorious fist up in the air. 
It took only another minute or so before two younger meurittas bounded up to them. They both went to Nolan first, catching one of his hands in their paws. Trev’nor couldn’t understand a thing but they chattered at Nolan, and Nolan chattered back, so he assumed they were talking to each other. Then one of them dropped Nolan’s hand and darted over to Trev’nor, looking up at him with obvious delight and excitement. 
“Um, so, you want to be my meuritta?” Trev’nor ventured. 
“Di!” the Meuritta responded with a firm nod. 
Trev’nor felt like his face would split if he smiled any wider. He ducked down, catching the meuritta as it jumped up into his arms. Trev’nor shared triumphant smiles with Nolan, who was also carrying his meuritta. They’d done it!
Trev’nor’s earth sense woke up and poked him. He twisted about, frowning as he realized what he was sensing. “Um, Nolan…”
“Yeah?”
“We might be in trouble.”
Nolan blinked at him, smile fading. “Why?”
“Cause Garth is coming.” Trev’nor winced. If his parents had called Garth to come get them, then they were in so much trouble.
Nolan frowned and looked in the same direction he had. “Yeah, I can feel him. Um, do you think he’ll be mad?”
“Maybe.” Trev’nor had never seen Garth lose his patience with someone, only heard about it. They’d probably get a good lecture from Garth but nothing more. His real worry was about what was awaiting them at home. 
Ah well. It was worth it. 
 


Chapter Fifteen: Demands
 
It didn’t take long to find them, of course. Both of them were lit up like a beacon for me—it was easy to sense them once I was within range. I surfaced about five feet away, dodging tree roots as I came up. Considering what Cora said earlier, I wasn’t surprised to find them in a forest. A forest was a natural place to look for meurittas. 
Trev’nor spotted me first and gave me a classically consternated, hand-caught-in-the-cookie-jar look. “Er, hi, Garth.”
“Trev’nor,” I returned the greeting with a bland smile. “Did it perhaps occur to you to tell anyone where you were going?”
“They wouldn’t let us come here,” he defended himself hastily. “And we needed meurittas.” 
“We can’t be Mages without a familiar,” Nolan added with a stubborn look. 
I was trying to figure out where they got this idea from but I honestly had no idea. I finally just gave up and asked. “Who told you that you had to have a familiar to be a Mage?”
They exchanged blank looks. “Don’t you?” Trev’nor asked hesitantly.
“No,” I assured him patiently. “There’s no rule saying you do. Mages generally do, just because it helps us to have one, but it’s not absolutely necessary.” It was rather a moot point now, as both boys had a meuritta in their arms. “But we can discuss that later. For now, let’s go home, all right? Both of your guardians are going mental trying to figure out where you two went.”
“We didn’t think it would take this long to get here,” Nolan said sheepishly. 
I’m surprised that two six year olds managed to get here without getting lost, frankly. That they misjudged the distance wasn’t much of a surprise. I grabbed the halter to the mare that had been grazing nearby, wrapped us all up in magic, and took us down to the earth path. As soon as we were on our way I looked over my shoulder to ask, “And why did you come all the way here? There are lots of wild meurittas in Del’Hain, y’know.”
“Really?” Nolan looked at the meuritta in his arms and then at Trev’nor. “So we didn’t have to come all the way here?”
“But where did Chatta get hers?” Trev’nor objected. “Wasn’t it in a forest?”
“No, it was in Del’Hain. At the Academy, actually.” I could just see them evaluate the day and wondering if this was a wasted trip. They could have stayed in the city, gotten a meuritta, and not been in trouble, if they had only known. In a purely adult moment, I couldn’t help but add, “Let this be a lesson to you, boys. Ask more questions when you’re researching something.”
Trev’nor gave a solemn nod. “Yeah. We’ll do that.”
“But I think it’s good we came,” Nolan refuted after a beat. “These are the right meurittas for us. And it was a fun day!”
“Yeah, it was!” Trev’nor agreed with matching enthusiasm. 
No regret, huh? And whatever punishment their guardians came up with probably wouldn’t make much of a dent either. Raising these two was going to be real fun. 
I delivered both boys to their unhappy guardians and quickly vacated the vicinity. I had nothing to do with this road trip and I wanted nothing to do with the repercussions. 
Since it was late, I decided to spend the night in my own set of rooms instead of going all the way back to my parent’s house. I’d just call by mirror, check on everyone, tell Night where I was, and crash. It had been a very long day, and the previous three had been rather harrowing as well, so I was looking forward to some uninterrupted sleep. 
Not five feet in the door, the large oval mirror on my wall lit up and an irate voice demanded, “GARTH, are you finally home?!”
That was Kartal’s voice. 
Kartal only calls me when he has something he wants me to do; something that usually takes up a lot of energy which is why he didn’t already do it. 
I groaned, rubbing at both temples to futilely suppress a headache. It was a mistake to have Chatta charm that mirror to communicate with. I see that now. As soon as possible, I’ll chuck the thing out the nearest window. 
“GARTH! I can hear you breathing; I know you’re in there! Now answer me, curse you!”
Like a man walking the plank, I trudged over in front of the mirror and touched it. “Yes, Kartal?” I sighed.
“I have been calling you all day, where have you been?”
Ah, that explains why he’s in such a bad mood. Kartal has no patience when it comes to waiting for other people. “Sojavel Ra, Coven Ordan, Chahir, Del’Hain, and then to Chatta’s house before I had to go hunt down Nolan and Trev’nor,” I listed precisely. “Now, what do you want?”
There was a digestive silence on the other end. “What by all magic were you doing going from Coven Ordan to Chahir?”
Why couldn’t he just get to the point? I pinched the bridge of my nose and started praying for patience. “Long story, I’ll tell you later. What do you want, Kartal?”
“All of those crystals that you dropped off at the Sojavel Ra Institute have been under major study. Only some of them are sealed with an Earth Mage’s power—at least I think it is, since it seems very similar to your power. Get down here and unlock them.”
I suppressed a growl. Demanding little… “I’ll try to come tomorrow. No guarantees.”
“Can’t you come down now?”
“No.”
“But I can’t do anything until you get down here!” he protested in frustration. 
“It’s night anyway,” I pointed out sarcastically, “shouldn’t you be going to bed?”
“Garth, it won’t take you five minutes once you’re down here—”
“Or so you’re assuming,” I interrupted acidly. “I didn’t get a good look at anything that I gave to the Institute, and I have no experience undoing shields on crystals—”
“Ah but you have!” Kartal cut me off triumphantly. “You got that captain out, didn’t you?”
“Yeah, by melting it.”
“No matter. I believe you can still do it. Why can’t you come tonight?” he insisted.
My patience, not much to begin with, abruptly evaporated. “Kartal, I’m exhausted and already in a volatile mood! Stop pushing me. Or I will come down there and melt all of the crystals and you won’t have anything. I said I’d try to come when I can, and that’s that!” 
“But—”
All right, that’s it. I’d had it. I snapped my fingers at a patch of my floor, which obediently melted away, leaving a hollow space behind. Without any sort of caution, I lifted the mirror off the wall and tossed it not at all gently into the hole. 
“Garth, what’s that crashing noi—”
With another snap of the fingers, the floor flowed back into place, covering the mirror. 
Blessed silence descended. 
Satisfied, I toed off my boots and went about getting ready for bed. And I didn’t worry one whit about Kartal, either. 
 
 


Chapter Sixteen: Exiled
 
In my life, I’ve faced a variety of unpleasant tasks. Cleaning the bathroom, for instance. Or working with Kartal. Whatever it had been, I have always had the opinion that it was better to just get it done and get it over with instead of having it loom over my head like a dark cloud. 
Today, the cloud was the exile of the Chahiran Queen. 
Night followed me out of the house and stayed quiet the first few minutes of the trip as we traveled along the earth path to Chahir. He’d had a late night last night, due to Shad’s mischief. Apparently the two were involved in an elaborate prank war. I didn’t want to know the details, and I certainly didn’t want to get involved, so I hadn’t asked what Shad had done. Whatever it was turned Night’s hair a vibrant pink. Fortunately, Asla (after laughing herself sick) had managed to undo it. 
“Garth.”
“Hmmm?”
“How do you expect the Queen to react?”
“I’m not really sure,” I admitted. “Strip the power from her and she’s a vicious woman, I know that. I’m not sure if she’ll start screaming or trying to beat me with her fists, though.”
“Warning taken. You don’t really look happy about this.” The way he said it, it was almost a question.
I let out a heavy sigh. “No, not really. I don’t want to deal with her.”
“I don’t think any of us do.”
Unfortunately, he had a point. 
Since Vonlorisen knew that we were coming, I chose to come up in the middle of his formal court. People scattered, screaming their heads off, as I rose out of the earth with Night. This was becoming so typical that I just watched their reactions and shrugged. 
Vonlorisen rose to his feet, giving me an exasperated look. He didn’t address me, however, but turned to the people in the court and thundered out, “Hold! I have a declaration that must be made.” When people slowed, turning reluctantly toward him, he nodded in satisfaction. Only then did he bend his attention to me. “Magus, we have been anxiously awaiting your arrival.”
It was no hardship to translate his tone into words: what by the four winds took you so long?! Or something along those lines, anyway. I gave him a bow. “Your Majesty.” When I straightened, I caught a flash of silver standing to one side of the raised dais. My eyes snapped in that direction, my stomach filling with dread. This time, my luck hadn’t held. A Star Order Priest stood just at the queen’s shadow, watching the proceedings with cold eyes. He turned those eyes on me and I felt a shiver go up my spine. I had no doubt that the slightest provocation, he’d attack.  
Without saying a word, he shifted the staff in his hand into a two-hand grip. Instinctively, I grabbed the bon’a’lon hanging on my waist and activated it. The blades hissed out as the weapon snapped out into its full extension. 
I half-expected him to charge me, but he didn’t take a step. Instead, he rotated the staff in his hands and jammed the butt of it hard into the floor. “Sebachne teran, ragashi renz asara!”
Nothing he said made sense to me. It almost sounded Chahiran, but the dialect was so ancient that I couldn’t understand it. I had no time to puzzle out the words. A dark wave of magical energy washed over me, like a crashing wave, and then in the next instant a red, solid wall rose up around me. I half-turned in each direction, looking all around me in jerky motions. He had somehow activated a powerful barrier spell that rose up in a large cylindrical shape all around me. Even the stones under my feet radiated with the feel of blood magic. The walls were transparent, but I recognized the feel of them—they were like my weapon’s shield. If I dared to touch them, it would likely throw me backwards or even knock me unconscious. 
Vonlorisen wheeled around, his mantle flaring out, and pointed an accusing finger at the Priest. “What did you do?!”
The Priest did not respond, as if he had no interest in anyone except the Queen. 
“I told you, sire. They are magic users.” I pointed to the barrier all around me. “This is a shield, meant to keep me in place. If I touch it, it will cause me quite a bit of damage.” 
Since I responded, Vonlorisen turned his attention to me. “You recognize this?”
“Not entirely. I’m basing most of my assumptions off of shields that I have encountered before. This feels similar to a magician’s weapon’s barrier. This particular shield doesn’t feel very old,” I frowned at the floor for a moment, trying to pinpoint its age, “so I would guess that they put the spell into the floor after my last visit here.” 
Vonlorisen rounded on the Priest again. “Take it down!”
The Priest only cast him a glance. “I will not. He is a well-known magic user. As such, he is under our jurisdiction. I have the right to arrest him.” 
“If you won’t do it,” Night snarled, tossing his head in an irritated gesture, “I will!”

Uh-oh. Night’s hopping mad. With a cautious look at him, I moved to the far side of the barrier and ducked down a bit, crouching on the floor. Night pivoted on his front legs, hind legs lashing out and impacting against the barrier with a sharp snap. For a moment, it sounded almost as if he had hit glass. I could even see cracks in the barrier for a split second before it exploded and dissolved in every direction. 
The Priest flinched back, folding in on himself, the staff dropping to the ground from nerveless fingers. Before he could recover, I folded some of the stone flooring over him, locking him firmly into place. “Thanks, Night.” 
He snorted in satisfaction, dancing a little in place.
The Priest started squirming on the floor, trying to either reach for something, or just get out of his stone shackle, I wasn’t sure. Either way, he wasn’t going anywhere. I snuck a peek at Vonlorisen as I stood back on my feet. He was staring at the captured Priest with disturbed fascination, as if he had never seen the man before. Even after my explanation of blood magic, it apparently took a live demonstration for the facts to really sink in.  Vonkaraan rose to her feet, regarding me with blatant revulsion. I noticed a fine tremor to her voice, however, showing just how much my actions and the defeat of her pet Priest had rattled her. “Loris, what is the meaning of this? How can you possibly welcome such evil into your court?”
“If there is any evil in this room, woman, then it is of your doing,” Vonlorisen responded so coldly that the fine hairs on the back of my neck stood straight up. 
Her head snapped around to stare at him, face resembling a gawping fish.  “Me?”
“Yes, you! There is no other name for it but evil, to sacrifice your only grandson simply for the sake of your superstitious dogma. I’ve had as much of you as I can stomach. From this moment onward you are banished from Chahir—” There was a fierce, dead look to his eyes that spoke volumes of his determination to be rid of her.
She screeched in wordless denial, expression twisted and ugly. The crowd roiled with surprise, some people gasping, the others quickly muttering something behind their hands to their neighbors. 
“—never to return. Magus Rhebengarthen will take you into custody and escort you to the place prepared for you. It is there that you shall live out the remainder of your days.” Vonlorisen nodded solemnly for to me to continue.
I barely managed to take a single step before she started screeching again. “Guards! Guards, restrain this man!”
“Halt!” Vonlorisen commanded with a sharp downward slash of the hand. “She has no authority to order you!”
There were roughly twenty or twenty-five guards stationed in the room, lining the walls at regular intervals. Of that number, five responded to the Queen’s order. The rest remained at their posts against the walls, looking at each other in obvious confusion. They weren’t entirely sure whom to obey. 
I felt sorry for the five that advanced on me. Not only did they just prove where their loyalties lie—which would most likely get them kicked out of the guard and arrested later—but they didn’t stand a chance against me. I randomly started snapping my fingers. With each snap, a small, circular cage would pop up from the stone flooring, encircling each startled guard. 
One of them was quick enough to dodge my attempt to cage him. Huh. He was nearly as fast as Shad—but only nearly. I could still stop him. With him, I simply turned the floor into the consistency of quicksand, halting him in his tracks. He started sinking, flailing about with his hands, and voicing a wordless exclamation of alarm.
Vonkaraan stumbled back, eyes wide with terror, as she looked around her. “Impossible,” she breathed. 
“Hardly,” Vonlorisen observed in dark amusement. “His power is something that cannot be contained by mere mortals.”
And that made me, what? A demi-god? I snorted at the idea.
“Magus, I don’t mind you protecting yourself, but you can undo this, can’t you?” Vonlorisen waved a hand to indicate the caged guards and Priest. “I don’t have magicians handy like Guin Braehorn does to clean up this mess.”
“Of course, Your Majesty,” I responded in overly polite tones. “But do make sure they’re restrained after I release them. Otherwise Night will respond to protect me, and he’s more straightforward and…permanent in his methods.”
Vonlorisen nodded in understanding and gestured to the guards still on the wall. “Arrest them and shackle them once the Magus releases them.”
When I was sure that those soldiers would obey the orders given to them, I released my cages, letting the stone slowly sink back into the earth for effect, and solidified my make-shift quicksand bed. The five guardsmen were quickly disarmed, chained, and hauled unceremoniously out of the room. 
Straightening, Vonlorisen looked at the jittery crowd, people nervously shifting from foot to foot, anxious to be away. His expression hardened. 
“As you have seen with your own eyes, the Star Order are hypocrites. They are magic users, just like every other magician that is born in this country. They have hunted their own kind for centuries. Worse, they have killed or driven off any magician that would have stood up to them. They have abused their authority. We will no longer tolerate their actions. As of this moment, the Star Order is ordered to disband. All authority, power, and position they hold is forthwith stripped. Any Priest found to still be hunting magicians or in any way exceeding his status of a normal citizen will be arrested and promptly stripped of his magic.” 
After the revelations of the past five minutes, I don’t think anyone in the room knew how to react to that. A stunned silence blanketed the room. 
Vonlorisen nodded to Saroya. “Deal with him.” 
Saroya gave a short, curt bow of acknowledgement. I shifted the stone back into its proper place so that the Head of the Special Forces could haul the ex-Priest up and drag him out of the room. 
With all of the distractions gone, I turned my attention back towards Vonkaraan, with a confident look on my face. 
“You wouldn’t dare.” Her expression and posture was haughty and aloof. She was brimming with self-righteous indignation, the very picture of an ice queen who felt assured of her position in life.
A false self-assurance, in this case. I shifted the bon’a’lon about until it I could point it toward her in clear threat. I certainly didn’t need the weapon, but seeing the alarmed panic on her face gave me a perverse satisfaction. “Woman, it requires no daring on my part.”
She drew in a shaky breath, chin lifting to a more arrogant level. “I am Queen of Chahir—”
“Perhaps the shock has compromised your hearing. You have lost all right to that title,” I cut her off coldly. Anger brimmed over in me. This woman had not only sicced a Priest on me, but she had to have plotted against me after my first visit here. The barrier on the floor was clear proof of that. Every muscle in my body tensed, radiating with the urge to deliver violence. “You have forgotten, in your arrogant pride, what true power is.”
“You think magical power is true power?” she spat back venomously.
“Hardly. I’m not referring to the type of power, but to the very nature of power itself. True power is not the might of dictators; it does not suffer the needs of greed or baseless anger. You’ve forgotten that a monarch only reigns at the sufferance of his people. The moment they misuse that power it will be taken from them.” I shook my head wearily. What good would it do to stay mad? She wouldn’t understand. Even Vonlorisen, who was honestly trying to shed the prejudice against magic, hadn’t really believed me until he saw it with his own eyes. “You forgot that your position as Queen was only appointed to you; it is not yours by right. You were chosen as a steward of this country. You have not proven to be a wise or a worthy steward, and hence you shall now be removed.”
“No,” she whispered hoarsely, eyes wide with horror. “No! I am Queen! You do not have the right!”
I crossed the last five feet separating us with a steady pace. The silence in the room was so absolute that my footsteps sounded like death knells echoing off of the uncaring walls.
She frantically spun about, hand outstretched in a pleading manner toward her husband. “Loris!”
Vonlorisen looked back at her with a face turned to stone. “In a choice between you and my grandson, Nolan will always win. You cannot expect any mercy, woman, since you were unwilling to give it yourself.”
The last hope and expectation just drained out of her, leaving her as limp and powerless as three day old fish. It was obvious that she had been shaken to her core by being so publicly shunned in this manner. Her already pale skin turned deathly white, her eyes lifeless.
Vonlorisen turned back to me, radiating power in almost visible waves. “Magus, We request and require your help in disbanding the Star Order. Our first task to you is to gather the means necessary to strip them of this heinous magic. And if any dare oppose you…I leave them in your hands.”
I gave him a respectful bow. “I shall do so, Your Majesty.”
“Very well. Take her away.”
 Without a further word from anyone, I wrapped us up in magic and dropped onto the earth path.
For perhaps five minutes it was silent, as if sound had never existed. She didn’t say anything and refused to even look in my direction. I actually preferred it that way. Since she was being so docile, I figured I didn’t need the bon’a’lon out. I let it fold back into itself and snapped it back onto my belt. 
“Where are you taking me?”
Rats, she’s going to talk to me? I cast her a dismissive glance as I answered concisely with just two words, “Coven Ordan.” 
“Coven Ordan,” she repeated with a breath of panic. “Why there?!”
“Someone there is willing to be your jailer; no one else would take you.”
She grabbed my arm, fingernails biting into my skin. “Where are we now?!”
“On the earth path.” When she blinked at me blankly, I rephrased, “Underground, and moving fast. Let go of me,” I intoned coldly.
She didn’t let go. If anything, her grip tightened. “Underground? We’re underground?!”
“Yes,” I responded with a brief gesture to the passing real estate outside of the bubble. “That’s how I travel.”
“Devil!” she accused me, stumbling away and clutching her hand to her chest. “Only a demon can enter the ground like this!”
I didn’t bother to respond to her. As my grandfather used to say, it’s all a matter of opinion, and her opinion didn’t matter. 
“Did you hear me, devil?! Let me out of this accursed place!”
“And so I will,” I responded with false mildness, “in another two hours or so.”
“NOW!” she demanded wildly.
I could feel my temper fraying. I’m not in the habit of intimidating people—that’s more Shield’s line than mine—but in this case I was making an exception. I bent the most murderous glare that I could produce on the ex-Queen. “Woman, it is because of you and your minions that I was forced to flee Chahir for my life. I had to evacuate my family, leaving almost everything they valued behind, in the dead of night. You authorized the murder of thousands of innocents, whose only crime was they had an inherited gift for magic. My choice would be to leave you in the depths of the earth and let it act as your unmarked tomb. Your husband chose to be lenient and simply exiled you. Keep in mind that I am under no obligation to obey him. I can do as I choose, and there is no one who could stop me.”
Her mouth snapped shut, but she edged a step away from me. “You won’t kill me.” The statement sounded more like she was trying to reassure herself.
My smile had a feral edge to it. “If I am truly the devil you say I am, then human life holds no value for me. So which am I, woman? Devil or man?”
She had no ready response to that. 
“Garth,” Night’s voice was a little strained, “would you mind regaining your temper now? Please? That glare you’re sporting is starting to unnerve ME.”
I glanced at him. “Really?”
“I kid you not. This is the first time I’ve really considered you formidable. And the ground around us is starting to shake.”
I’d bet it was the last part that was actually making him nervous. I’ve never looked formidable a day in my life. I let up a little and focused back on where we were going. 
An uncomfortable silence descended. I infinitely preferred it over her talking though, so I made no attempt to come up with a topic of conversation, and I didn’t bother looking at her. 
It stayed perfectly quiet until I reached the mountains where Coven Ordan was situated, and rose up out of the earth. As she looked out over the city, Vonkaraan actually started shaking in fear. “T-that’s the magicians’ city?” she asked in a thin, reedy voice, too much of the whites of her eyes showing.
“That’s it,” I agreed with a brief nod of my head. Now, focusing on more immediate matters, would I have to construct another bridge for us to cross the isolating chasm, or was Raile keeping an eye out for our arrival? Although if I did make a bridge, it posed the question of how I was going to get the ex-Queen to cross it. Short of knocking her unconscious and carrying her inert form like a sack of grain, I couldn’t think of a way. I seriously doubted persuasion would do the trick. Traversing a magically-created bridge, that was suspended over a three hundred plus foot drop, would be a hard sell for a woman that didn’t trust any brand of magic.
Wait, maybe I didn’t have to debate this. “Night, you can talk across distances like this, can’t you?”
“Of course. It’s not that far.”
“See if you can find Raile and let him know that we’re here.”
“Certainly.” His eyes immediately went to the city across the gorge, ears cocked slightly as if he were actually listening for something.
Vonkaraan took a step back from both of us, eyes as wide as saucers. “The horse…you were talking to the horse!”
She’s just now realizing he’s not a normal stallion? Obviously, Nolan pulled his talent with animals from his grandfather’s side of the gene pool. The kid was more intuitive than his grandmother by far. “That’s not a horse. He’s a nreesce.”
“Nreesce are mythical monsters!” she objected. 
“Legends usually hold a grain of truth in them. At your age, surely you’ve discovered this for yourself. Most legends are fabrication or exaggeration, based on some truth.”
She didn’t calm her demeanor any at my words. 
Sighing, I decided to just ignore her and turned my attention back toward the city. 
“I found Raile,” Night informed me with a pleased bob of the head. “He’s coming now. He told me to tell you that he has everything prepared for her. Oh, and he wants to know if she’s going to have hysterics or not.”
“Probably,” I admitted without any real concern. After all, she would soon cease to be my problem. “He might have to hit her with an immobilization and silencing charm and then just float her to wherever he wants to put her.”
“I’ll pass it along.”
Vonkaraan let out a screech that a stepped on cat would have a hard time surpassing. “You can’t use magic on me! I’ll be tainted!”
I just looked at her. Please! Is she even listening to herself? “Woman, do you honestly think that people can go a mile under the surface of the world and still be able to breathe if magic isn’t involved?”
All of the color drained out of her face. “…you weren’t just moving us…with magic…?”
“Of course not. I have to make the air breathable too.” With sadistic amusement I added cheerfully, “You’ve been breathing in magically-enhanced air for the past two or so hours.”
She fainted.
I’m not kidding! Her eyes rolled up in her head and she just dropped to the ground with a thud. I’ve never seen anyone faint that fast in my life. 
Night and I looked down at her, and then up at each other. 
“I suppose that Raile can forgo those immobilization and silencing spells now,” Night observed dryly.
“Yes, I suppose so.” 
Raile chose that moment to appear, and undo the glamour concealing the bridge. He looked across, found a collapsed Queen on the ground, and looked back at me and Night. Despite the distance between us, I could clearly hear the amusement in his voice when he called to us, “What did you do to that poor woman, Garth?”
“Why do you assume it is my fault?” I demanded loudly enough so he could hear me.
“Nonsense, Garth, everything’s your fault!”
Oh yeah right. “Why?!”
“Because you’re so easy to blame, of course, why else?”
I sighed. “Where’s Didi when I need him, or Shad?” I complained to Night. “I can always blame stuff on those two, and everyone automatically agrees with me.”
“Not this time, you can’t,” Night disagreed with dancing eyes. “After all, it IS what you said that made her faint. It really is your fault this time.”
I get no sympathy around here. 
Raile was near enough at this point to aim his wand at the collapsed Queen, and cast a floating spell on her on her limp body. It obediently lifted in the air, her limbs and head dangling as she drifted at Raile’s command. 
Once he had her floating beside him, Raile gave me a nod. “Good work, Balancer.”
I frowned at the title. “All I did was transport her here, Raile.”
“Yes, so you did,” he agreed in a tone that clearly didn’t agree with me at all. “Perhaps you don’t consciously realize this, Garth, but its little things like this that are restoring balance to Chahir. No task can be done in just one stroke of effort; it takes many strokes, and much sustained effort.”
He’s right. I started reviewing all of the things I had done over the past two years, memories flicking through my head almost too fast to follow. Each choice led to another; my choice to leave my home in Tobadorage and seek refuge in Hain led directly to my actions now, bringing a Queen into exile. And each choice, each action on my part, had started the chain reaction that was bringing magic back into Chahir. 
“Garth? Hello? You still with us?”
I nodded faintly.
“You okay?”
I was feeling a little light headed, actually, under this sudden perfect moment of clarity. “Fine.” Shaking off my thoughts, I focused back on Raile. The Wizard was watching me with a faint smile. 
“Well, I’ll take her to her gilded cage now, if that’s alright with you,” Raile informed me cheerfully, as if he hadn’t just bludgeoned me in the back of the head with too much information. “Keep in touch, Garth. We’re very interested over here as to the changes Chahir is going through.”
“I will,” I promised. I watched him walk back across the bridge for a moment before firmly dismissing any thoughts of balance, or prophecies, from my mind. “Let’s go home, Night.”
“Can we go home and make peanut butter? PLEASE? I’m hungry!”
Laughing, I patted him on the shoulder. “Sure, Night. We can do that, you have earned it.”
He whickered in delight.
 
 



Chapter Seventeen: Recovering 
 
 
We spent the next week in Hain recuperating and regaining our strength. I had to watch Xiaolang, as he had a tendency to test his physical limits when no one was watching, which usually meant he was overdoing it. Active people like him are hard to keep chained down for any length of time. I admit there were a few times I’d quietly dose him with a potion so that he would sleep for twelve hours straight and give his body the rest it needed to heal. I think he suspected I drugged him. Every time he woke up, he’d give me this appraising look of dark speculation. I, naturally, emitted an air of complete innocent in return, just to mess with his empathic senses. 
And then I’d quickly take myself out of the vicinity on an important errand before he could accuse me of anything.
After the first day or so of him being at the house, however, I found that I didn’t have to worry as much about him. Asla’s children quickly adopted him. We were constantly finding both of them curled up on Xiaolang’s bed, either for a nap, or for a story, or for a game, or asking him endless rounds of questions. We couldn’t seem to keep either child out of his room for more than an hour at a time. It was probably because of his Q’atalian heritage. I wasn’t surprised to find that he was good with children, and he seemed to genuinely enjoy their company. 
Four days into the Xiaolang being at my parent’s house, I wandered through the front door, looking for my father. I’d noticed last night that Night’s hooves were getting long and needed to be re-shod. I couldn’t find the right hammer I wanted, and was sure my father had put it somewhere special. Da’s never been particularly good at being organized, but he always knew where everything was. 
As I wandered through the living room I was glad to see Xiaolang out of bed. He was sitting on a chair, legs propped up, hand wrapped around a steaming mug of something. Aral was snuggled next to him, tucked under one arm. Next to Xiaolang was Asla, holding a sleeping Hela in her lap. They were involved in an easy conversation, sharing funny family stories back and forth, from the tidbits I caught in passing. I was rather surprised to see this. Ever since Asla had joined the family, she had avoided being in close contact with single men, especially if they were attractive men. We knew it was because of what happened with her previous husband, but hadn’t pushed her to try and reconnect with anyone. 
Hmmm. I thought about turning around and saying something quietly to Xiaolang, and then thought better of it. He was an empath, after all. He probably knew better than I did what Asla was feeling, what to say to her. 
Deciding not to worry about it, I went through the living room and into the kitchen, finally locating my missing father. He was half under the sink, apparently attempting to fix some leak in the plumbing. “Da, I need to re-shoe Night. Where’s the red handled hammer?”
“Huh? Oh, it’s here in my box.” He gave a casual wave to the wooden box at his feet. 
I bent over and rustled through it, finally finding the hammer among all of the assortment of other tools. Hefting the handle in my hand, I went out the back door with a determined stride. It was time to wrestle with a nreesce. 
~*~
Still, by the end of the week, everyone was practically recovered. Aletha’s ribs were still a trifle tender, as were Xiaolang’s and Hazard’s, but that was their only complaint. Xiaolang proclaimed us fit to resume our duties, with the promise that he wouldn’t do anything more strenuous than riding, and dispatched me to go get Chatta. 
I’d been up to see Chatta so many times I had the route to her house memorized. After a quick call by mirror to warn her, I headed up alone on the earth path to her house. When I surfaced just inside the front courtyard it wasn’t Chatta who greeted me, however. 
Actually, I had no idea who she was. 
She was tall, with a willowy figure to her and hair dark as midnight falling over one shoulder. She was, in a word, a natural beauty. I had a brief male moment where I just looked at her in sheer appreciation, then recovered my poise. 
She rose from where she had been sitting on the fountain’s edge, laying a book aside, returning my look with one of her own. “So, judging from your abrupt appearance, and the descriptions I’ve been given, you must be the Advent Mage.”
I frowned slightly at this cool greeting. “I am Magus Rhebengarthen, yes. And you are?”
“Nicola Delheart.”
Abruptly, it clicked and fell into place. I knew who she was—Chatta’s older sister. In the two years I had known Chatta, I’d never met this woman face to face. I’d heard about her, of course, but we were never in the same place at the same time. Judging from her reaction, I had to wonder…just what had she heard about me? I gave her a slight bow. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” I hope.
“I’ve heard wildly different accounts of you, Magus.” She said this so neutrally I wasn’t sure if it was an accusation or not. “The majority of the rumors in some manner include my sister.”
The light was beginning to dawn. It wasn’t me that she had a problem with, exactly; it was her sister’s reputation. I’d already been subjected to a lengthy interrogation on this topic—by both Delheart and Shad. I blew out a breath, feeling a headache brewing on the horizon. “Yes, I have no doubt. I’ve heard some of them myself. I trust you realize that they are just that—rumors?”
“Are they?” There was an open challenge in her eyes. “Is there not even a grain of truth in those rumors, Magus?”
I wasn’t entirely sure of what I was being accused of. “What are you getting at, Lady Delheart?”
“My,” she drawled with a hint of sarcasm. “Are you always so formal and polite?”
“As a matter of fact, my dear sister, he is.” Chatta stepped out of a side door of the mansion, winking at me. “Hello, Garth. You made good time, as usual.”
I smiled back at her. “Xiaolang’s in a bit of a hurry. I think one more day of rest will drive him completely crazy. Besides, this way I could escape the house.”
“Aha, I knew there was an ulterior motive lurking in there somewhere.” She came forward and gave me a quick hug. 
I hugged her back, but was rather grateful she kept the contact brief, considering our company. It’s never comfortable hugging someone when you’re being glared at. 
 Chatta sensed it too, I think, because she turned and matched her sister look for look. “I told you, sis, they’re just rumors.”
“Considering the oath he gave, I don’t believe that,” Nicola retorted heatedly. “I especially don’t believe it now, after seeing how he looks at you! What do you take me for, an idiot?”
“A stubborn one at that,” Chatta responded with mock-sweetness dripping from her voice.
Nicola’s eyebrows slammed together. “Now you listen to me, Chatta—”
“I am a legal adult, Nicola. The only things that I have to do are live, die, and pay taxes. The rest is completely optional. I’m not going to stand here and be lectured by you of all people.” With a dismissive glance, Chatta turned, displaying her back to her sister. “Garth, I’m ready to go when you are.”
As much as I liked the idea of leaving, I didn’t see any bags on Chatta. “Er, fine, but don’t you have any luggage you need to bring?”
“I shrunk everything I packed and put it in my pockets,” she answered cheerfully. 
“CHATTA!” I swear there was steam coming from Nicola’s ears. “Stop ignoring me, curse you!”
After one look at that enraged face, I decided Chatta was right about leaving now, and dropped right back onto the earth path. Cocooned in magic, I directed us toward Del’Hain. 
Chatta gave a brief wave to her furious sister on the way down and looked around in approval. “You know, I never appreciated before now how peaceful it is down here.”
“Has your sister been pestering you like this for long?” I couldn’t imagine so. I just saw Chatta three days ago, and her sister hadn’t been home then.
“Roughly two days.” Chatta pinched the bridge of her nose and shook her head. “She puts too much stock in appearance. What really bothers her, I think, is that our parents don’t seem to care. They both like you. More than that, they both trust you. She can’t get anyone to see her side of things, and it’s been really frustrating her.”
I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just nodded. 
“Any changes since I last saw you?”
“Not a thing,” I denied easily. “I stayed at home and kept Xiaolang from overdoing it. He’s really not a good patient.” 
“I’m not surprised.”
“Chatta…” I hesitated, trying to phrase this right. “Are the rumors about us really that bad?”
She patted my arm and smiled at me reassuringly. “Don’t worry about it, Garth.”
Somehow, that didn’t answer my question.
~*~
After some discussion, Xiaolang chose to take the earth path as far as the border of Chahir, and then surface and travel on horseback the rest of the way. There were a few reasons for this decision. One was that I wanted to drop by the area of the attack and check to see if there was anything more that I could do to help find clues of what had really happened there. Another was that I wasn’t really that comfortable with Chahir yet. I hadn’t traveled it like I had Hain. And there were a lot more ley lines in Chahir to trip over. I brought us up on the site where everyone was attacked. As I rose through the strata, I was startled to realize that things had definitely changed since I had been here last. 
The land was recovering.
Even normal eyesight could confirm that for me. I looked around, seeing that the earth was a normal brown color again, and the plants were beginning to both revive and sprout as they should. The ley line nearby was no longer struggling to just exist, but was nearly back at half-strength. As I closed my eyes and focused on it, I realized that I could actually sense it improving, healing, bit by bit. 
“Wow, Garth, what you did was pretty effective!” Shad complimented me with a nod toward our surroundings. “You did better than you thought.”
I immediately shook my head. “Nothing I did could bring about results like this. A Gardener has been here,” I stated with certainty.
“Well, that’s a relief,” Hazard observed, looking at the area through narrowed eyes. “At least we know the damage can be reversed and repaired. We also know the Gardeners are pretty quick to detect areas that get damaged like this. It’s reassuring; if we miss something, they won’t! I still hope you can think of a way to block anyone from tapping into a ley line again, though.”
I wasn’t at all sure that was possible, but I was definitely thinking of different ways to protect the ley lines. “I think a sure way of doing that would be to consult with the Gardeners. If anyone would know how to protect and defend them, they would.”
“I wish we knew how to contact them,” Eagle sighed. 
The whole group nodded in agreement. 
“Well, apparently we can’t do anything here,” Xiaolang observed after a moment. “Let’s move on.”
~*~
We didn’t take nearly the precautions that we normally did to be circumspect. As Xiaolang had pointed out to me yesterday, there was no need. Our mission in Chahir was like a badly kept secret. Practically everyone had heard about us at this point. Some of the rumors were outlandish, (more outlandish than the ones in Del’Hain, according to Val Haben’s report, and that takes some doing) and some were very close to the truth. It was the latter category that I worried about.  I can’t begin to describe how strange it was, riding through Chahir, knowing that a good majority of the population knew that I was a magician. I felt about as comfortable as a canary, in a room full of hungry cats, with the door to my cage wide open. 
After Saroya had spent several weeks tracking us down the first time, a new way of getting in contact was established through mirror broach. We carried it strictly for emergency situations and nothing more. I prudently made Chatta carry it, as she’s the least likely person to accidentally break it. She wore it openly on her right jacket lapel, which initially worried Xiaolang until she wryly pointed out that only another magician would be able to detect it as anything more than a piece of jewelry. 
We were barely still inside Choi Providence’s borders when the mirror started alive with Raile’s voice. “Garth? Chatta? Anyone there?”
Chatta quickly tilted the mirror up toward her face. “Raile?”
“Chatta,” he breathed, tone clearly relieved. “Excellent. Is Garth with you?”
I nudged Night around so that his flank pressed against Chatta’s mare. “I’m right here, Raile.”
“Garth, something is very wrong. Don has seen several fights break out in Chahir between the Star Order Priests and Chahiran soldiers in the past two days. What is going on over there?”
It didn’t take my any time to put the pieces together. The Star Order had managed to wait a whole week before retaliating against Vonlorisen’s actions. Honestly, I was surprised they had waited that long. I suppressed the urge to swear or find a nice, sturdy tree trunk to beat my head against. “Raile, are you aware that Vonlorisen has disbanded the Star Order?”
There was a moment of strained silence before Raile choked out, “W-what?!”
This time, I did swear under my breath. With all of the communication about magic that Hain and Coven Ordan exchanged, why didn’t current events get passed along too? “I was there in the court when he announced it. I rather wish he had waited a few more days. I didn’t think he should actually act until you came up with an answer on how to subdue a Priest’s power.”
“He shouldn’t have,” Raile growled, mostly in exasperation. “I still don’t have a good answer to that question. Don, Griff and I have been researching extensively but we do not know where the Order is drawing most of its power from. If we could find that main power source, we could halt them in their tracks.”
That…was not the answer I wanted to hear. “For now, I think I’d better head over to Vonlorisen.”
“When you have a better grasp of the situation, contact me immediately. We might be able to send over some help. Several of our younger magicians have volunteered to go.”
“That’s good to know, Raile. I will update you as soon as I can.” I turned to Xiaolang as the link on the mirror faded. He caught my eyes, saw the question in them, and waved a hand. “Go.”
“I don’t want to leave you here, unprotected,” I protested. 
“Then we’ll go with you to the capitol, but not further. Vonlorisen trusts you, not us, and you are the one he designated as his advisor.”
Xiaolang certainly had a respect for authority and the chain of command that goes with it. I could respect the order and the reason behind it. Vonlorisen would not take it well if a foreign mercenary captain tried to advise him. It’s best if I go alone. Actually, on second thought… 
“Shad needs to go in with me. He had valuable input on the last conversation, and I think Vonlorisen respects his opinion. Besides, he’s the only real expert we have on fighting Star Order Priests.”
Xiaolang cast a quick, questioning glance at Shad. The other captain gave him a casual shrug and cocky smile in response. 
“Very well,” Xiaolang accepted. “Let’s go to Alvacon, then.” 
“Earth path?” I asked, almost redundantly, as I half-knew the answer.
“If you would.”
~*~
I brought us up in the middle of the Hainian Embassy’s main courtyard. There are few places in Alvacon that is safe for me to use, and at least here, I wouldn’t have to worry about rogue Star Order Priests. The Star Order had a difficult enough situation dealing with Chahir—they wouldn’t dare start a double-sided war by attacking Hain as well. 
Only Shad and I left the embassy and braved the city streets. The Star Order’s headquarters is not more than a stone’s throw from the palace here in Alvacon—that fact made me distinctly nervous. I kept my guard up as we rode at a quick walk toward the center of the city. 
I wasn’t the only one on alert, either. The city bulged at the seams with military and Protectors. For the first time in living memory, the inner city wall—what was originally the protecting wall around Alvacon before the city outgrew it and another wall built—had its gate closed and pedestrians went through a security check to reach the inner core of the capitol. I had not anticipated this, although I should have. Would they let me through? 
Shad leaned sideways in his saddle with a creak of leather, coming close enough to have a low conversation. “Can we get through there?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I suppose we could bypass the wall entirely and go directly to Vonlorisen, wherever he is, by earth path.”
“No,” Shad disagreed with a thoughtful study of the gate. “Let’s try this first. Vonlorisen called you his magical advisor—let’s see how seriously he meant that.”
How seriously did he mean that? I turned to look at the gate with a different perspective. If Vonlorisen truly meant it, surely he would have advised everyone that I was to be let through to him at all times. If he meant it…I did not know the man well enough to make assumptions about him. I thought he did trust me that much but I wasn’t above putting it to the test. 
So Shad and Night and I rode directly to the inner gate and joined the short line waiting to be cleared. All in all, the whole procedure was remarkably efficient. They reached us within minutes and not one Protector looked bored. Out of the group of dark green Protector uniforms, one man in military black stood out and it was obvious from the way he acted that he was the one who actually ran this check point. I kept a weather eye on him, not sure what this mixture of police and military personnel meant. 
A Protector in his late twenties looked up, a clipboard in one hand. “And you are, sir?”
“Magus Rhebengarthen. My companion is Captain Riicshaden.” 
Every person within earshot froze. The Protector with the clipboard was in danger of losing his teeth, his jaw was dangling so badly. 
While this extreme reaction was rather entertaining, I didn’t have half the afternoon for them to gather their scattered wits together. Hoping to prod their minds back into motion, I added, “I need to speak with Vonlorisen, urgently.”
The military officer walked to us, giving a polite half-bow. “My Lord Magus, I have been directed to escort you directly to the King. Please follow me.”
Oh-ho! So Vonlorisen had indeed meant it. The tension around my chest eased with this revelation. “Thank you, we will.”
The officer took barely a few seconds to unhitch a nearby horse and swing up into the saddle. Shad and I fell into step directly behind him. 
I had never in my life gone to the palace in such a quick or direct manner. Even the time I’d snuck in to retrieve Nolan, Saroya had taken us through an indirect connection of hallways to avoid the regular evening traffic. We gathered many a strange look, leaving dozens of people in our wake that whispered behind their hands, but no one tried to stop us. 
Within an astoundingly short amount of time, we arrived at Vonlorisen’s private study. Our escort gave a single rap against the door before opening it. “Magus Rhebengarthen and Captain Riicshaden to see you, sire.”
“Excellent, bring them in,” Vonlorisen’s light baritone rang clear with relief.
I went through the door with Shad on my heels. Vonlorisen looked more harried than I’d ever seen him. Dark circles stood out prominently on wax-paper skin, a three-day beard adding a darker shadow to his jaw. His clothes had more wrinkles than seemed possible. In front of him, I couldn’t even verify that there was a top to his desk, it was so cluttered from books and parchment. 
“Gentlemen,” he greeted, waving us to the chairs with a silent invitation, “Your arrival couldn’t be more timely. Have you heard of the retaliation of the Star Order Priests?”
“Just now,” Shad confirmed. “Wizard Raile Blackover informed us.”
Vonlorisen blinked at us in confusion. “How did he know?”
“Coven Ordan has been keeping an eye on Chahir through a very large scrying pool,” I explained. 
“Ah.” Whether he truly understood this or not, Vonlorisen shook his head and continued with his original thought. “I fear the problem might be more complex than I originally thought. I revoked the Order’s authority and ordered them disbanded, so on paper they are illegal. However, the lack of response indicates to me that I overlooked something vital.”
Shad and I shared a frown of bemusement before he asked, “Lack of response?”
“Oh, the younger members of the Order are starting fights and wreaking havoc,” Vonlorisen responded with a weary sigh, shoulders slumping. He leaned against the edge of his desk with a tired grunt. “That, I expected. But the upper echelons haven’t done a single thing. Haven’t left the city, haven’t gone into hiding, haven’t even made a single protest.”
Alarms started going off in the back of my head. Powerful men that had a two-hundred-year-old Order disbanded overnight didn’t react? That’s just not possible. “Are they doing political maneuvering behind the scenes?”
Vonlorisen shook his head grimly. “No. I double checked that. Magus, I need you to investigate this. I need confirmation that they won’t launch a magical attack. My men are ill-suited to ward off anything magical.”
That was a vast understatement. “I will do so, Your Majesty.”
“Good.” 
~*~
Even though I said that I would investigate, I didn’t think it wise to depend on just me. For one thing, I didn’t know enough about blood magic to even really understand what I was looking at. I could certainly keep my eyes and ears open as we traveled, and perhaps double check things in person, but the people most suited to investigate this were already doing so in Coven Ordan. 
When we got back to the embassy I borrowed the mirror broach long enough to update Raile on what was happening here. He started swearing (in ancient Chahirese, which I didn’t take for a good sign) and promised that he would set every available person on it. I assured him that if there was anything I could do from my end, I would. 
The whole team had been unabashedly listening in during this conversation, so I thankfully didn’t have to repeat myself. We were all concerned by this turn of events, but without knowing what the prominent members of the Order were up to, there was little that we could do. 
Xiaolang had me take us back to the highway in Choi, resuming our original mission to search out magicians. If we ran across a few rogue Priests while we were at it, so much the better. 
We traveled perhaps a mile along the road when I abruptly realized that a Gardener was nearby. Very nearby, at that. “There’s a Gardener within a few miles of us!” I called out in excitement.
Xiaolang snapped around, dragging Hayate to a halt. We all stopped as well, to avoid running into him. “Where?” he demanded, matching my enthusiasm. “I can’t feel him.”
“A little more than a mile out in that direction, I would think, just outside of your range.” How he got there, I have no idea. I should have felt his presence long before this. 
“Let’s catch up,” Xiaolang urged us on. “Garth, lead the way. We need to ask him some questions, while we can.”
I couldn’t argue with that. I dove off to the right side of the road, guiding Night in the direction of the Gardener. At a fast lope, we crossed the distance fairly quickly. 
The Gardener must have sensed that we were coming because he was just standing there facing us, clearly waiting. As soon as I was within sight, he waved his hand, beckoning me forward. I slid out of the saddle immediately at this invitation to approach him. 
The Gardener came closer, holding out a hand to me. I remembered what had happened last time—Gardeners didn’t really talk. What they did was gave you impressions. It wasn’t quite telepathy, wasn’t quite empathy, but something of a mix of the two. It felt like an intricate painting in your mind. I had maybe a one, or two minute contact with one, and spent the next week unraveling everything that he passed on to me. It was very potent stuff, intellectually speaking, heavily detailed and carrying different layers of meanings. 
Remembering this, I tried to brace myself. I knelt down to his level, to make him more comfortable, extending my right hand to carefully grasp his. He smiled at me, and I felt waves of approval, delight, and an unmistakable feeling of expectation emanating from him.
There was a picture in my mind, of Chahir changing. The land’s ley lines flowing stronger, the country thriving like it once did, hundreds of years ago. 
“Yes, I can feel that it’s improving,” I acknowledged, with a look of open admiration on my face. “Thanks to you and your people’s help.”
There was gratitude from him, but also an acknowledgement of everything my people had done to also bring about this change. 
“Thank you,” I murmured. “We have a question. Is there any way to block a ley line from being tapped into again like that?”
What came next was so complex that I frowned, trying not to be overwhelmed as I struggled to unravel it. The picture was complicated, showing that there was indeed a way to block a ley line from its environments. However, doing so apparently shut off its aura from the very land itself. It would stop all of the power from continuing to flow to the area, eventually leeching out all of the vitality of the ground around it as the plants absorbed it.
I grimaced. “So it can be done, it’s just not a good idea.”
He nodded firmly, never breaking eye contact with me.
I turned to Xiaolang to translate the answer. “He said that we can make a ley line tamper-proof, but doing it is just as damaging as tapping into one. The line would be cut off from supplying the land entirely, and it would slowly die.”
Xiaolang sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Well, that wasn’t the answer I was hoping for. Ask him if there’s a way we can contact him, in case something like this happens again.”
The Gardener was already shaking his head from side to side, an indulgent smile on his face. He pressed his fingers against mine, amusement heavily layering his answer. There is no need. We know what happens to the land when it happens.
How he knew that was completely lost to me. I had an uneasy feeling that if he tried to explain it, my mind would either implode or melt from the attempt to understand even the basics of it. 
He took my hand in a firmer grip, a slightly preoccupied look of concentration wrinkling his forehead. There was something obviously bothering the Gardener, something that he felt needed to be said, and an uncharacteristic uncertainty of just how to say it. Also mixed up in his jumbled thought was a desire to somehow reward my efforts. There was also an odd sense anticipation of what would happen when something that had long hidden was brought to light. 
I was still trying to puzzle it out when the Gardener slowly formed an image of Chatta in my mind, as if he were asking my permission about something. It caught me utterly by surprise, as he stared up into my eyes. He was devoid of guile, with an open countenance of complete faith and confidence. I had no notion of what he was asking me, but I sensed he had my best interests at heart.
Not knowing what else to do, I slowly nodded my assent. Without breaking eye contact with me, he gently extended his hand to Chatta, gesturing her forward to join us.
With a hesitant glance at me, she came and knelt down next to me, accepting the hand extended to her. 
Somehow (I have no idea how) the Gardener directly connected us, nearly erasing the sense of his own presence entirely. It was the oddest experience of my entire life. One moment I was in direct contact with the Gardener, and the next moment it was like the world slowed down around me. I was still aware of the Gardener, but the bond that connected us was gradually fading and becoming transparent. It was like he had become an invisible conduit for me into Chatta’s soul, and I was more and more aware of her with each passing beat of my heart.
 I could experience her breathing, as if it was me breathing. It felt like we were moving toward each other through a misty cloud. The cloud began to thin, and I gradually became aware of what she was thinking and feeling. I felt her surprise, uncertainty, bafflement, and finally wonder. 
Then the distance between us completely collapsed, and her eyes snapped to mine, a sharp gasp in her throat. She knew! 
And in that same moment, I knew! 
I’m not sure which revelation hit me first—the realization that she knew I loved her, or that she loved me. They seemed to hit me simultaneously, leaving me reeling and off balance. Exactly which one should I react to, and how? I just knelt there and stared into her eyes, consumed by the depth of our shared knowledge and feelings. She stared back at me, mouth searching for words, although none emerged. Even her thoughts were too scrambled up to be very articulate. For all of the infinite power at my control, in that moment, I had become completely helpless and mute. She…loved me? And she knew I loved her? 
The Gardener gently released our hands, drawing my attention away from Chatta. I didn’t know what to do—didn’t know why he had brought this up to begin with. It took several attempts before I could get my own mouth working. “Why?” I whispered, with a silent plea for understanding.
The Gardener gently touched my face, with his work worn hand, long enough to give me an answer.
Balance. We desired to help you discover your own Balance.
“You’ve done everything in your power to give the world back to the people, Garth,” Night murmured soothingly in the back of my mind. “Can you blame them, if they want to restore a part of that world to you?”
The echo of that thought snapped me back to my senses like a bucket of ice cold water. Aw nuts! Night was a telepath; of course he’d be able to sense what was going on between me and the Gardener. After all, he had last time. And Xiaolang…I turned my head slightly and peeked over my shoulder. 
Xiaolang met my inquiring eyes with a knowing, satisfied look. The man practically radiated the headline in ten foot letters, “Yes, I know.” 
The Gardener patted my knee in profound empathy, as if he understood just how confused I was by all of this. And all things considered, he probably did. He gave me one last long, soul searching look, as if to assure me that everything would be alright. Then he opened his hands and beamed at Chatta and I, waved at Night and Xiaolang, and sauntered off back to where ever he had come from. 
“Well, I think we better make an early camp,” Xiaolang announced cheerfully. “You two can follow at your own pace, eh? There was a nice clearing about half a mile back. You can join us there.”
“Splendid idea, thanks,” Chatta responded in a faint and distracted voice.
The rest of the team, naturally, had no idea what was going on. They were still staring at Xiaolang in obvious confusion, and Chatta and I in growing apprehension. Rather obediently, like the good soldiers they were, they followed Xiaolang back up the road. I could see that the questions were forming rapidly, like an approaching storm, in their minds. I had no doubt that once they were out of ear shot they would start pelting our Captain like a maelstrom, mercilessly demanding answers. 
I felt the urgent need to get off the road, and out of sight, before I settled into what I knew would be a difficult, truncated discussion with Chatta. I led her through the woods, into a small clearing that gave us a modicum of privacy. The trees and foliage was thick here, blocking any view from the road, and soft sunlight filtered through the top of the leaves to give the area a warm, pleasant feeling. The pretty setting did nothing to calm my racing heart or tightly strung nerves. I didn’t have a clue what to say. What, by all the great ancient magic could one say, after such a revelation, landing like a bolt of lightning out of a clear blue sky? Where would I even begin?!
“How long?” she asked. Her voice was a little unsteady, and eyes still wide with surprise and a little unfocused.
A short laugh burst out of my mouth, unbidden. “Chatta, are you kidding? There hasn’t been a day since I met you that I haven’t loved you.”
“Then why didn’t you say something?” she demanded in exasperation, flinging her hands up as if appealing to a higher power for help.
“I didn’t consciously admit it to myself until quite recently.” I pondered that thought a moment, but decided that admitting I’ve known for the past several weeks, without saying anything, would probably get me into a world of trouble at this point. Silence was definitely the better part of valor, and a virtue worth having, if I had any hope of surviving this encounter intact.
“That’s not the only reason,” she growled, advancing on me, a feral look glinting in her eyes like half crazed hounds after a hard chase. 
She sounded quite certain of that. I eyed her warily. What else had she felt from me, when the Gardener still had us bonded…?
“You,” she informed me crossly, with a finger pointing accusingly in my direction, “don’t think that you’re good enough for me!”
Internally, I groaned. I was afraid that might have leaked through. “Chatta…I’m really not,” I admitted with a defeated sigh, not even attempting to dodge the truth.
“Don’t make me beat some sense into you,” she threatened, shaking a fist. 
“I’m serious!” I snapped back. “Look, you’re a titled Lady—”
“I don’t give two hoots about that!”
“—and I’m an exiled Chahiran Mage with two masters,” I continued in exasperation, “and I’m under an honor oath to your father to protect you, which includes protecting you from me!”
“I am really, really beginning to hate that oath!” she snarled between clenched teeth as her eyes narrowed to angry slits.
At the moment, so did I. And here I thought I had been so clever when making such promises, to ease her father’s mind, and keep Chatta in my company. I could really shoot myself square in the foot, couldn’t I?
Chatta took a deep breath, and when she finally released it, she seemed calmer, on the surface, at least. To my experienced eye it looked like she was one inch away from losing control of that fearsome temper completely. “Garth, allow me to break this down for you. Regardless of what you think, I think you’re more than an even match for me. I also happen to love you, despite your stubborn, single minded, myopic ways!”
“Pot calling the kettle black,” I observed wryly.
Chatta ignored that invitation to play Insult War, and kept going. “Now, this is the real question you need to be asking yourself. Do you really want to leave me crushed and broken hearted, eventually settling for someone else?”
Er…no. I really didn’t. I paused at this thought, seeing this situation for the first time from her perspective. And doing that completely let the air out all of my arguments, like a sharp knife through a billowing sail. The only thing that truly mattered to me, to the very core of my soul, was seeing her happy…which she knew quite well. My defenses were breached, there was no way I could deny her anything, and she knew it. If she thought I was good enough for her, well…then I was. I would just have to get used to the idea. 
How is it that I can never win any arguments with her? I had a sinking feeling that I never would be able to. I guess I will have to learn to live with that as well.
I shook my head, laughing helplessly. “Okay, love. You win.”
“Yes!” She threw her arms around my neck, hugging me tightly. I held her just as tightly, letting a sense of abject relief wash its way through my system. Really, I never wanted to lose her, no matter the reservations that I had about my own worthiness.
I still had a lot of issues to resolve. On top of all the political problems I was embroiled in, I had to go back to Del Hain at some point to face Delheart. Asking to be released from the Oath of Protection, because I was in love with his daughter, wouldn’t go over well at all. In fact, when I started thinking about all of the things I would need to accomplish before I could allow myself to focus on just Chatta, I felt like banging my head on a large boulder to get some relief. 
But looking into that radiant adoring face smiling up at me, I couldn’t help but think no matter how many hoops I might have to jump through, she was well worth it in the end. 
 
 


 



Epilogue
 
Of course, that wasn’t the end of it. When we did find the camp, everyone was keeping an eye out for us. Chatta apparently realized this too. She snuggled her way under my arm and beamed at everyone. “It’s settled!” she announced, with a fist raised in victory.
The whole team actually broke out in applause. I haven’t been that dense, have I…? I’m not going to ask that question out loud. I’m sure the answer will just be depressing.
“Garth,” Night had a wicked gleam of amusement in his eyes. “Remember a certain conversation we had on the road a few months ago? Chatta asked if you were keeping any secrets from her, and I said you were.”
I vaguely remembered that. I said I wasn’t keeping any secrets but Night maintained I was. And then he said he’d tease me forever when I realized what the secret was. Oh…busted buckets…
“Ah, the light dawns,” he whickered in amusement. 
I groaned and buried my head in my hand. “I’m never going to live this down, am I?”
“Never,” he assured me gleefully. “I’ll tease you about this until you’re old and grey.”
Oh, and isn’t that something to look forward to? 
“Just remember, Night, that what goes around comes around,” Chatta warned him archly. “When you fall in love with some pretty little mare, we’ll return every bit of teasing that you subject us to.”
That gave Night pause. “Since when do you side with Garth in getting revenge?”
“I’m always on his side now, remember?” she reminded him smugly. 
I looked down at her with a growing smile. That’s right, she will be forever on my side from now on, won’t she? Well, that just brightened my day considerably. 
“Alright, people, tease the new couple later,” Xiaolang ordered in amusement. “I need a debriefing of what the Gardener told Garth first. Garth, I caught parts of it, but I’d like to hear exactly what he said.”
I was relieved to go back to business and went instantly to Xiaolang. We sat on a fallen tree trunk and went over everything that the Gardener said in some detail. 
“That is a relief,” Xiaolang noted after thinking everything through. “I don’t know how they keep track of the whole land like they are, but at least if we cross swords with another Priest-Mage, we don’t have to worry about patching up the land afterwards.”
“Very true,” I agreed. 
Lowering his voice, Xiaolang looked around suspiciously. “Garth, I have to ask. This oath that you took, doesn’t that prevent you from touching Chatta at all?”
“It prevents me from touching her in any way that speaks of intimacy,” I corrected with a grimace. “I can still hug her, like I did when we were still only friends, but anything more than that…”
Xiaolang frowned, eyes going to Chatta. “That’s going to be tough to live with for any amount of time. Especially considering how physically affectionate she is.”
I fully anticipated Chatta to be very grumpy until I managed to get her father to release me from that oath. Actually, just envisioning her future response was giving me a headache already. 
“I can’t release you right now to go talk to Delheart,” Xiaolang continued with a sidelong glance at me. “But I promise that the next time we find a magician, I’ll try to work it so that you can go back with them.”
The words were barely out of his mouth before I was shaking my head in refusal. “No, Xiaolang. I refuse to leave the team here. I can’t and won’t risk a repeat of a Priest’s attack. Especially now, with them on the rampage.”
He opened his mouth to protest and thought better of it. “I see your point. Very well. In that case, I hope that we’ll soon have an opportunity to go back into Hain, so you can straighten all of this out.”
I was praying that happened soon. 
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