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Seven Words of Power
 
Master Zoran summoned Evora Guinestor, along with his other two apprentices, to a mysterious meeting in his workroom at the Academy of Enchanters. 
As Evora, Jostin, and Barrick sat in a circle of chairs around Master Zoran, Evora caught the sidelong looks as her two rivals assessed her. They all knew only one of them would be named Master Zoran’s successor, and the competition between them was fierce.
“The time has come,” Master Zoran said, his eyes regarding them from under bushy grey eyebrows, “to name my successor.”
Instantly the three apprentices straightened. Evora took a breath to calm her nerves. She had worked hard and her fingers were calloused from holding a scrill, but she knew the other two had worked just as hard as she had. By this stage each apprentice knew each other's strengths and weaknesses, just as Evora knew her own. Perhaps in the end it would come down to temperament, in which case Evora's hopes would be dashed. She and Master Zoran worked well together, but their successes were the result of contention. They fought, and although the final product was better than either could have made alone, neither enjoyed the process.
“There is one among you I have my eye on, one I think might be ready, but I am going to give the other two a chance to convince me otherwise.”
Evora couldn’t help but look at the reactions of Jostin and Barrick. She knew she had little hope of Master Zoran choosing her. Jostin looked pleased.
“So,” Master Zoran continued, “I am going to have something of a contest.”
Jostin’s eyebrows shot up. Barrick gripped his knees. Evora tried hard to unclench her fists and relax in her chair.
“In three days you will give a demonstration in the Great Court. Your task is thus. The apprentice who performs the most powerful enchantment with the fewest words to call forth its power, I will name my successor. You will be master when I retire, and you might even be named High Enchanter or High Enchantress one day, if the Lord of the Sky is kind.”
Each apprentice digested the information.
“Master Zoran, what about essence?” Barrick asked. “What are the limits?”
“You may each use a quarter-measure of essence,” Master Zoran said.
Evora drew back in surprise and she saw even Jostin’s eyes widen. Master Zoran's expression was grave. With that much essence at their disposal they could create something truly powerful. He really did mean to name his successor based on this contest.
“You may go,” Master Zoran said. “I expect not to see you until three days’ time, on the Great Court at noon.”
The three apprentices filed out and the door to their master’s workroom closed behind them. Evora found herself standing with the two young men. Their serious green robes contrasted with Evora's supple dress, though they all proudly wore the badge of apprenticeship on the breasts of their garments.
Jostin glanced at Evora. He was slim and affected a pointed beard. “You might as well give up,” he said. “Master Zoran prefers to work with men, and his successor will be spending a lot of time with him.”
“Then why did he choose me as an apprentice?” Evora asked.
“I probably shouldn’t be saying this, but the other masters made him take on a woman.” Jostin leaned forward and tugged on the glossy silver hair that flowed to Evora’s waist. “Which, if I’m not mistaken, you are.” With a grin, he left before Evora could respond.
“Is that true?” Evora asked Barrick. “Did they really make Master Zoran take me on?”
“Don’t worry about him,” he said. Barrick was broad-shouldered and looked more like a smith than an enchanter. “He’s trying to rattle you. Just do your best." The great timepiece at the top of the Green Tower pealed in the distance, reminding them of the passing moments. "I’d better get to the library. I’ve got an idea, but I need to research Argon’s enchantments.”
“Thanks for not treating me the way Jostin does.”
“It’s simple logic.” Barrick shrugged. “Unlikely as it is, if you were a master you’d have the power to end my apprenticeship. I’m quite happy where I am. Can we make a deal? I’ll keep you on, if you keep me on.”
“Well,” Evora said, “if I were a master I'd have other apprentices competing against you, and...,” she stressed the words, “unlikely as it is, they may be better than you. It would be wrong not to give them your place.”
Evora felt Barrick’s glare follow her as she walked away.
 
~
 
Evora needed something impressive to have a chance at being named. She knew she should start working right away, rather than spend her time searching for something special, but her mind kept returning to the seven words of power. 
Evora’s hero was Maya Pallandor, the greatest enchantress in the history of the Academy of Enchanters. Maya was the inventor of armoursilk, and the youngest ever – man or woman – to be named High Enchantress.
Many of the principles that enchanters and enchantresses followed to this day were from Maya Pallandor’s teachings, and her unconventional exploration of new rune arrangements had led to an explosion of knowledge. A marble statue of her stood tall in the centre of the Academy’s gardens, and her famous diary was kept in a glass case in the Green Tower’s display room, overlooking the Great Court.
Evora had read everything there was to read about Maya Pallandor, although of course she’d never held Maya’s diary in her hands. If she ever became High Enchantress, she planned to take Maya’s diary out of its case and read it from cover to cover.
As Evora thought about Master Zoran’s test, she wondered if perhaps there was a place in the diary’s pages where Maya mentioned the seven words of power.
Years ago, when Evora was just a student, fumbling her way through lore classes and generally getting into trouble with the masters, she'd been searching the dusty shelves at the back of the Wrenright Library when she'd come across an old book. It was a text, written in an archaic hand, and the subject was speculation about Maya Pallandor’s most powerful creations.
The young Evora’s attention was drawn to a place where the book mentioned Maya once giving a demonstration using seven words of power. The next page was missing, but evidently Maya’s enchantment had astonished all of the masters at the Academy. 
Evora wondered why she hadn’t read about the seven words of power anywhere else, but the author of the old book, an enchanter who died a hundred years ago, also mentioned in a different section that Maya sometimes hid her scrolls outside the walls of the Academy. Eccentric and paranoid, Maya hadn’t trusted the Academy’s security. She'd wanted the lore to stay secret.
Evora could understand the need. She herself had broken into restricted rooms in the various libraries more than once; a skilled enchantress could find her way through most locks.
Evora had read the old book years ago, but the story of the seven words of power had stuck with her. She had always wondered what it was that had so impressed the masters of the Academy. It must have been something powerful.
She decided it was time to finally read the diary of Maya Pallandor.
 
~
 
“Silunara-ailieri,” Evora whispered.
The silver symbols woven into Evora’s silk dress lit up, before once more becoming dark. Slowly the green fabric of the dress moved through darker shades – from emerald to forest green, then the dark green of marshland, finally moving through to black. It was one of many sequences she had enchanted her dress with; there were times when it came in handy.
Evora crept through the shadowed arches and columns that lined the Great Court. The Academy of Enchanters was deathly silent so late at night, but as a master’s apprentice, Evora knew there were wards in the most unlikely places.
She already knew the words that would open the heavy lock on the door to the Green Tower; it was a secret she’d pried from Barrick over a year ago, just in case she might need it one day.
Once inside the tower, Evora crept up the thickly-carpeted stairs, her ears pricked, listening intently. At the second floor she left the carpeted landing and walked through a doorway into a spacious gallery, the soft soles of her shoes sounding like the patter of rain on the hard floor.
The display room in the Green Tower held nothing powerful or dangerous, merely mementos accumulated over the long years of the Academy’s existence. Standing just inside the room, Evora ignored the pedestals and shelves, her eyes instead drawn to the display case taking pride of place in the centre of the room. Within the case rested the diary of Maya Pallandor.
Evora stepped slowly forward, but while still a dozen paces away, she reached into her pocket and withdrew a ring, slipping it onto her finger. It had taken her hours to create, and now, after a brief prayer to the Skylord, she put it to the test. 
Evora spoke some words and activated the ring. The tiny runes she’d inscribed on the metal glowed softly against the dark of the room with colors of gold and sapphire. 
Immediately Evora could see red lines where protective enchantments guarded the glass case. One crossed directly in front of her knees – a single step further and the alarms would have sounded. With her ring revealing the wards, she carefully lifted one leg, and then the other over the line. The next was diagonal, and she was able to duck under it without too much difficulty. Finally, after passing three more of the wards, Evora stood in front of the glass case.
As Evora reached forward to touch the case, her ring turned red and she froze. She frowned, then crouched, looking underneath the pedestal the case rested on.
There were runes on the pedestal’s underside. Knowing she had little time, Evora swiftly deciphered them, searching for the activation and deactivation sequences.
Ah, there they are. The enchanter who had done this had obfuscated the sequences, but after she stripped the meaningless symbols away, Evora knew she could unlock the case.
Taking a deep breath, Evora whispered three words. The ring shifted hue back to gold and she breathed a sigh of relief. Returning to her examination of the glass case, she leaned forward and lifted the edge of the glass, tilting it on its hinges until the ancient book was revealed in the glowing light of her ring. 
Evora removed the diary, and gently set the glass back down.
She knew she had to scan the book swiftly so that she could return it and leave. Her breath quickened and her heart raced with excitement as she opened the diary and started flicking through the pages, her eyes straining in the feeble light cast by her ring. A lot of it was familiar – Evora had studied Maya endlessly in the Academy Library – but there was much that was not. Evora lost track of time as she read, and then she came to a section that made her draw in her breath. 
Maya Pallandor proudly mentioned the enchantment that “required only seven words of power”, saying that she hid it “under the bed” where no one except her could find it, “guarded by the watchful eyes of my old master”.
Maya then started to explain the demonstration she had given, but Evora looked up.
She could hear boots on the hard floor. Someone was approaching.
Evora hurried to replace the book inside the glass case, wincing as it shut with a clang. She whispered the sequence that would again ward the case. 
She then looked on with dismay as the runes on her ring faded.
Evora had left it activated for too long. The ring wasn’t made for reading; it was there to reveal the wards, and now its power was depleted.
Evora would need to dodge the invisible lines that barred exit from memory.
The sound of approaching footsteps grew louder. Evora closed her eyes and made a quick prayer, her chest rising and falling with her fear as she imagined what would happen if they caught her here.
Evora ducked and weaved, expecting to hear the shriek of the alarms at any moment, waiting for the room to light up as she touched a ward. With a great leap she jumped over where she imagined the last ward line to be, and then she was free.
Her dress as black as a shadow, Evora waited silently against the wall near the gallery doorway until the guard passed. Then she was down the carpeted stairs and out the Green Tower.
Under the bed… Watchful eyes of her old master… 
Evora had a new riddle to solve.
 
~
 
Evora found Master Zoran in his workroom. “I told you I didn’t want to see you,” he said, not looking up from whatever it was he was working on.
“I need your help with something,” Evora said.
“No, Evora,” Master Zoran said flatly. “I’m not helping you with anything.”
“It’s not related to the contest,” Evora tried again.
Master Zoran raised a shaggy eyebrow. “Not related to the contest? I would have thought you’d be hard at work, Evora Guinestor.”
“I am,” Evora said.
“You only have two days,” Master Zoran said. 
“I know, Master Zoran. I just need to know something for my research. Do you know where Maya Pallandor’s sleeping chambers were?”
Master Zoran looked at her with a quizzical squint. “A perfectly normal question,” he said sardonically. He sighed. “What period?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, Maya Pallandor slept in various student lodgings when she was young, whereas when she was High Enchantress she slept in her chambers at the Crystal Palace.”
Evora frowned. “When she was High Enchantress… that’s the period I’m interested in. Do you know if she ever slept near her old teacher, Master Garlan?”
Master Zoran opened his mouth and closed it. “Evora, I’m not sure what scandalous rumors they’re putting out these days, but the love Maya Pallandor bore her old master was nothing but honorable. Maya had a great respect for him, and when he died, just after she was made High Enchantress, she had that statue made in his honour. Now,” he said, “what is this about?”
“Nothing,” she said. “I have to go now. I’ll see you in two days.”
Evora had an idea.
 
~
 
Master Garlan was a wise-looking old man with a beard and a flowing robe draped over his body. On his breast, the symbol of Altura — the sword and flower — was beautifully stylized; the stonemasons had done a wonderful job. Evora wondered how much extra effort they had gone to at Maya Pallandor’s insistence.
The statue was worn, but the master’s eyes were stern and watchful. Maya had probably made sure the statue captured something of her memories of her old master.
Master Garlan stood above a fountain, in the centre of a grove of trees not far from the sandstone buildings of the Academy of Enchanters. From some unseen source, water filled an upper pool at the statue’s base, the run-off spilling down a series of smaller pools, finally flowing along a narrow canal, about a foot wide and deep, paved and walled with stone. At the end of the canal the water turned down a further series of steps before ending up at the largest pool of all, far beneath the statue’s base. Somehow it all made its way back to the top, where the cycle started again.
Evora looked up at the statue’s eyes and her breath caught. Master Garlan was looking at a particular part of the stone canal.
“Under the bed,” she muttered to herself. “Guarded by the watchful eyes of the old master.”
Evora walked to where the statue was gazing. Here the water followed its level path, hemmed in by stone on either side. She sat on the canal's low wall and peered down into the water. Some passing girls in the green woolen dresses of students looked at her curiously, but Evora was a full enchantress, apprenticed to a master, and she was allowed to do odd things. 
Evora lifted her dress above her knees and hopped over the wall, standing now in the flow of the water, feeling it cool on her calves. Evora thought she could see some symbols on one of the fitted stones that paved the stream, but looking through the water as she was, she couldn’t be sure.
How could she find out if there was something under the riverbed? She obviously had to remove the water, yet as far as Evora knew, the fountain had been flowing for hundreds of years. She didn’t think it would be possible to turn it off, or if there would be anyone alive who would know how. What would she say to them, anyway?
She would have to come up with a better way.
 
~
 
The next day, Evora returned to the fountain carrying a polished metal rod, covered with arcane symbols. She was eager to try out the object she’d spent all night working on
As she approached, Evora glanced at the place in the canal where the frowning eyes of Master Garlan pointed the way. However instead of heading down to the canal, she climbed up to the statue’s base until she was close to the water of the uppermost pool. She still couldn’t see how the water from below was carried up to this pool, but she hoped it wouldn’t matter.
Evora spoke ten words and the tip of the rod in her hand turned blue. Hoping that the enchantment she had created would work, Evora touched the surface of the pool with the rod.
Instantly, the water froze.
Evora could see new water start to well on top of the frozen pool, but the water ran over the hard ice and spilled over the sides instead of flowing into the canal below. She had time, but not much.
Evora climbed back down, following the little canal. Already the water level was dropping as the water from the canal drained to the lower pool without being replaced. Evora’s heart raced as she watched the level continue to fall, until finally the stones of the canal’s floor were exposed to the air.
Again Evora climbed into the canal, and she could now see that there were definitely symbols on one of the stone blocks between her feet. Under Master Garlan’s stern gaze she crouched and peered down at the flat block, perhaps six inches on each side, desperate to translate the runes and find the activation sequence before the water returned to the canal.
With a surge of triumph, Evora knew she had it. 
She said the words.
At first nothing happened. Then, as Evora looked down, the block began to sink. As it disappeared further into the ground she could see a space open up. The block stopped moving, and Evora quickly felt into the space.
Her hand found paper, and Evora withdrew a single scroll, old, but dry and undamaged.
Before the returning water could enter the space Evora spoke the words to move the stone block back into place. She didn’t know how Maya had dealt with the water, but it no longer mattered. She had found the scroll.
But Evora knew that with her demonstration at noon the next day and no knowledge at all about what was in the scroll, she would need to apply herself like she never had before.
 
~
 
The three apprentices stood in the centre of the Great Court, waiting for Master Zoran to tell them who would be the first to give his or her demonstration.
In his green enchanter’s robe, Barrick looked like he was trying not to appear nervous and failing miserably. Next to Barrick was a trough filled with water, evidently required for the demonstration he was about to give. 
Jostin stood next to Barrick, also in his rune-covered robe, a smug expression on his face. Whatever he intended to show seemed to have gone well. Jostin held a plain grey sack in his hands, and Evora couldn’t help but wonder what was in it. 
Evora had her hands clasped in front of her green enchantress’s dress. She knew she had bags under her eyes, and she clenched her jaw when a yawn threatened to break out, horrified at the impression that would give Master Zoran.
“Barrick,” Master Zoran said. “Why don’t you go first?”
Barrick indicated Jostin and Evora should step back. The apprentice then put his hand in his robe and withdrew a shining wooden rod. Evora could see a great amount of effort had gone into the rod; it was covered in symbols from one end to the other. Without meaning to, she started to see where she could improve the design.
“Remember,” Master Zoran said. “The most powerful enchantment with the fewest words to call forth its power.”
Barrick spoke twelve words, and the top half of the rod turned blue. He touched it to the water in the trough, and after the count of two breaths, the water grew opaque and solidified. As they looked on, the water turned to ice. Barrick looked up triumphantly.
“Impressive, Enchanter Barrick,” Master Zoran said.
“That’s not all,” Barrick said.
He raised the rod once more and said twelve different words. The top half of the rod changed color, shifting hue from blue to red. Barrick put the rod against the ice in the trough and, though it took longer this time, after a few moments cracks appeared in the ice as it started to melt. As Barrick’s audience watched, steam rose from the water, even as the last of the ice melted. Finally the water began to bubble as it boiled.
“Well done, Barrick,” Master Zoran said. “You may deactivate the rod now. Very impressive." Barrick blushed as Master Zoran gazed at his other two apprentices. "Who would like to be next?”
“I’ll go,” Jostin said, reaching into his grey sack.
Jostin pulled out a white cloak. Evora could see a multitude of tiny silver runes covering its surface – even she was impressed. 
Jostin said ten words and suddenly where the cloak had been there was nothing, even though Evora could see that it must still be there; some weight still dragged on Jostin’s hand.
Jostin whirled, spinning the cloak up and around his body. In an instant, only his head could be seen. Squinting, Evora struggled to see the faintest outlines of glowing symbols and some of the cloak's folds. 
“A cloak of shadow,” Master Zoran said. “Very impressive. Excellent coverage, too. Enchanter Jostin: I have never heard of ten words being sufficient to activate an enchantment such as this without it soon depleting. Well done.”
Jostin smiled and threw out his arm. The cloak opened up and spun forward, landing to envelope Barrick’s steaming trough. 
With his masterpiece now vanished, Barrick angrily tapped the rod onto his palm, looking as if he wished it were Jostin’s head.
“Enchantress Evora?” Master Zoran said.
Evora reached into the pocket of her dress and took out the small black wand. She’d made it out of obsidian, and the symbols were even smaller than those Barrick and Jostin had used, yet the arrangements were so efficient that Evora hadn’t even had to cover the wand’s entire surface.
She drew in a shaky breath. This was her chance. In emulation of Maya Pallandor, becoming a master was what she'd spent her entire lifetime to do. 
Evora pointed the wand at the rod in Barrick’s hand. She spoke the seven words of power. “Asta-luna-dilara-tolia-muliari-agira-lorna.”
The symbols on the wand flared, hot and sudden, but then gone as quickly as they came.
Nothing happened. Barrick looked at his rod curiously.
“Evora, was something supposed to happen?” Master Zoran said slowly.
“Try to use the rod,” Evora said.
Barrick spoke the twelve words to make the rod blue. Nothing happened. Frowning, he changed the inflections, saying them a little differently. Still nothing. He said the twelve words that would turn the rod’s tip red. Still nothing.
“I didn’t know such a thing was possible,” Master Zoran muttered.
Evora turned to where Jostin had thrown the cloak of shadow over the trough. She again spoke the seven words of power and pointed her wand.
The cloak reappeared, draped over the trough. Jostin picked up the white garment angrily, saying the ten words that would activate the cloak.
Nothing happened. It was once again just a piece of material.
“Do you have any idea how long I spent working on that?” Jostin rounded on Evora angrily.
“Enchanter Barrick, Enchanter Jostin, please leave us,” Master Zoran said. “I need to speak with Enchantress Evora alone.”
The two apprentices glared at Evora as they departed.
“How did you do it?” Master Zoran asked.
“I had some help,” Evora said. “I found one of Maya Pallandor’s scrolls.”
“Show me.”
 
~
 
Master Zoran looked up from the scroll. “This is all you had to go by?” He shook his head. “Typical of Maya, she only tells half the story.”
Evora shrugged. “Once I knew it could be done, it was just a matter of figuring it out.”
“You have a rare gift,” Master Zoran said. He sighed. “But I want you to know, I am going to name Jostin my successor. And,” he said, peering at her in the way that he did, “from now on we won’t be working together any more.” 
“I see,” Evora said, trying to hide her disappointment.
“Please, Evora, come with me. Bring your wand.”
Master Zoran led Evora along corridors, up carpeted stairs and through several locked doors to a part of the Academy Evora had never been to before. 
Finally, Master Zoran stopped outside an open archway. Evora came to stand beside him and her mouth dropped open.
Looking through the arch, she could see nothing but an empty void of darkness. There was space out there though, she could sense it. If she fell, she knew it would be a long way down.
“Come,” Master Zoran said, “stand here.”
He led Evora onto the silken mat that stood in front of the archway. Looking down, Evora could see symbols woven into the mat. Clever, she thought.
Master Zoran straightened his robes and took a deep breath. In all the years she had known him, Evora had never seen him like this. “Keep your eyes down, Evora,” he said, “and only raise them when I say.”
Evora had heard of this place but she couldn’t believe she was really here. Master Zoran spoke some words and the silk mat began to glow, gradually becoming more radiant with every passing moment. If this was the place Evora thought it was – and there could only be one place like this – then he shouldn’t be saying these words where she could hear them. 
Evora held her breath. Not unless, she thought, Master Zoran wanted her to hear them.
Master Zoran led her forward, and now at her feet Evora could see a glowing pathway, a bridge of runes, crossing the empty void. At the end of the pathway there was a door. The pair crossed in silence, but as they arrived Master Zoran spoke another word. The door opened and they stepped through. Master Zoran guided Evora as she kept her eyes down.
The door closed behind them and Evora saw a polished wooden floor beneath her feet. Her peripheral vision told her she was in a large room and that she and Master Zoran were not alone.
“Master Zoran,” a deep, booming voice said. “I have to say I’m surprised to see someone with you. Either she’s deaf, or you expect her to come here again. Or perhaps this is a one-way journey for the girl. The void you just crossed isn’t bottomless, but it is a long way down.”
Evora kept her head down, even though she desperately wanted to look up. Her fingers gripped her wand tightly.
“High Enchanter, you always said to tell you if I ever found someone special. Well, here she is. I’ve only seen one other with as much talent for enchantment as this apprentice.”
“And, Zoran, who might that be?”
“You, High Enchanter Greffon.”
The deep voice chuckled. “Look up, apprentice,” Evora heard the voice directed at herself.
She hadn’t realized how large the High Enchanter’s workroom would be – it was more of a series of rooms. Glass jars bubbled as heatplates warmed them from beneath and nearby vials of black liquid rested next to tools on a workbench. Books lined shelves on the walls, taking up every available space from floor to ceiling. Scrolls and tablets lay scattered about on a low table. Evora's eye was drawn to an emerald orb, inlaid with gold runes, proudly displayed on a pedestal. 
The High Enchanter sat at a desk, a heavy book open in front of him. He wore a robe of green silk that shimmered as his body shifted. Smile lines creased the corners of his eyes, which sparkled as he looked at her. Evora realized he had been making fun of her.
“What is your name, Apprentice?” High Enchanter Greffon said.
“My name is Evora, High Enchanter. Evora Guinestor.”
“Are you as good as Master Zoran here says you are, Evora?”
Evora lifted her chin as she met his gaze. “Yes, High Enchanter. Yes I am.”
“The emerald orb over there… What does it do? If you can answer that now, I will accept you as my apprentice.”
Evora knew it was impossible to tell; once again, the High Enchanter was making sport with her. She was suddenly tired of being led around – by the rules and contests of the Academy of Enchanters, and by the men who saw her as an easily-dominated woman.
“Do I have your word on that, High Enchanter?” 
“Yes,” the High Enchanter smiled. “Yes you do.”
Evora lifted her wand and pointed it at the orb on its pedestal. 
With a clear voice, she spoke the seven words of power.
“I can tell you in all truthfulness, High Enchanter, that the emerald stone does nothing." Evora smiled as she lowered the wand and turned back to the two wide-eyed men. "I suppose,” she finished, addressing the High Enchanter, “I should now call you master?”
 



The Discovery
 
“Do you know any dark stories?” Harun, the oldest boy, asked. “That last one was nice, but it was a bit…”
The bent old storyteller sipped from his wooden cup and then raised an inquiring eyebrow at Jenrin. Jenrin nodded and then gave Harun a squeeze.
“There’s no women here,” Jenrin said. “Give us something to suit the night.”
Harun looked up and grinned at his father.
Petie shivered and squirmed. He’d enjoyed the story about the huntsman and his missing bride. Outside the circle of firelight it was pitch black, and unlike Harun he didn’t have his pa close by to make him feel safe. Petie’s pa had been killed by bandits just three weeks past, bringing the number of people in the caravan down from seven to just six: Jenrin, Harun, Jenrin's brother Rob, the Torak twins, and little, fatherless Petie.
The storyteller spoke in his thin, croaking voice. “You’ve given me food and shelter on this cold night, and I’d be remiss in my duties as a guest if I didn’t give you what you asked for.” He drained his wine and then, setting down the cup, began to rummage in the sack he kept at his feet. The storyteller groaned as his body bent down, and Petie frowned when Harun stifled a laugh at the storyteller’s contortions. Jenrin pinched his son’s shoulder, silencing him.
The old storyteller found his wine flask and filled his cup, straightening. Petie slid along the ground until he was close as he could get to the fire without being burned. His night vision was spoiled by the flames and he was suddenly conscious of the darkness at his back. He wished for a big log behind him or even one of the caravan wheels, but the wagons were out there, hidden by the night.
“Where to begin?” the storyteller said. “I suppose I’ll start at the discovery.”
 
~
 
Once, in the land of Petrya, there was a boy who was smaller than all the other boys his age. Someone called him Fidget, because he was always playing with things, and even though that wasn’t his name, it stuck.
Apologies if I’m telling you what you already know, but Petrya is a land of contests. From a very young age the boys start competing, and this continues on through life. Even old men still fight, and wrestle, and climb, and jump. What about girls? Girls aren’t much valued in Petrya.
Fidget tried hard, but he wasn’t very good at the contests. He would practice in secret, over and again, trying to jump and climb and run. But Fidget was small, and he wasn’t very strong.
Fidget’s father was a warrior in the High Lord’s guard, a very honorable position. He was embarrassed by his weak son and tried to teach the boy, but he finally gave it up as hopeless. Fidget’s mother was kind, but she wasn’t able to stop the other boys from making fun of her child.
As Fidget grew older, he spent more time alone: playing with things, fitting pieces of metal together, forming blocks of wood into figures with his knife. He didn’t know it, but he was good with his hands.
Then Fidget’s mother died, and with no one to protect him, the sport of the other boys turned vicious.
They always hit him where he was covered by his clothes. Once, they broke two ribs. Another time he passed blood for three days. Fidget never told anyone; he was afraid his father thought him a weakling, and he didn’t want to get into trouble.
What’s that? Ah, yes, I mentioned a discovery. Well, one day, when Fidget was far from his village, he came across a cave. It was hidden by scrub, but the entrance was large enough for a man to pass through, and Fidget was able to push the bushes to the side and enter.
He coughed as he walked in, his footsteps raising big clouds of dust. No one had been in the cave for a long time. It was too dark to see, so rather than exploring further Fidget resolved to come back the next day with something to see with.
He stole a pathfinder – one of those seeing devices the Alturan enchanters make – from a strong boy named Tatem, one of his greatest tormenters. Returning to the cave, he activated the pathfinder and started to explore.
It was dark in the cave, outside the light of the pathfinder, and Fidget was scared but he was also curious. The walls of the cave were creviced and jagged, creating strange shadows. He walked slowly forward, finding a few planks of wood and a pile of old cloth but not much more than that. He was about to give up when he rounded a cleft at the back.
Suddenly Fidget froze, and the hairs rose on the back of his neck. 
There, at the back of the cave, in the shadows past the pathfinder’s glow, was a man.
Fidget willed his legs to turn him around, but he was too scared. He simply stood, staring at the black form, his eyes wide and his heart hammering in his chest. As he waited for the man to speak, or to come at him, he realized that the figure was completely motionless.
Now, I don’t mean motionless like little Petie here, staring at me all wide-eyed. I mean completely, and utterly still.
Finally Fidget summoned the nerve to step forward. He raised his hand holding the pathfinder, and the light trembled along with him. The glow caught the figure’s foot, and something glinted back, like the way a sword will catch the sunlight.
The light moved higher as Fidget took one more step forward. And then he saw that it wasn’t a man; it was a statue of a man. No, it wasn’t a statue, like you’d see in a town square. It was a man made of metal.
Walking forward, curiosity starting to overcome his fear, Fidget ran the light up and down the metal construct. It stood about seven feet tall, and it looked strong, powerful, like it could come to life at any moment.
Then Fidget heard a noise outside the cave.
“We know you’re in there, Fidget.”
He recognized Tatem’s voice. Fidget tore his eyes away from the metal man and looked back at the entrance to the cave. He could see the light outside, and hear other boys’ voices.
He wondered if he’d be able to hide in the cave, and maybe his tormenters would leave him alone. Then his nose wrinkled. He could smell wood smoke, and in a breath he could see wisps of grey entering the mouth of the cave.
The boys had started a fire.
Fidget coughed and his heart started to race. He might not have been the fastest runner, or the strongest wrestler, but he was clever, and he knew that if he stayed in the cave he would choke on the smoke and die.
Already smoke was pouring into the cave, filling it with gray clouds that clustered on the low ceiling. The entrance could no longer be seen through the haze. Fidget had to act, and he had to act fast.
He crouched down low and ran half-bent over, his hand over his mouth and nose. Fidget heard the sound of heavy branches being dropped onto the fire outside. He screamed as he reached the cave’s mouth and all he could see was grey, interspersed with flickers of red flame.
Terrified beyond belief, Fidget ran blindly ahead, feeling the fire touch his skin, burning through his thin clothing and blistering his stomach and legs.
He tripped over a branch and fell to the ground. Rolling, his eyes shut tight and lungs burning, he kept moving until he finally felt the heat lessen, and he knew he had made it out.
“Look, Tatem, isn’t that your pathfinder?” a boy piped.
Fidget still held the device in his hand. He opened his eyes. He was on his back, squinting against the bright daylight. There were five of them; they stood around him in a group, looking down at him.
“Lord of Fire, look at Tatem’s face. I’ve never seen him so mad.”
Fidget grimaced as he tried to move. Though his burned skin hurt worse than anything he had ever felt before, he knew the danger was far from over.
“You’re not getting up,” Tatem finally said. The expression on the big boy’s face was dark. He bent down and took the pathfinder from Fidget’s unresisting fingers. “You stole from me. No. You’re not getting up,” he repeated.
Fidget’s vision burst in stars and he felt an incredible pain. Tatem kicked him in the head again. Then the breath went out of him as Tatem kicked him in the stomach.
The other boys jeered and laughed. Fidget tried to cover his crotch, so they kicked him in the head. Then, when he covered his head, they kicked him in the crotch.
The kicking went on and on, all the boys joining in. Fidget’s body curled up, but they still found unprotected spots. All of the individual points of pain joined together, and Fidget felt his mind disconnecting from his body. When Tatem kicked his back with all his strength, Fidget felt something break inside him.
Eventually they left him, and as the day passed, Fidget wondered if he would live. The sun set over the horizon, and the moon rose, and still Fidget couldn’t move. He heard the howling of wolves.
Petrya is near the desert, and with the night came a terrible chill. As the temperature dropped, Fidget began to shiver, but it wasn’t until he heard the wolves’ howling draw closer that he managed to drag his body back inside the cave, crawling along the earth like a worm.
By late the next day, Fidget was finally conscious of his surroundings. Lying on the ground, his breath wheezing in his chest, he looked around and realized that after such a long time in the cave his eyes had adjusted to the darkness.
And there, just a dozen paces away, was the metal man, as still and silent as ever.
Fidget tried to stand, feeling pain shoot through his bruised and battered body, but there was something wrong with his back. He fell back down to the ground, crying out with the agony.
When he could think again, Fidget noticed something he hadn’t noticed before. Behind the statue, not far from Fidget’s eyes, was a flat box. It wasn’t a big box; it was only about a foot on one side and half that on the other, perhaps a couple of inches high.
Fidget hobbled over and opened the box, the lid coming off easily. Inside was a flat tablet of marble, and immediately he recognized the runes of magic that covered its surface, just like the pathfinder he’d stolen, but with many, many more of the little symbols.
He bent down and took the tablet out of the box. Fidget sat down and put it on his knees so that he could examine it more easily. Behind him, the man of metal stood silent.
Fidget spent days in the cave, tinkering with the tablet, forgetting about his pain, or even about hunger or thirst.
Three days after his beating, Fidget hobbled into the village. In the crook of his left arm he held a marble tablet that glowed with eerie magic, and his right hand touched it here and there.
Beside him walked a seven-foot tall man of metal.
As Fidget touched the symbols, the man would turn, or walk faster, or walk slower.
Making his was with painful steps through the village, Fidget found the boys who had hurt him, one by one. He had the iron golem – for that’s what it was, though he didn’t know it yet – hit their faces, kick their stomachs, and stamp on their necks. He didn’t say anything as he touched the tablet here and there, and beat them to death.
He found Tatem in his house with his family, in the middle of a meal. Tatem’s pa tried to stop him, but the golem was quicker, and it knocked the man down. Fidget made the man of metal beat Tatem to a bloody pulp, but left him alive. 
He then burned Tatem's house down with him in it.
Fidget left the village, and they never saw him again, although they say he is out there, somewhere, with no other company but a man made out of metal.
 
~
 
Petie shivered as the old storyteller finished speaking and took a sip from his wooden cup. The other members of the group sighed, and met eyes with each other, grinning and shaking their heads.
Petie missed his pa so badly. Why did he have to die? He didn’t want to be alone this night.
“Well,” said Jenrin, “that was certainly dark.” He shook his head. “I thank you, for your stories and your company, and I hope you’ll enjoy the warmth of one of our wagons on this cold night. We should…”
He was interrupted by a new voice, a cold voice, calling from the darkness. “None of you move, there are more of us than there are you, and we won’t be here long.”
Eight men stepped into the circle of firelight. Each held a wicked sword in his hands, and they were big men. Hard men.
“It’s a cold night, but it’s about to get colder,” the leader, a burly, bearded warrior, spoke again. “We’ll be relieving you of your wagons, your clothing, your gilden…”
Out of the corner of his eye, Petie saw the old storyteller bend down, rummaging in the sack at his feet. He pulled out a flat stone and sat it on his knees.
“Excuse me,” said the storyteller in his thin voice, as his fingers danced across the stone.
A figure walked out of the night, emerging like a demon, black and terrifying. A man made out of metal.
“…There is someone I’d like you to meet.”
 



The Builder’s Mark
 
It was graceful and beautiful. Each stone had been carefully chosen, matched to its fellows and carved with little whorls and the petals of flowers. The arch was complete.
Akio stepped back and regarded his work. Then, taking a deep breath, he began to remove the wooden supports. As he dismantled the frame the stones’ weight shifted, the arch came together, and for the first time was one.
Akio’s heart hammered as he withdrew the slats. He felt the arch tremble, and froze, his hands holding a piece of wood half-way through taking it away from the stone it supported. The arch’s tremble became a rumble.
“Look out!” Norio, Akio’s father, cried.
Akio jumped away, watching as the arch broke apart, barely escaping the heavy blocks of marble that tumbled to the earth. But he'd forgotten about the step ladder behind him. Suddenly he was looking up at the sky, finally smashing the back of his head into something hard. 
Finally, all was still.
Akio coughed and rolled over. He immediately thought of his father.
“Are you hurt?” Akio shot to his feet and rushed over to Norio.
“I’m fine!” Norio scowled, pushing his son away.
Akio put his hand to the back of his head and winced when he felt a lump. He looked around the quarry. Some of the other apprentices had started to come over at the commotion, but seeing that Akio and his father were unhurt, they returned to their work, shaking their heads and grinning ruefully at each other.
Though Norio was small and wizened, he had a wiry strength. He briskly turned Akio around to look at the back of his head, shaking his head as his son groaned. “You’ll never win Rika’s heart at this rate, and you certainly won't be able to count on her father's approval. You’ll be lucky to get your building license. I know I wouldn’t grant it, the way you’re going.”
Norio took Akio by the arm, leading him to the remains of the arch.
“Why do you think each apprentice is required to build an arch? What’s so special about an arch that the High Builder thinks it’s the best way to test your skills?”
Akio sighed. “I know, Father.”
“Tell me again.”
“Stone handles compression stresses but not tensile stresses. An arch provides a structure that eliminates tensile stresses while spanning an open space.”
“What else?” Norio demanded.
“An arch can be constructed in many different ways. It can be made tall or strong, span a wide space or a narrow one. The apprentice has a chance to demonstrate his skill.”
Norio picked up one of the smaller stone blocks. He turned it over in his hands to display the carved petals of a flower. “Tell me, Akio," Norio said, holding up the stone. "Where does it say that a good arch is one that was decorated with beautiful designs on the stones? They are pleasing to the eye, yes, but remember: You are building an arch. Not decorating one.”
“Yes, Father.”
“Building isn’t just about beauty. It’s about function, and form, and stresses, and forces.”
“Mathematics,” Akio scowled.
“Yes, my son. Mathematics. And lore. Your designs are pretty to look at, but where are the runes? The runes are there to help you – so use them! The runes make the stones stronger, or lighter, or resistant to heat, or bond better to the other stones. The runes, like the arch, are practical things.”
Akio finally raised his chin. “That’s not true. Not every structure is practical. What about the Long Bridge in Sarostar? Or the Terra Cathedral in Ralanast? In Torakon itself, in our capital Sakurai, what of the Pillars of Minoru, the Cathedral of the Sky, and the Akita Theatre? Even the earth temple in our village is a work of beauty.” Akio paused to take a breath.
“Akio, Akio,” Norio shook his head. “Yes,” he agreed, “they are beautiful structures. But,” he glared at his son, “first they were made to stand. Only after you have given your work both form and function, then can you make your mark in tiny letters on a block of stone that no one will ever see, but that you will know is there.” Akio’s father looked into the distance. “My mark is hidden in the walls of the house you live in, and the stones of the new spire on the village temple. One day you too will make your mark.” He gripped Akio's shoulders. “Persevere, my son. Persevere.”
 
~
 
Akio was on his way from the village workshop back to the quarry when he saw her. Rika. He murmured her name, feeling pleasure in the way it sounded on his lips.
She wore a lilac tunic, belted around the waist. It was the same style as the other village girls wore, but because her father was guild master and one of the most important men in the village, she wore a golden ribbon in her hair and the belt she wore was of yellow silk from Altura. Her hair was dark and long, with curls at the end past her neck. Curved eyebrows framed soft brown eyes, and her nose was regal, long enough to give her face character. At first, Akio had thought she was haughty, but then when they’d become friends he realized she was lonely, and for some reason he could make her laugh. She hadn’t yet seen him and Akio felt his heart ache. She was so beautiful. How could he ever hope to win her?
“Rika!” Akio called. He crossed to her side of the road.
Rika looked around. “Akio,” she took a step back, “you can’t be here! Someone will see us and tell my father.”
“Please, Rika. I just wanted to talk to you.”
“I mean it. You must go. But tell me, quickly, how is your work going?”
“It goes well,” Akio said. He looked at Rika's sympathetic eyes and sighed. “Actually, it isn’t going very well at all. My father’s frustrated. I know what I want to do. I want to make works of beauty. But the logic of it, the equations and the calculations… they sometimes escape me.”
“You’re too modest,” Rika said. “I’ve seen your work. It’s beautiful. You’re too hard on yourself.”
Akio shook his head. “You’ve only seen my carvings. You’ve never seen me build.”
“Have you heard the news? Prince Masaki’s coming to the examinations. To our village! Don’t worry, when my father sees how good you are, with Prince Masaki looking on, he won’t be able to refuse your license.”
Akio wished he shared her confidence. He didn’t know what to say next, so he simply stood, looking at Rika, memorizing her features: every strand of her hair and line of her chin, every curve of her lips.
“I need to go now,” Rika said. She glanced around, and then gave Akio a swift kiss on the cheek. “Good luck.”
 
~
 
“No, Akio. That’s wrong! Didn’t you hear what I said? Use your oracle. The artificers don’t sell those gadgets cheap, you know.”
Akio spoke the words to activate the oracle, and again keyed in the numbers. The answer was the same. He scratched his head.
“Give it to me,” Norio puffed with exasperation. “You need to divide percentages by a hundred. You know that!”
Akio felt the pressure building up inside his head. One week until the apprentices’ examination. One week. And it seemed that the closer the date came, the more mistakes he made.
“Stop thinking about that girl!” Norio yelled. “She’s housebound, and there’s nothing you can do to change that. Did you not think you’d be seen in the street? That word wouldn’t make its way to Rika’s mother and then to Builder Kazuki’s ear? You won’t see Rika until after the examinations are over, so just concentrate!”
“I’m trying my best,” Akio protested.
“Well try harder!”
Akio felt the pounding in his head grow in intensity. The blood rushed to his temple, and the oracle in his hand wavered.
“Do it again, and this time divide by a hundred. I saved for a year to buy you that oracle. Use the thing!”
Akio looked at the beginning of the arch in front of him. Behind it was the large marble block he was cutting the stones from. He had nowhere near the number of stones he would need. 
Looking at his scowling father, and then at the amount of work in front of him, Akio suddenly couldn’t take it anymore.
“Well maybe you shouldn’t have!” he cried. “Maybe I need to figure things out for myself sometimes. Maybe if you hadn’t been pushing me so hard, I would have learned on my own. Did you ever think of that?”
Norio drew back, his eyes wide with shock, but now that Akio had started he couldn’t stop.
“It’s just you and me,” Akio said. “I remember you saying that after Mother died. But it’s always about you! What about what I want? Did anyone ever ask me?”
Even as he said the words, Akio knew they were wrong. Norio regarded him with an expression that said that Akio was old enough to know better.
As Akio waited for his father to speak, Norio instead turned and without a word he walked away, leaving Akio alone in the quarry with the sun setting and all the other apprentices gone home.
Akio sat down on the hard rock, staring at the marble block and the cart he was supposed to use to bring his completed arch back to the village.
In a fit of rage he took his large hammer and smashed it into the huge marble block, again and again. Chips and chunks of stone flew off in all directions. Finally Akio kicked the block, and it tipped backwards, half-falling onto the cart.
Akio sat down and wondered what he would do.
 
~
 
The village was buzzing with the news that Prince Masaki was finally in town. High Lord Koraku’s son was young, handsome, and unmarried. The village women had been run off their feet the previous week, not only ensuring their homes and husbands were looking their finest, but also that their daughters were looking their most presentable.
Norio raised himself onto his toes as he tried to look over the shoulder of a tall man holding a baby. He was in the village square, a wide space paved with cobbled stones under the watchful gaze of the earth temple’s spires. The square had been cleared, with the townsfolk packed along the sides; it was not permitted to move further into the judging area. Norio pressed into the crowd and struggled to see through the mass of people.
A score of apprentices nervously stood next to their wheeled carts, and on each cart stood an apprentice's creation. Each work was covered by a cloth which would be removed when the High Builder and the guild master – Builder Kazuki, Rika's father – made their assessment. For added excitement, Prince Masaki would accompany the examiners on their grading. Builder Kazuki was puffed with importance to not only be in the company of the High Builder but also the High Lord’s son. He knew this boded well for his career.
Norio could see Rika standing in the crowd, not too far from her mother. Rika looked especially beautiful in a summer dress of blue and orange, although she wore a scowl on her face as her mother fidgeted with her hair.
Another apprentice entered the square, the drudge-pulled cart eventually coming to a halt, and suddenly Norio’s heart was in his mouth. It was Akio.
When Akio hadn’t come home, Norio had returned to the quarry, but Akio was gone. Norio’s son had taken the block of marble and his tools with him, and vanished into the forest.
Norio now tried to get his son’s attention, but Akio couldn’t see him. His son’s rising and falling chest betrayed his anxiety, and Norio’s heart reached out to him.
Norio closed his eyes, and gave a prayer to the Lord of the Earth.
He opened his eyes but was still unable to catch Akio’s attention.
Please, let it all work out, he thought to himself.
 
~
 
Akio was in a daze. His heart was hammering and he felt suddenly light-headed. He looked for his father in the crowd, but couldn’t see him. Norio had always been good to him, and made many sacrifices for him, including paying for his tools and his admission to the guild, even at the expense of his own career. Akio couldn’t blame him for staying away.
Part of Akio was aware enough to notice Builder Kazuki, Rika’s father; Michio Saga, the High Builder; and a handsome young man that must be Prince Masaki moving from one apprentice to the next. Each time they reached a new apprentice, the youth would nervously remove his cloth to reveal the arch he had made. Meanwhile the townsfolk looked on and the men made comments to each other about one feature or another while the women discussed the marriage prospects of the young man in question.
Some of the arches were tall and thin, and the crowd made sounds of appreciation when they saw how the runes enabled such a thin support to hold such a tall and graceful structure. Others were wide and sturdy, with indomitable strength build into every crevice, and runes chiseled into the surface that, when drawn over with essence, would make the arch last for a thousand years.
Then suddenly the three were standing next to Akio.
Builder Kazuki frowned when he saw who it was. “Apprentice Akio, please meet High Builder Michio Saga.”
Akio mumbled something.
“And Prince Masaki Rolan.”
Akio stuttered as he tried to speak a formal greeting. Prince Masaki smoothly interjected.
“It is a pleasure, Apprentice Akio. What do you have for us today?”
Akio looked stupidly from one man to the other, and then realized that this was his cue to reveal his work.
Akio stepped back, pulled on the cloth, and in one great sweep it was revealed.
It wasn’t an arch. There were no runes on it at all. There were no principles of strength, or compression, or lightness, or resistance to the elements, utilized to create this work.
Akio had made a statue.
The statue was of a woman, a young girl really, and was breathtaking in its detail. She had been carved out of a single block of marble, a large as life, in a pose that was both innocent and sensual. The essence of her being had been caught in the stone, her expression thoughtful and playful, endearing and sweet. She looked into the distance, smiling, as if seeing an old friend approaching. One of her hands was raised in welcome. The folds of her dress fell around her shoulders, her breasts, and her hips. She was beautiful.
At the foot of the statue, on its base, Akio had made his mark: a stylized version of his initials. He had been so proud when he'd finished, and remembering his father’s words, he had made this one final touch. A statue had no blocks, no inner surfaces to hide the mark away, so there was no other place for his mark. It made sense at the time, yet now, it just looked impudent.
He knew it was good. Surely they could see it?
But it wasn’t an arch. In his frustration, he hadn’t used the oracle once. Akio hadn’t made any calculations, or inscribed any runes. He looked anxiously from one man to the next, and immediately he knew he had done a foolish thing.
Builder Kazuki was stunned, his mouth agape, and looked to the High Builder to take the lead. Prince Masaki had a strange expression on his face, contemplative and pondering.
High Builder Michio was the first to speak. “This is no work of lore,” he said, looking at the statue. His gaze turned to Akio. “You are no builder.”
Kazuki looked from one man to another. “We cannot even waste our time pretending to judge this.” He frowned. “The entry is invalid.”
Akio’s spirits fell at Rika's father's words.
Prince Masaki tore his eyes away from the statue, appearing to require an effort to do so. He directed his attention to Akio. “She is beautiful. Tell me, Apprentice, who is she?”
Kazuki answered, scowling. “She is my daughter, Rika.”
“Bring her to me.” The prince looked up at the statue again. “Please.”
Soon Rika’s mother emerged from the crowd, Rika in tow, and she brought her daughter over. Shy and uncertain, Rika put her hand over her heart and dipped her head.
Prince Masaki looked from the statue, to Rika, and then back again. He shook his head in admiration. “Your daughter is beautiful,” he said to Kazuki.
“I… I’m honoured you think so,” Kazuki stammered.
Rika’s mother scowled at her husband, picking up the cue. “Perhaps you might like to dine with my family tonight, Prince Masaki?”
“It would be my pleasure.”
Rika’s mother bowed, and after a glare from her mother, Rika bowed again.
Akio looked on in horror. He had never expected this. Prince Masaki was giving suit to Rika!
“You have a remarkable talent,” Prince Masaki was talking to him. “Akio, is it not?”
“He is no builder.” The High Builder said again, scowling.
“Nor is he pretending to be,” a new voice said.
Akio glanced up; he knew that voice. It was his father, Norio.
“Builder Kazuki. Just think of how much love my son must bear for your daughter, that he can create this beautiful thing from memory alone.”
Prince Masaki started. He looked at Rika, and then back to Akio. “Of course. I should have guessed.”
“And think of how bold and clever Akio is, that he thought to take advantage of this opportunity to show you his work,” Norio continued.
Rika smiled at Builder Kazuki, who seemed unable to speak. “It’s true, Father,” she said. "He is very clever."
“I have to say the day is proving to be much more interesting than I had thought it would be when I woke this morning,” Prince Masaki said. “I have seen many arches, but nothing like this. Akio, do you think you could make a statue for me? I would like a representation of the High Lord, my father, to give to him as a gift.”
“Of course, Prince Masaki,” Akio said.
Akio looked around him. The townsfolk weren’t angry; they were thoughtful. Whatever they thought of the statue, they didn’t feel ridiculed, or upset, merely curious.
High Builder Michio’s deep voice boomed. “Can we now return to the examinations?”
“Of course, High Builder.” Prince Masaki smiled.
“Apprentice, remove this statue from the square.”
Akio nodded his acquiescence. But before he left, Rika's father, Builder Kazuki, finally spoke. “Akio, could you bring the statue past my house, later this evening? I think I have the perfect place for it.”
“Of course, Builder Kazuki,” Akio said.
Leading the cart, Akio left the square with his father walking beside him.
Norio spoke. “You did well, Akio.”
“I did?”
Norio shrugged. “Sometimes all it takes is a bold move — and to be ruled by your heart, rather than your head. Will you promise me one thing?”
“What is it, Father?”
“Ignore what I said. Never hide your mark – always make it where all can see.”
Norio put his arm around his son’s shoulders. Akio caught his father looking back at the statue, shaking his head, and suddenly realizing how much he loved the old man, Akio squeezed his father’s shoulders in return.
“Oh, and I’m sorry, my son, but High Builder Michio was right. You’re no builder.”
“Then what am I?”
“You’re an artist.”
 



The Attraction of Metal
 
“I’ll kill him.”
Senna tried to hide her face, but Luka lifted her chin. She winced when he ran his finger over her cheekbone with the lightest of touches, and he felt the rage coursing through his blood. The bruise under her left eye was scratched at the edges, the soft white skin of her cheek red and torn, as if hard knuckles had smashed into her face. Which was exactly what had happened.
Senna hung her head again. “Please, Luka. It’s not that bad.”
“Not that bad? Not that bad!” Luka took her by the arm, where the cheap material of her dress covered her shoulder. “Are you hurt anywhere else? Come inside and let me see.” He wanted to destroy the man who had done this, who had knocked his wife around like she was nothing.
Senna gasped when he touched her shoulder, and Luka’s eyes went wide. He slid the near-transparent cloth from her shoulder. The green and blue discoloration mottled her skin; bruises covered her upper arm.
“What did he do to you?” Luka demanded.
“He just grabbed me by the arm. He does that, Luka.”
“Like he just hits you in the face? I’ll kill him,” Luka said again.
Senna sighed. She gently removed Luka’s hands and weaved around him to enter their small lodgings, making directly for the wash basin. He looked after her, torn inside, aching to confront his wife’s tormenter, but fearful of bringing her to further harm.
Senna worked as a hostess at a burlesque house, The Bird in a Cage, billed as “the house with the longest legs in Seranthia”. She only served drinks, Luca knew, but not all the customers knew that. She’d stopped telling him stories about the patrons and their wandering hands; it upset him too much.
She said the owner, Erelin Osta, wasn’t a bad man, and in fact tried hard to look after his girls: both the hostesses, who served drinks and whose complaints generally revolved around lack of payment and groping; and the showgirls and working girls, whose problems could be much more serious.
Luca hated her working there, but at the moment they were poor. All of their gilden had gone to pay for his apprenticeship with the blacksmith, and the wages he earned simply weren’t enough to put food on the table. His master, like the owner of The Bird in a Cage, was forced to pay much of his income to the streetclans for their “protection”. There wasn’t much left for wages.
Even the streetclans weren’t the problem. Most of the residents of Seranthia simply stayed out of their way. It was Gugan who was the problem.
“I’ll kill him,” Luka said for the third time.
Luka was a big man and he knew it. In a crowd, Luka was the one who stood head and shoulders above the rest, and swinging a hammer day after day had made him strong. Even among the other apprentices he was the strong one, and whenever a block of iron needed moving or a wagon hoisting, Luka was always the man the blacksmith called for.
Senna finished changing out of her work dress, and now she just looked like Senna, the woman Luka loved, looking up at him with her beautiful brown eyes. His little wife was so small that he thought if he hugged her too hard he would break her.
“Luka,” Senna said. “I love you, and I know you’ll always protect me and treat me well. But fighting isn’t your thing, my love. You’re gentle, and you’re clever, a lot cleverer than people give you credit for. You’re always talking about different metals and their melting points, or the effect salt has on water. But you know you aren’t attracted to fighting. You work at a forge, with weapons everywhere, yet you never talk about swords or armor.”
“I just don’t find them very interesting,” Luka said. “Swords cut. Armor is clothing made out of metal. What’s to learn?”
Senna smiled. “Exactly. Please, Luka, don’t do anything. When you finish your apprenticeship you can start your own forge. It isn’t long now. Don’t worry about Gugan.”
Hearing the name again made the rage rise back to the surface and heat come to Luka’s face. His mind worked as he considered his options.
When Gugan rose in the ranks of the streetclans — and The Bird in a Cage became one of the businesses in his protection ring — that was when the trouble had started.
Gugan was a former legionnaire in the Tingaran army. Luka had never met him, but he had heard him described. He didn’t sound like someone who would be hard to pick out in a crowd.
The rumors on the street said he had lost both his arms when he saved his commander’s life from a prismatic orb, long ago during the Western Rebellion. Gugan had tried to throw the glowing orb back the way it had come but it exploded in his hand. Others laughingly said he’d fallen into a deep trench, and was holding onto the edge for his dear life when an enemy cut down at his arms; miraculously he’d survived.
Either way, he had been gifted with two replacement arms of metal — Gugan became a melding. A forceful blow from one of those arms could punch through stone. He had retired after the war and been given a pension. When he’d spent his pension, the streetclans had welcomed him with open arms.
Gugan hadn’t made many friends among the shopkeepers, food vendors, and barkeeps he extorted. He treated the working women at Erelin Osta’s burlesque house as his personal playthings, and they’d soon learned to give in to him or face his fist. Erelin had appealed to the Tortho, the head of Gugan's clan, but been told to keep his mouth shut. Fearful for his life, Erelin had no option other than to wait it out. Eventually, when a man was disliked enough in Seranthia, justice would be done.
Gugan had his fun with the working girls and the dancers. Then the melding started on the hostesses.
Senna served drinks. She wore a revealing dress, near see-through, but she called it her uniform and she never let a customer think otherwise.
But Gugan didn't consider himself a customer. He didn’t like being refused, and he let it be known in the only way a man of violence knew.
“I need to work tonight,” Senna said.
“No, you can’t,” Luka pleaded.
“You think I want to?” Senna said. “Look, I’ll cover the bruises with some powdered chalk. It doesn’t even hurt.”
“If he touches you…”
“Luka, he’s a melding, and no one in Seranthia interferes with the streetclans. Gugan only comes by once a month and you’ll finish your apprenticeship in three weeks. Soon as you’ve got your smithy I’ll quit my job, and with a forge you’ll be able to afford your own protection. In a month, no one will be able to touch us.”
“He won’t be back for a month?”
“He won’t be back for a month.”
 
~
 
Luka applied himself in his work at the forge, impressing the blacksmith, and he knew the completion of his apprenticeship was assured. He demonstrated all he'd learned about malleability, and how some metals could be drawn better than others, about melting temperatures and alloys, about conductivity of heat and the taking of an edge.
Senna’s bruises healed, and her smile returned. The weeks passed, and the day when Senna could leave her job approached.
Then Luka came home to find the door to their tiny single-roomed dwelling ajar.
There was blood on the door handle.
Luka dropped his tools on the ground and pushed his way in.
Senna was on the floor, lying curled on her side, her knees close to her chest. Her work shoes were still on her feet, fancy-looking sandals with high heels. She’d pulled her transparent dress tightly around her and covered herself with Luka’s coat.
Senna coughed and slowly sat up. “Luka,” she mumbled. “My love. Please, don’t do anything.”
She spoke through thick lips, split in three places where Gugan had hit her. Her face was swollen to twice its size and her eyes were hidden behind the puffy skin of her cheeks. Luka’s wife’s beautiful visage was a patchwork of terrible colors – blue, violet, sickly green, and ruby red.
“I told Erelin I was leaving. Then Gugan came, and he found out. He said he wanted to have me before I went.” Luka felt the anger swell within him, rising to a level higher than ever before. “But I didn’t let him, my love. Nothing happened. Please, don’t do anything.”
Senna raised her battered face, and then dropped it again, not meeting Luka’s eyes.
This time the rage was overpowering, roaring in Luka's ears. He didn’t realize his fists were clenched, the muscles in his arms bulging.
Luka went back out through the front door. He banged on the door next to his own, hitting it with his fist until a voice called out.
“Unga, it’s Luka from next door.”
There was a clanging of latches, and then the door was opened by an old woman in a thin robe.
“Please, Unga. I need you to attend to my wife. Here,” he handed his neighbor some coins.
Luka left in the direction of The Bird in a Cage.
On the way, he decided to stop by the smithy and grab a hammer.
His largest.
 
~
 
Gugan was gone by the time Luka arrived at the burlesque house. Erelin, the owner, initially refused to tell Gugan how he could find him.
“I don’t want any trouble,” Erelin Osta kept saying.
“It's too late for that,” Luka said. “I’ll wager half the shops in the area can tell me where to find him.”
Erelin sighed. “You’re smart for a man your size.” He hesitated, licking his lips. “Where he is, you won’t want to go. He’ll be at the clan lodge.”
“Where?” Luka demanded.
“Between Fortune and the Tenamet. Big stone building with guards everywhere. You can’t miss it.”
“Thank you,” Luka turned.
“Luka?”
“Yes.”
“Be careful. And I don’t blame you. I’m sorry I couldn’t do more.”
 
~
 
“Gugan! Come out!” Luka shouted.
He stood with the head of his hammer resting on the dusty street.
Six men lounged at various places outside the clan lodge, thugs with heavy boots on their feet and swords at their hips. One spat on the dust, grinning up at Luka.
“Gugan!” Luka called again.
Ten men walked out the arched doorway, down the stone steps, and stood facing the young smith. Gugan stood with his lieutenants, smiling at Luka, his bald head glistening. Luka knew his position here was untenable, but he felt the rage and held on to it; it was the only thing that gave him the courage to face his enemy.
It was the first time he’d seen Gugan in the flesh. He was older than Luka had thought he would be, perhaps in his forties. He was shirtless, with a muscular chest scarred, bronzed, and made lean by a lifetime of combat. Gugan carried an axe at his belt. Each of his men had a weapon of some kind.
“Do I know you?” Gugan said, resting his hand on his axe.
Luka looked with fascination at the melding’s arms. They were made entirely of black metal, all the way up to past the shoulder, half-way to the melding’s neck. Luka could see little symbols inscribed in the metal. He’d heard about the powers this gave the melding – incredible strength, lack of fatigue, and the ability to block sword blows, impervious to pain.
These arms had struck Senna’s face.
“You beat my wife,” Luka said.
Gugan paused for a moment, as if thinking. “I’m sorry,” he said. He grinned. “Which one was she?”
“Senna.”
“The wench from that stinking whorehouse? She’s your wife? Girl like her, I thought she’d have better taste. Nice breasts, though.”
“I hear you fought in the Rebellion,” Luka said.
“That’s right.”
“Kill many?”
“Plenty,” Gugan said.
“Of women? Because I can’t really see you fighting a man. You can’t even keep your body in one piece. What was that, gangrene?”
Gugan and his lieutenants stepped forward.
Luka held up a hand. “I’m calling you out, Gugan. You’re an old man now, but you think you can still fight, otherwise you wouldn’t be throwing those fists around the amount you do.”
Gugan sniggered. “You, boy? You’re calling me out?”
“A fight,” Luka said. “One on one.”
Gugan looked at his men. Luka could see what was going through the melding’s head. In the clans, no one could be perceived as weak. Luka had been careful to only address him, and Gugan was the one who would have to deal with him.
One of the men in Gugan’s group spoke up. “Give up, boy. The last thing Seranthia needs is another dead body.”
Gugan silenced the man with a glare. “Fine. I’ll even fight unarmed.” There were sniggers from his men. The term meant little to a melding. “You can have your choice of weapon.”
“Three hours,” Luka said. “In the square outside the burlesque house. I’ll see you there.”
 
~
 
A crowd had gathered; news traveled fast in Seranthia, and the melding had few friends outside the streetclans.
Luka stood in the dusty street, his heaving chest betraying his anxiety, legs spread apart as he waited. In his right hand he held the end of a great bar of black iron, nearly as long as he was and as thick as his thigh, the other end resting on the ground.
“Get yourself a sword,” an old man from the crowd called out. “You can hardly lift that thing, let alone swing it.”
Luka saw Unga, his neighbor, arrive, and recognized Erelin Osta and some of Senna’s friends from work.
Then Gugan arrived with his men. The melding strode toward Luka and the crowd immediately drew back. Gugan made some mock punches in the air, his fists driven forward by the powerful lore in his metal arms. The air fairly sizzled with his movements.
There was no preamble; the fight began as soon as the two men were within spitting distance of each other.
As Gugan came forward Luka tried to lift the iron bar. He didn’t know how to fight, but he was big, and he was strong. Even so, it was like lifting a mountain. He managed to get the end of the bar a little way off the ground, his muscles groaning as he grunted with the effort.
Perhaps the bar was too heavy.
“Defend yourself!” someone yelled. Luka saw Unga hide her eyes behind her hands.
Gugan was suddenly in front of him. He came forward with a jab that sent lights bursting in Luka's head and split the skin on his cheek to the bone,. Then the melding’s right hook hit Luka's chest.
Luka was lifted physically off the ground, losing hold of the bar and flying through the air to come crashing down to the earth, the wind knocked out of him. He lay flat on his back, feeling so much pain in his chest that he couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe.
Luka tried to lift himself up, the muscles in his abdomen tensing with the effort. Scanning, he saw Gugan coming forward; he would be on Luka in moments. 
Luka lifted his head off the ground as he started to rise.
Gugan grunted with effort as he kicked into the side of Luka's head, sending the young smith down to the ground again.
“Get up!” someone from the crowd pleaded.
Gugan raised his arms into the air and walked around Luka in a circle.
Fighting the pain, Luka rose unsteadily to his feet, though he was weaving. "I'm not finished," Luka said.
At the sound, Gugan turned. He looked surprised and then smiled. “Here,” he gestured to Luka’s heavy bar of iron. “Be my guest.”
His eyes never leaving the melding, Luka walked over to the iron bar, ignoring the chuckles of Gugan’s lieutenants and the perplexed whispers of the crowd. He breathed in, feeling strength slowly return. Luka crouched and grabbed one end of the bar in each hand. He lifted slowly, feeling the blood rush to his head and the skin of his face grow hot and red. Finally Luka stood, holding the bar above his head with a supreme strength of will, like a weightlifter at the Imperial Games.
Gugan came at him with both fists raised, and with a huge effort Luka threw the bar at the melding with every ounce of strength he possessed, praying his opponent would react the way he thought he would.
The melding raised his metal arms to block the great iron bar, and metal struck metal as they came together with a mighty clang.
The next moment was the one Luka had been waiting for. Gugan’s eyes opened wide with shock as the magnetized bar of iron stuck to his arms, refusing to let go. Luka knew no man could hold that heavy bar for long, and the look that crossed the melding’s face was one of pure astonishment as the bar came crashing to the ground, pulling Gugan down with it.
Luka stood watching him, his muscles aching and breath coming fast. Gugan tried to free himself, but the great magnet was too strong to resist. Luka’s opponent was now helpless, on his knees, his arms pinned to the bar and his legs unable to pull him from the heavy weight.
Luka regarded the melding. 
Gugan stared back at him, venom in his eyes. “What witchery is this?”
“It’s called a magnet,” Luka said.
“Let me go!”
Luka glanced at Gugan’s men. They started to move forward, but the crowd stirred and they drew back.
“No,” Luka said.
He came forward and punched Gugan once, twice, and then a third time. The first punch smashed into the melding’s eye, the second split his cheek, and the third broke his nose. Blood spurted onto the dusty street. “That’s for what you did to my wife,” Luka said. Then, seeing how exposed the melding was, Luka kicked him in the chest.
“I'll leave your fate in the hands of the people who know you,” Luka said.
He turned and walked away from the melding. A cheer rose from the crowd, and suddenly a stone flew past Luka’s shoulder to strike Gugan on the forehead. It was soon followed by another and another
Luka saw his neighbor, Unga, pick up a rock.
Erelin Osta threw a stone the size of his fist, and the women who stood with him each threw one of their own.
“Go back to your wife, Luka,” Erelin Osta said. “You can leave – he won’t last the night.”
Luka walked away without looking back. It was time to take care of Senna, and to look forward to a life working with the unique properties of metal.
It had always attracted him.
 



The Sins of the Past
 
The Kalif of Tarn Bitar was one of the most powerful men in the Hazara Desert.
Even in his younger days – when as a fearless warrior Kalif Majid and his men had raided and plundered villages and caravans from Petrya to the shores of the Great Western Ocean – he hadn’t had as many fighting men under his command as he did now. Majid’s life had been blessed by the Lord of Fire, and from the recklessness of his youth to the wisdom of his advancing years, his star had shone brighter with every passing moment.
Now, when Majid left his tents and gathered his wives for a visit to the souk at the Oasis of Touma, the vendors bowed in his wake. Jewel-sellers ran up to his horse, tugging on his robe and displaying their finest wares, while swords were held up for his inspection and horses were paraded by the dusty road-side, their dark coats brushed until they shone like the sun on the waters of the oasis.
Majid knew he cut a fine figure. His robe was of soft black silk, covered with an outer layer of fine white goat’s wool to reflect the sun’s rays. He was old, nearly seventy years of age, and his hair was entirely white, yet it was trimmed neatly and he wore heavy golden jewelry at his throat and six gem-set rings on his fingers. Despite his age, his bearing was erect, and he rode his proud stallion with the confidence of a man who had spent a lifetime in the saddle, still able to challenge any of his young warriors in a race.
Yet Kalif Majid Khuzaimah was not a happy man.
His sword-arm had grown weaker with every passing year, and at the end of a day’s riding the joints in his knees ached.
As Majid grew older, the glances of his men began to seem resentful rather than respectful, and the looks of those with a claim to rule in his stead became envious. Majid now slept with a dagger under his pillow and a ring of guards around his tent.
Majid hadn’t survived countless midnight raids and taken a wealth of slaves by being a fool. He didn’t need a confessor to tell him that he didn’t have long left for this world. Yet he was fond of life, and wasn’t ready to give up just yet.
So Majid formulated a strategy for his advancing years, just like he would any other battle. To give him as many years as possible, his guards would protect him from those who thought they would make a better tarn leader than he. In the event that death knocked on his door, he would do what he could to cleanse his soul and prepare for the journey to the afterlife.
Yet cleansing Majid's soul had its own troubles. As the confessors forced Majid to focus his thoughts on his own death, his great wealth and status and the pleasures of his numerous wives and concubines became as nothing. As he dwelled on the teachings of the elders, who preached compassion and a life spent following hajjariah, the way, he reflected on the life he'd led.
He knew the commandments; he’d laughed at them long ago, along with the other young men his age. Do not steal? He’d stolen gold and goats, tents and spices. Do not covet another man’s wife? He’d taken his enemies’ wives as concubines, and done with them what he willed. Love thy neighbor? He had raided neighboring tribes, and he had killed cousins who had challenged him for the leadership of Tarn Bitar. 
Do not murder? Majid’s thoughts shied from that one.
“Kalif, look,” one of Majid’s warriors pointed at a sign in the souk, beside the stall of a spice merchant, “there is a new confessor.”
Majid searched for any mocking in the warrior’s tone, but could hear none. They knew about his obsession; he’d visited confessor after confessor in his quest for the salvation of his soul.
“I see the sign,” Majid said. “I will stop here for a while. My wives may buy goods while I am visiting.”
“Yes, Kalif.”
Majid’s bones cracked as he slipped down from his horse and handed the reins to one of his men. “Wait for me outside,” he said.
There was a man outside the tent, a devotee, wrapped from head to toe in the black wool of one who sought atonement for past sins.
That makes two of us, Majid thought.
“The confessor awaits,” the devotee said, his voice muffled by the cloth, as he opened the tent. Majid stooped as he walked inside.
It took a few moments for Majid’s eyes to adjust to the dimness. The tent was small and low, with ragged carpets covering the ground and cushions spread around a table that stood at the height of his knees.
The confessor was older even than Majid. Her features had been weathered by the sun until the skin of her face was like creased leather. Her startling eyes were half-brown and half-green. She lit a stick of incense as Majid approached, motioning for him to seat himself.
Majid placed a silver coin on the table as he settled himself and then cleared his throat.
“I’m troubled by fear,” Majid said.
“There are many types of fear,” said the confessor. “Many sources. What is yours?”
“I was never afraid before, but now I sleep with a dagger under my pillow. I have guards follow me wherever I go. At night forty men guard my tent, and I still think it isn’t enough.”
“Is there one you trust?” the confessor asked.
Majid hesitated. “The one man I can perhaps trust, my son, has left on pilgrimage and still has not returned.”
“What is the greatest of the fears?” the confessor asked, drawing out each word as she spoke.
“I fear the repercussions of what I did as a younger man,” Majid said. "I have killed many."
“The sins of the past can follow us,” said the confessor. “Yet much time has passed. Why do you fear what happened many years ago?”
“That is what I do not understand,” Majid said.
The confessor was silent for a moment. “You are struggling with a guilty conscience. It isn’t this world you fear. Those you fear are all dead. The world you fear is the next.”
“Perhaps… Perhaps you’re right,” Majid said. “There are commandments I have broken. I haven’t always followed hajjariah, the way.”
“The best remedy for a guilty conscience is confession.”
“I have confessed. Yet the feeling remains.”
“Confess to me now,” the confessor said.
Majid barked a laugh. “How much time do you have? We would be here for an eternity.”
“What is it that troubles you the most?”
Majid wiped his hands over his face. “There is one memory that haunts my dreams.”
“Tell it to me.”
It was a long time before Majid spoke, and as he did, he looked into the distance. “I took a small camp. They were lahsar, those without a tarn. I rode in with my son at my side. We killed their men as usual, but I was angry that day, for one of my wives had promised me a son but given me a daughter.”
“A worthy reason for ill-temper,” the confessor said.
“There was a lack of spoils – they were so poor – which enraged me further. After we killed their fighting men we rounded up the children, lining them up on their knees in the sand. This is the usual way we judge our captives — which we will sell to slavery and which we will keep for ourselves. We made them watch as we burned the bodies of their parents and everything from their camp that we would not take with us. But I was not well that day, and rather than taking slaves, I ordered their heads cut off, even the little ones. The babes were simply too small, even for this, so I ordered my men to throw them straight onto the fire.”
“So you killed them all?”
“One escaped: a young boy. It was hot, and I wanted to take my men back to the oasis. I still remember the way he looked at me. His eyes were cold and dark, even though he was so young. I thought he would never survive alone in the desert, with no food or water, so I let him go. I have cursed myself ever since.”
“Ah,” the confessor said, “I see.”
“This is what troubles me. I dream that he somehow survived the thirst and heat of the desert, and that one day he will seek his revenge. In my dreams he makes it past my guards and into my tent. I am troubled that he will seek me in the afterlife.”
“I can help you,” the confessor said, “but I will need to pray for the solution. Come back in three days.”
“If you can help me,” said Majid, “I will shower you with gold.”
“Your gratitude will be enough, Kalif,” the confessor said. “My devotee will show you out.” 
 
~
 
The black-clad devotee came back into the tent after the Kalif had left.
“What are your thoughts?” the confessor said. “You were there.”
“I am not sure,” the man in black said; his voice was troubled.
“Do you still seek his death?” the confessor asked.
The devotee didn’t answer for a moment, placing a pouch that clinked onto the table, which the confessor quickly swept up.
“He seems repentant,” the man in black said. “Yet he takes pride in the wealth his evil deeds have brought him. I have no wish to become like him; that is not the way. I can remember that day like it was yesterday. But would his death set me free?”
 
~
 
“Three days have passed, confessor,” Majid said. “My dreams are as troubled as they always were. I am even seeing that boy when I’m awake. I’ve doubled the number of guards around my tent, yet I still live in fear.”
“I have prayed, Kalif,” the confessor said, “and I have received an answer.”
“What is it?” Majid demanded.
“It is not this life you fear, but the next. Yet you have shown no actions that demonstrate true repentance. You still carry the wealth that you made from deeds such as the one that troubles you. And by seeking the protection of blood and steel, you are showing no faith in the Lord of Fire, who is the only one who can grant the peace you seek.”
“Yes, yes,” Majid said eagerly. “What must I do?”
“You must make a choice. If you seek forgiveness and are truly repentant, here is what you must do. You do not have to do it, which is what makes it your choice.”
“Tell me. I’ll do anything.”
“You must stand down your guards and take a single tent out into the desert. Take no weapons with you, for the Lord of Fire will know. You must spend one single night, out in the desert, not as a kalif but as a man.”
The Kalif’s face went white. “I can’t do it.”
“Why not?” the confessor said. “Hazarans have been spending nights in the desert since before your birth. Those you raided had no weapons. This is what the Lord of Fire asks of you. To show you are repentant, you must spend one night away from your blood-stained steel and your ill-gotten gains.”
 
~
 
Majid rode away from the Oasis of Touma a troubled man. He knew that the confessor spoke sense, yet the idea of spending a night alone in the desert filled him with terror. His guards were silent as they rode around him, and even the thought of them not being near caused his heart to race.
One of Majid’s guards looked at him and for a moment Majid saw the face of the boy from the camp, before the vision shifted and he realized he was simply looking at one of his men.
This couldn’t go on.
When he reached his luxurious encampment, so large it was a small city, Majid went straight to his tent to pray.
He prayed long and hard, seeking the Lord of Fire’s forgiveness for what he had done. The confessor’s words would not leave him. She was correct: he hadn’t shown true repentance, and it wasn’t this life that troubled him, it was the afterlife.
Majid sent one of his men to get him a small traveling tent.
He started to pack.
 
~
 
Majid had forgotten what it was like, out in the true desert, with no creature but his horse for company. Foreigners said the desert was quiet, silent even, but it wasn’t true. The wind howled past the rock formations that spotted the Hazara, and blew at the dunes so that the sands constantly spilled and shifted.
The gusts shook his tent, causing the buckles to jingle and the fabric to snap like the sound of a whip. Every moment Majid imagined someone was outside, fumbling with the knots, preparing to jump in and swing at him with a sharp scimitar, take his head from his shoulders, and leave it out in the desert for the sun to dry out.
Majid felt under his pillow, taking comfort from the hilt of the heavy dagger he’d brought with him. He wasn’t sure if the Lord of Fire bargained, but surely he could see that Majid genuinely sought forgiveness. He wouldn’t take offence at this slight change to what the confessor had said, would he?
When it came, his sleep was fitful.
 
~
 
Majid woke to the sound of heavy breathing. He had been having a nightmare, but this was different. Was he still dreaming? Majid looked up and screamed.
A man hovered over him.
In the darkness the man’s face was a void. As Majid’s eyes adjusted he saw that the man’s face was blank because his head was wrapped in black fabric. The cloth covered him from head to toe.
The man in black lowered himself so that he was looming directly over Majid, his chest rising and falling with passion and his breath loud in Majid’s ears.
“Who… who are you?” Majid asked.
“I am a messenger from the Lord of Fire,” the man in black said.
“You’re the devotee from the confessor’s tent. You’re him, aren’t you?” Majid said, his voice trembling. “The boy. I made a mistake. I left you alive.”
In one final act of desperation, Majid moved. “Tish-tassine,” he called, activating a nightlamp, bathing the tent in its bright glow and revealing the man in complete detail. At the same time he brought the dagger out from under his pillow.
Yet the man in black was faster. He grabbed Majid’s wrist and squeezed, until the dagger fell out of Majid’s grip. Majid felt the man’s speed and strength, and knew he was facing a warrior.
The man in black pulled the material away from his face.
“No,” Majid’s son said. “I am not him. But I was one of those who wielded the swords, and followed your orders.”
Majid saw that his son’s haunted eyes mirrored his own.
“You made no mistakes, Father” his son said. “You left none alive. The boy would never have made it out of the desert. But like you, I cannot find peace.”
Majid felt a blade slice across his throat, and as the warmth of his lifeblood gushed out, he wondered about the afterlife.
“You made me do those things,” his son said, “and one of us deserves to be free.”
 



Splice
 
Aleks could feel it coming. “Not now,” he muttered. “Please, not now.”
“As you all know, this is the most delicate part of the process,” Master Fyodor was saying, “so be careful. This is where your chosen strains join together, merging to become one.”
Aleks and six other young men hovered over their benches, peering down through the open holes of their transmuters with expressions of concentration as they watched their gloved hands work.
“You have a very brief window,” Master Fyodor said. “Those of you who are trying for a third strain must enter it into the primordial ooze within the next five seconds.”
The glowing symbols on the transmuter were hurting Aleks’s eyes. His neck ached from the bent angle, and he fought to control the shaking of his hands as he picked up the jellied pebble with his tongs and dropped it into the middle of the ooze.
“There,” he whispered. He’d added the third and final strain. He could close the seals on the transmuter, Master Fyodor would activate the runes, and in three days it would present him with a seed.
Then he felt it come again. “No,” he groaned to himself. He pulled his head away but he was too late. The familiar onset of a nosebleed was bad enough, but not here, not now!
With horror, Aleks saw a single drop of blood fall out of his nose and fly through the air, to slip neatly through the open viewing port of the transmuter and land with a sudden speck of red on top of the ooze.
“Students,” Master Fyodor said, “please step back from your transmuters.”
Aleks pulled back, looking hurriedly to the left and right, but no one had noticed that he’d inadvertently added his own blood to the primordial ooze.
“Please,” Master Fyodor said when he came to Aleks’s bench, “step back from the bench, Aleks. I’m looking forward to this. I can’t wait to see yet another of your marvelous creations.”
“Master Fyodor…” Aleks said.
Before he could say anything, his teacher had closed the seals on the transmuter and spoken the words that would activate it, incubating the primordial ooze and transforming it into a healthy seed. Master Fyodor then dripped essence from a small flask into a funnel on the incubator’s side, where it would be absorbed by the ooze and condensed in the seed.
Aleks had spent weeks gathering his three strains, building them from a multitude of other stock to give his seed the properties he wanted. It was to be a guardian plant – a small warrior to protect a field of crops from the ravages of birds and rabbits. What effect would the droplet of blood have? Would it have any effect at all?
“You may go, students,” Master Fyodor said. “I will see you in three days.”
Aleks hurried over to his teacher, wondering what he would say. This would ruin his entire project; the master would give him no grade at all, and instead of finishing at the top of his class, he would end up somewhere in the middle.
Aleks opened his mouth to speak, his head tilted to the side as he blinked rapidly, when another voice came from behind him.
“Master Fyodor.” It was a girl’s voice. Vera’s voice. “I’m having trouble understanding the transmuter’s second stage.”
Aleks turned to look at her. Lord of the Sun, she was pretty. She had a tip of her raven-black hair twisted thoughtfully into her mouth, and her blue eyes sparkled with intelligence. Like him, she didn’t seem to have many friends among the other students. How could he say what he needed to say in front of Vera?
“I have an appointment I must keep, Vera,” Master Fyodor said, “but why don’t you ask Aleks here? I’m sure he can explain it to you.”
Master Fyodor busied himself putting books into a bag, while Vera turned to Aleks expectantly. Aleks opened his mouth, blushed, and then turned and fled.
 
~
 
Three days later, the students collected their seeds, and by now Aleks felt it was too late to say anything to Master Fyodor. Along with everyone else, he planted his seed a finger’s depth into the rich soil of the Lyceum of Cultivation in the living city of Rosarva, capital of Vezna.
Over the next month the plants grew according to the characteristics the students had imbued them with. Some were wide and spiked, used for fences and walls. Others were tall and willowy, with two trunks forked like legs, and rope-like arms; these would make good laborers or even warriors. Aleks’s guardian plant grew as he had designed it – light green to camouflage itself amongst fields of crops, thin and spindly so it would bow in a breeze but not break, and with a splash of color across its head to attract harmful insects to its waiting mouth.
Aleks received praise from Master Fyodor, as well as resentful glances from the other students, but as he stood and regarded his work, he knew that something was wrong.
The arm-like stems were thicker and stronger than he thought he’d designed. For the head, he’d taken inspiration from a plant that trapped flies between two spiked leaves, but this head was much bigger than he had meant it to be. Where it should have had thorns on the edge of its mouth, Aleks’s plant instead had what appeared to be teeth: spiked like thorns, but white and hard like his own.
Aleks knew though that he couldn’t say anything to Master Fyodor or anyone else. He realized now that he didn’t want them to destroy the thing he’d created. Aleks felt a strange bond with it; there was a part of him here. And now it was time to call it to life.
Each student held a tiny vial of essence in one hand and stood in front of his or her plant. Their creations would each receive five drops. For some, this would allow their slow-moving and simple plants to live for many years. For others, there would be just a brief explosion of life and activity before the essence worked its way through the plant’s system and killed it.
“Students,” Master Fyodor said. “You may now activate your creations.”
Aleks stepped forward, his hands gloved to protect them from any accidental spillage of the deadly liquid. He allowed his five drops of essence to fall into the guardian plant’s open mouth, and then spoke the activation sequence he’d built into the splicing.
“Mohl-tour. Ahn-sahl-ahna,” Aleks said.
The guardian plant straightened, turning its head first to the left, and then to the right. It swayed a little, even though there was no breeze, and then stopped when it faced Aleks, seeming to regard him, though it had no eyes.
Aleks tilted his head and smiled. It seemed happy to be alive.
“Well done,” Master Fyodor said. “Soon you will be able to call yourselves cultivators.”
The teacher went to each student in turn, congratulating them and shaking their hands. Master Fyodor clapped Aleks on the back when he came to the blinking young man, saying he was impressed by Aleks’s guardian plant, and would like to talk to him about it sometime.
Master Fyodor moved on, and Aleks turned once more to his creation. He frowned and tilted his head to the side in perplexity. Had it moved? Wasn’t it standing a little more to the left now compared to before?
Aleks knew that in a month or two Master Fyodor would try to help him sell it to someone; perhaps a farmer or another cultivator. He would be meaning well, but Aleks wasn’t sure if he wanted to sell it.
Couldn’t he just keep it, for a little while?
 
~
 
Aleks was on his way home when he heard a female voice from behind him.
“Aleks!”
He turned. It was Vera.
“Ho, Vera,” Aleks said. He tried to think of something to say. “Congratulations. Your climbing vine is thriving.”
“Thanks,” Vera said. “I just came over to congratulate you, actually. I can't believe how much your guardian plant has grown.”
“I made a mistake actually,” Aleks said.
“I’ll bet it was nothing.” She chuckled. “You’re the type who probably can’t sleep when you make the slightest slip. I only tried two strains and my hands were shaking so much afterwards that I couldn’t make my dinner.”
“I thought you did well,” Aleks said. “There are some things I can show you though, if you’re interested.” He thought about the strains she might find easier to work with.
“You always tilt your head when you’re thinking, did you know that?”
“Really?” Aleks said.
“Yes.” Vera smiled, stepping closer to him. “Really. You think a lot.”
“I wish I didn’t think so much,” Aleks said. “I wish I didn’t have nosebleeds and cough so much and get out of breath when I run.” He instantly wished he could take the words back.
“Oh, Aleks. Clever is better than strong any day,” Vera said. "I was wondering—" She suddenly stopped. "What is it?"
Aleks's mouth had dropped open. Vera followed the direction of his gaze. 
It was the guardian plant. It stood among some taller trees forty or fifty paces away. Aleks could swear it was watching them.
“How did it get out of the Lyceum?” Vera wondered.
“It’s as if it’s been imprinted,” Aleks said. “You know what I mean — given a place to guard.”
“Or a person.” Vera grinned. “It knows its creator.”
Aleks looked back at the guardian plant. “Stay here,” he said to Vera, smiling. “I want to try something.”
He walked away from Vera, ten paces, and then twenty, his eyes on the guardian plant the entire time. “Look,” Aleks called, “it’s not watching me at all. It’s watching you.”
“Why would it watch me?”
“I don’t know,” Aleks said, shrugging as he came back to Vera. “I’ll have to get it back inside the Lyceum though.”
Deep inside, Aleks wondered. Why was the guardian plant interested in Vera?
He liked Vera a lot.
How much of him was in his creation?
 
~
 
In the weeks that followed Aleks and Vera spent more time together. They both graduated from the Lyceum, and Aleks and Vera’s parents began to discuss the idea of a match between the two.
Aleks visited the Lyceum, and each time marveled at the guardian plant’s rapid growth. Even Master Fyodor said he couldn’t understand it — the strains Aleks had used only gave the creature the ability to eat insects. How could it increase in size so quickly?
Aleks solved the problem, although he decided not to tell Master Fyodor. The guardian plant was supposed to ward off birds. Standing pensively at the Lyceum with his head tilted in thought, Aleks’s gaze was on the closed jaws and the splash of color across the plant’s now barrel-sized head when it happened. He saw a pigeon fly too close to the guardian plant. Almost faster than Aleks’s eyes could follow, the jaws opened and the teeth closed down. Blood gushed out as the bird was crushed and then swallowed. Aleks told Vera, who also cautioned him not to say anything.
Yet Aleks still hadn’t told Vera the truth – that there was something of himself in his creation.
Then one day the guardian plant disappeared. Master Fyodor was perturbed; he’d thought to garner a tidy profit for Aleks, but Aleks told him not to worry. A notice was put up at the Lyceum, asking for the people of Rosarva to be on the lookout for Aleks’s guardian plant.
Strangely, Aleks missed it, and found himself wondering what had become of it, yet he was also disconcerted. With all of his other creations, he’d known exactly what traits he’d given them. Perhaps it would be best if he never saw it again.
 
~
 
“Look who it is?” a husky male voice spoke. “It’s the two bookworms. Why cultivate in the sun when you can bury yourself in your books?”
“Go find a hole yourself, Lev,” Aleks said.
“The worm speaks,” said the second newcomer, Sergei.
“You’ve certainly got your heads together, you two,” Lev said. He walked slowly forward, and then shoved both of their heads so that Aleks and Vera’s crowns cracked together painfully.
Vera cried out in pain, while rage began to surge within Aleks. But though he could feel anger running through his veins, he knew he was too weak to handle either of his tormenters on his own, let alone both Sergei and Lev together.
Aleks opened his mouth to call Lev a coward, but then he saw it, standing behind Lev, taller than all of them. “Lev, look out!” Aleks cried.
“What…?” Lev said.
A vine whipped out from the guardian plant, and as Aleks looked on in terrible fascination he saw that the vine was tipped with thorns. The vine wrapped itself around Lev’s neck, thorns digging into the soft flesh of the youth’s neck, and then it pulled.
Lev’s eyes were wide with shock and his face turned white as blood gushed from his throat. He fell to one knee, pressing both hands to the gaping wound.
“Sergei,” Aleks said. “Quick. Get out of here.”
Aleks put himself between the guardian plant and Vera and Sergei. When he saw that Sergei had made it away, he turned and pushed Vera to get her moving. The guardian plant reared up, the vines whistling through the air. Aleks remembered again how it seemed to think it needed to protect her. The plant hesitated – did it know its creator?
Aleks turned away from it and ran. 
 
~
 
Aleks was at his home in the living city. The walls of the residence where he lived with his parents were made up of two oaks, their trunks pressed together as if kissing, and Aleks lived in the space created underneath. Draughts often made it cold, and Aleks shivered.
He wondered where he should look for the guardian plant. People were out hunting for it, flasks of poisonous liquid clutched in their hands. Some even had enchanted swords from Altura, or a prismatic orb or two at their belt. Aleks almost felt sorry for his creation.
Where could it be? Where would he go, if he were the one being pursued?
Aleks felt responsible for everything that had happened. Lev was dead and it was his fault. He knew the strains he had chosen for the seed well, and there was nothing in there to give the creature such aggression.
Only whatever had come from him.
Was it the dark side within Aleks himself that made it what it was? Would Aleks have killed Lev, if he had the strength?
Aleks knew he had to find his creation and destroy it. He wondered again where it could be. It was aware. It knew it was being hunted.
He wanted to search but first he needed to know where to look. Aleks felt that if he thought hard enough, he would know where to go. 
Where would he go?
As he pondered he looked into a mirror and into his own eyes. Remorse filled him. He should have said something. But how could he have known that there was such darkness within him?
Alex's eyes stared back at him. 
Something moved in the reflection. 
Aleks turned, and there it was. The plant was in his home, bigger than ever, looming with its tooth-lined jaws gaping open.
He froze. Surely it couldn’t be here to harm him. What did it want?
Aleks had shoved Vera.
The plant’s only thought was to protect her.
The jaws came down.
 
~
 
Vera walked through the tree-lined streets of Rosarva, watching the way they swayed and rustled in the wind. She thought of Aleks and sighed. It had been a month since Aleks had vanished, and already life was moving on, but she still thought about him constantly.
People speculated that he’d been so filled with fear that he'd fled Rosarva. Vera didn't believe them. She knew Aleks. He wouldn't run. Such a creature needed to be destroyed, and Aleks would see it done.
Privately, Vera thought he’d left to draw the plant away. One day, he might come back.
Vera saw a shade of lighter green among the willowy trees. She thought nothing of it at first, but then stopped in her tracks when she realized what it was.
It looked a little like a guardian plant, but like none Vera had ever seen before. It was broader and its arms and legs were incredibly human; the mouth, when it opened its tooth-lined jaws, was red and moist.
It seemed to be watching her, which Vera knew was impossible. Disquieted, Vera turned around and hurriedly walked away; she would find another way home.
There was something unnerving about the way it tilted its head.
 



The Inheritance Test
 
Massimo’s elder brother, Alonzo, returned from his first independent trading expedition grinning from ear to ear. 
“My son has returned!” their father Giorgio cried, running down to greet Alonzo's lumbering wagon.
The wagon came to a halt, and after his father had kissed Giorgio on both cheeks, Massimo was the next to climb up the side of his brother’s cart, shaking hands and finally giving in to his elder brother’s embrace. Meanwhile, Giorgio ran to the back of the cart, peering in to examine the contents.
“I see marble from Torakon, silk from Altura, dyes from Tingara… It seems your venture was a great success! I’m proud of you, my son,” Giorgio said.
“Thank you, Father,” Alonzo said. 
Giorgio finished inspecting Alonzo's cargo and came back to haul Massimo out of the way. Massimo stepped down from the cart and his father climbed up, moving Alonzo aside on the bench seat and sitting beside him. 
“Now, Alonzo,” Giorgio said. “What have you learned?”
Massimo’s father always asked his eldest son this question. When Alonzo returned from classes at the earth temple: what you have you learned? When Alonzo went to his first dance: what have you learned? Always it was the same.
“Well, Father, I learned that Petryans are short on potatoes. Alturans need stone, particularly marble. Veznans are in need of Alturan nightlamps, Toraks need drudges, and,” Alonzo said with a laugh, “I missed Ralanast.”
“Missed Ralanast, or missed me?” Giorgio laughed along. “Well done, my son. You passed your test with ease, just like I knew you would. It's not long now, only a month, but when I retire, I know that Giorgio Sarto and Son Trading Merchants will be in good hands.”
Without conscious thought, the words burst out of Massimo’s mouth. “What about me?” he asked. “Will I get a test?”
Giorgio frowned when he turned to Massimo. “No, Massimo. You’ve got too much of your mother in you. You’re brave, I’ll give you that. And you’re a good lad; at least that’s what the priests say. But you don’t have a practical bone in your body. Before I go to Mornhaven I’ll see you placed somewhere – perhaps as a novice priest, or an advocate with the guild. After I’m gone your brother will be too busy to take care of you. Rather than me, it’ll be Alonzo who’ll be away most of the time.”
"I can take care of things here," Massimo said. "I can run things while he's gone."
"No, Massimo." Giorgio shook his head. "It's too much responsibility for you."
Alonzo stepped down from the cart and put his arm around his brother’s shoulders, leaving Giorgio running his eyes over the goods Alonzo had returned with. 
“I don’t want to leave,” Massimo said.
“I don’t want you to either,” said Alonzo. “Perhaps when Father’s gone…”
Massimo knew that once his father pushed him into either the temple or the guild, he wouldn’t see his brother anymore. With just a month until his father moved to Mornhaven, Massimo’s time with his brother would soon end.
“Father,” Massimo called out. Giorgio turned. “Give me a chance, please. Give me a challenge like the one you gave Alonzo.”
Giorgio laughed. “You wouldn’t last a minute.”
“Let him try,” Alonzo said.
Massimo’s father looked from one boy to the next. His brow furrowed. “Fine,” Giorgio said. “I’ll give you your chance, boy.”
Dismounting from the wagon, Giorgio took Massimo’s hand and dragged him past the files of wagons, to finally stand beside the small cart they used for trips into town. The drudge was already hooked up in its traces, scratched and worn, motionless until it was next activated.
“Lunara-siela-tara,” Giorgio called out. 
The symbols on the bones of the construct lit up, and the drudge rose from its inactive state. 
“You know how to control this?” Giorgio said. 
“Father,” admonished Alonzo, “he’s animated a drudge with me by his side a thousand times.”
“Yes,” Massimo said, suddenly afraid. “I do.”
“Good,” said Massimo’s father. “Wait here.”
Giorgio returned a moment later with a small pouch that jangled as he walked, and a stack of waxed paper. Looking at the stack, Massimo realized it was actually a single piece of paper that had been folded many times.
“Just like your brother, you get an empty cart and twenty-five silver deens. Most important of all, however, is this map.”
“And if I’m more successful than Alonzo?” 
Giorgio snorted. “If you’re more successful than Alonzo and you return with more wealth than he, then I’ll tell you what, Massimo, you can stay here and help your brother.”
“I’ll do my best, Father,” Massimo said.
“Off you go, boy. I’ll see you in a month.”
Giorgio strode away with big, ground eating strides. 
Alonzo turned to Massimo. “He’s never one to use two words when one will do. Just come back alive. I’ll talk to Father while you’re away… I’ll try to see if he’ll let you stay here with me.”
 
~
 
Twenty-five silver deens! Massimo had never had so much money. He thought of all the things he could buy. 
Be cautious, he told himself, as he set the drudge into motion with a few spoken words and some touches to the controller tablet. He turned it into the street, and then he was away.
Should he load up with goods here in Ralanast, to take away to foreign customers? No, he decided. Halaran was a land of grains, fruits, cheeses and cured meats. Ralanast, as Halaran’s capital, was a wonderful place to buy foodstuffs. But food didn’t fetch much when it was sold. Instead, Massimo decided to spend his money wisely and fill his cart with magical devices from Loua Louna. He would travel faster empty, load up at his destination, and he would sell the devices on his return. 
He pictured them now, an array of glittering objects piled in the bed of the cart, spilling over the sides. Why trade in vegetables when he could trade in timepieces, seekers, oracles, perhaps even prismatic orbs? Massimo would head for Loua Louna, land of the artificers, and he would return to Ralanast a rich man.
Alonzo had cautioned Massimo to spend some of the money hiring guards, but Massimo decided it was an expense he could do without. The more gilden he saved for goods, the more he would have to sell when he returned, and the more he would impress his father. 
With a light heart, Massimo spent four of his twenty-five silver deens on the supplies he would need for his journey. He bought a salted side of beef, a round of cheese, and three loafs of rye bread. Deciding he would make faster time if he traveled by night, Massimo bought some candles, pleased at how prudent he was being: an Alturan nightlamp would have been much more expensive. Finally he bought four bottles of dark beer, two skins of red Halrana wine, and a flask of a strong Petryan spirit called firebrand. Massimo had sipped beer a few times and had even tried wine, but he’d never heard of firebrand. The tavern keeper promised him the liquor would keep him awake, enabling him to travel further each day.
As he left Ralanast, sitting proudly atop his drudge-pulled cart, the road opened up in front of him, and soon Massimo was traveling through the farmland on the city's outskirts with a song on his lips and excitement in his blood. 
 
~
 
Knowing Loua Louna was far to travel if he wanted to return within a month, Massimo kept the drudge moving all through the first night, taking regular sips of wine, reading his map by candlelight.
He wondered at the tavern keeper's words. He'd always thought that beer and wine was supposed to make a man relaxed, not keep him awake. But he was a tavern keeper — he would know — and Massimo had seen plenty of men drink until very late at night. With a shrug he had another sip.
The second day was cool and clear, and Massimo settled into a routine. He liked his own company, and with the drudge doing all the work, the beer and wine made for a pleasant journey.
That night he was too tired to stay awake, but decided to sleep in his cart by the side of the road rather than spend money on an inn. 
He followed the same routine on the third day, but on the fourth day Massimo woke with a splitting headache. As he got underway again he frowned down at the half-empty wineskin on his lap, and with a curse he threw it onto the side of the road. 
The headache was doing a good enough job at keeping him awake.
 
~
 
Two more days had passed, and now, looking at his map, Massimo felt pleased at the progress he was making. Loua Louna was still far away, but at this rate he would reach his destination and return inside the month with time to spare.
Massimo again decided to keep traveling throughout the night. As had happened previously, he was completely alone under the stars, his drudge plodding away, all of the other merchants and traders having sought the safety and comfort of an inn.
Massimo wondered how many timepieces he could buy for his twenty-odd silver deens. They were expensive in Ralanast, but surely they would be much more reasonably-priced in the country where they were made? He’d always liked timepieces…
 
~
 
Massimo came awake with a start, the cart beginning to veer off the road, heading for what looked like a field. He needed to stay awake.
Massimo suddenly wished he hadn’t thrown out all his wine. Did he have anything else?
Massimo felt around behind him. What was this? Ah, it was the bottle of Petryan firebrand. Surely that would keep him awake.
He opened the bottle and took a swig, like he would have from a bottle of beer.
“Achhh!” Massimo put his hand to his throat in pain. Lord of the Earth, that hurt! It was like drinking liquid fire. He supposed he knew now where the name came from.
Massimo put the bottle of firebrand to the side. He was alert now; there was no doubting that. A warm feeling seeped into his stomach. 
As the night wore on, the moon rose, shining pale light on the road, and Massimo again felt great pleasure to be traveling. This was the life, he thought to himself. Just him and the road.
He took another sip of the firebrand, making a soft sound of contentment as he put the bottle away.
A moment later, Massimo started to sing. 
He sang a farmers' song about the harvest, opening his mouth and shouting into the night. Massimo had another sip and grinned to himself. Who was there to hear? He launched into a raunchy tavern song about how women were like wheat, and should only be harvested when ripe. 
Suddenly Massimo squinted ahead, trying to see in the darkness. Was that a figure ahead? No, it was two silhouettes. There were two men ahead of him, blocking the road.
“Are you lost?” Massimo asked, calling the drudge to a halt. Then he realized he was still fifty paces from the waiting men. “Still some way to go,” he muttered. “How did they get so far away? Perhaps they’ll need the map if they’re lost.”
He got the drudge moving again and then rummaged around until he found the map. Finally Massimo looked around for a candle, otherwise how else would they see?
Massimo held the lit candle out in one hand as his cart approached, but it ruined his night vision and he could no longer see the figures. “Where are you?” Massimo called out. “Are you lost? Do you want a drink?” He took a mouthful of the firebrand and then held the bottle out.
“We’re right here,” a voice growled at Massimo’s feet. “Pull the cart over. It's ours now.”
Massimo saw a thin man in ragged clothing trying to climb up onto the moving cart. Behind him a swordsman waited his turn to jump up. The sword looked big, and the shock of seeing the bared steel hit Massimo like a punch in the chest.
Massimo’s mouth was still full of firebrand as he gasped, but it came out more as an eruption of liquid that sprayed out into the face of the thin brigand.
“Argh!” the thin man screamed, falling down and clawing at his face.
The swordsman came forward, but he was forced to dodge when his companion fell past him. Massimo swung down at the swordsman with whatever it was that was in his hand.
The bottle of firebrand smashed over the swordsman’s head. Glass and liquid flew in all directions, and the swordsman fell down to join his fellow on the side of the road with a cry. 
Massimo looked in wonder at the broken bottleneck he still held in his hand. Shocked, he opened his hand to drop the bottleneck but for some reason, both his hands opened. The remnant of the bottle fell, and the lit candle fell with it.
He looked on, horrified, as the candle bounced off the wagon's side and sailed through the air, falling onto the two brigands. Drenched in firebrand, they suddenly howled as their clothing caught fire.
Massimo left them rolling in the grass, each man trying to put out the fire on his friend.
“Sorry about that!” Massimo called over his shoulder.
In the commotion, the drudge had continued plodding along without guidance, pulling closer and closer to the edge of the road. He guided the drudge back toward the middle of the road and continued on, the flames disappearing from view as the road rounded a bend.
 
~
 
A week later, Massimo entered the bustling town of Mourie, just across the Louan border. He was pleased to see it was market day — or perhaps every day was market day here. He was also pleased that he hadn’t bought more of that Petryan liquor back in Ralanast.
“Excuse me.” Massimo leaned down from his cart to question a middle-aged woman running a soup stall. “Do you know where I can buy timepieces, seekers, oracles, and prismatic orbs?”
“Further,” the woman said, jerking her chin.
“Thank you,” Massimo said.
He kept his cart moving through the market but it was crowded, making the going difficult. Some people grew angry with him, asking him to take his empty cart elsewhere, and Massimo wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do.
He asked everyone he passed where he could go to buy Louan devices, but so far he hadn’t made much progress.
“Where can I buy timepieces?” Massimo asked a pretty girl in a blue dress. 
“Here to buy, are you?” the girl asked.
“All the way from Ralanast,” Massimo admitted. “It’s my first expedition on my own.”
“Really? I might be able to help you. How much do you want to spend?”
“Perhaps fifteen silver deens,” Massimo said. He remembered some advice Alonzo had given him about never telling people how much you really have.
“Head for the big square, up ahead,” the girl said. “You can’t miss it.”
“Thank you.” Massimo beamed. She waved back at him.
Massimo was pleased at the girl’s response — it seemed he was in the right place after all. He simply had to fill his cart with goods and head for home, and his mission would be a success.
On the side of the road just ahead, two men were arguing, poking each other as they shouted and called each other names. As Massimo’s cart moved through the market he drew close to them, looking on with consternation.
A punch was thrown, and Massimo wondered if he should do something. Suddenly he heard a great crash from behind him, like the breaking of glass, followed by a woman’s scream.
Massimo halted the drudge and turned. He had somehow hit another cart, although he didn’t see how it was possible. A woman held both hands to her face and had turned in the driver's seat to look in the back of her cart, sobbing with great heaves of her chest.
Massimo looked ahead but the argument had ended; the two men were gone. He hopped down from his cart and ran over to the woman's cart.
“What’s wrong?” Massimo asked. “Are you all right? Are you hurt?”
“What’s wrong?” the woman shrieked. “What’s wrong? You hit me, that’s what’s wrong! I was trying to get your attention but you kept looking at that fight!”
“I… I don’t see how I could have. And even if I did bump your cart, you're unharmed, aren't you? Perhaps you’re just a little shaken?”
“Look!” the woman cried, standing and pointing into the back of her cart.
Massimo looked over the edge of the woman’s cart at where she pointed.
He couldn’t tell what it had once been, but it was now just a jumble of broken wood and pieces of shattered glass. “What… what is it?” Massimo ventured.
“It was my lady’s jewelry box, that’s what it was.” The woman started to sob again.
“Oh. Is it valuable?”
“Worth at least fifteen silver deens!”
“Really? That much?” Massimo wondered what he should do. He had close to twenty-one deens. Had he really hit her cart? He was certain he hadn’t.
“You owe me,” the woman said. “Or my master’s going to have me hung.”
“Hung?” Massimo said incredulously. “Surely not.”
“You don’t sound Louan,” the woman said. “What would you know about how we servants are treated? Please,” her voice turned wheedling, “give me fifteen deens?”
Massimo thought about returning to Ralanast with nothing but a story about his careless handling of the drudge, leading to the loss of most of his money.
“I’m sorry,” he said, “I can’t.”
“What if I give you this cart? It’s the only thing of value I own. You could hitch the drudge beside yours and have a train of two wagons.”
“Your cart?” Massimo thought. It was certainly worth at least fifteen silver deens. He made a decision. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you the gilden, and you give me the cart. You can buy a new jewelry box and you won't be punished.”
“Oh, thank you,” the woman said. “Thank you, kind sir.”
A moment later Massimo was again moving slowly though the throng of the market, but this time he had two drudges side by side in front, and a second cart behind. He still had six silver deens, and he decided he’d already made a profit on the journey. 
“That’s my cart!” a voice challenged. “And that’s my drudge!”
Massimo decided that this time he wouldn’t allow himself to be distracted. The last thing he needed was another mishap.
“You,” the voice called. “I’m talking to you!”
Massimo heard the sound of running feet, and, turning, he saw a man running toward him, a wooden club in his hand. It was one of the burly men who had been arguing in the street, just before Massimo had hit the woman’s cart. 
Massimo looked around for some kind of weapon.
“That’s my cart, and that’s my drudge,” the burly man said again, as he drew puffing up to Massimo. He spoke some words and Massimo’s newest drudge stopped in its tracks. Massimo was forced to halt his own drudge. 
“What do you mean?” Massimo asked. “I just bought it.”
“Bought it? From who?”
“A woman…”
“What was her name? Did she run a shop? You’ve been taken, friend. My cart was stolen from me just this morning.”
“That’s not possible…” Massimo said.
“It certainly is. Now give it back.”
“I can’t!”
“Oh, yes you can.”
In the end, the burly man took both Massimo’s cart and his own. He also left Massimo with just two of his six silver deens, and a lump on his head the size of a boy’s fist.
Massimo decided it was time to return to Ralanast.
 
~
 
At least he still had his map. Walking on the road, back the way he had come, Massimo at least knew how to get home.
He needed food but he decided to save the two silver deens. He had enough copper cendeens that he would be able to eat, provided he was frugal, and provided he slept in forests and hedges. Suddenly the two silver coins were as precious to him as the waxed map he carried under his arm.
He was still in Louan lands when clouds gathered overhead and the weather turned cold. It began to rain, a freezing drizzle that grew heavier as Massimo pushed against it. Some of the raindrops fell more slowly than others, and Massimo soon saw flakes of snow, first in a sparse flutter, then in a whirling flurry. A chill wind blew down from the icy north. 
Massimo pulled the thick cloak around his body, glad for its warmth. His brother had given it to him as a gift, and Massimo suddenly longed to see him again, to feel Alonzo ruffling the hair on his head, telling him that life was full of surprises, yet a generous heart could achieve anything. 
Massimo wondered if Alonzo was wrong. Perhaps Massimo was too generous, and rather than listening to the tavern keeper’s advice he shouldn’t have bought all that liquor. Perhaps rather than assuming the two men on the road were lost, he should have assumed they were up to no good. Perhaps rather than trusting the woman who had sold him the cart he should have been more suspicious.
The weather turned colder still and Massimo's breath steamed in the frigid air as he shivered. The snow began to obscure his vision and he decided it was time to look for shelter. There weren't many trees around, but scanning, he saw a small copse of evergreens up ahead where he could wait out the storm.
“Who goes there?” a voice called as Massimo reached the spiky barrier of the largest of the trees’ hanging branches.
“A traveler, looking for shelter,” Massimo called out. 
He pushed through the branches to the small protected space underneath. It was still freezing in here, but at least it was out of the wind.
Massimo’s eyes widened in surprise. An old man – at least ten years older than his father – sat with a small boy in his arms, the child clutched to his chest. Both were shivering uncontrollably, lips blue and faces pale. Massimo realized with a start that they were both drenched to the skin.
“Please, help us,” the old man said. “Our carriage fell into the river, not far from here, and we almost drowned.”
Massimo quickly took stock of the situation. “Do you have an igniter?” he asked.
The old man nodded, producing a long-stemmed igniter of Louan manufacture. “It works,” he said, “but the wood is too wet.” He weakly gestured to the pile of twigs at his feet.
Massimo took off his cloak, passing it to the old man. “Take off your clothes,” he said. “You’ll die if you keep your wet clothes on. Then wrap this around the both of you.”
Massimo crouched down next to the stack of wood and took out his waxed map. He began to tear it into thin strips. 
“Is that important?” the old man asked. 
“I’m not going to let a boy freeze to death,” Massimo said.
He built a triangular stack, with smaller twigs clustered around scrunched up pieces of the waxed paper. The old man handed out the igniter, his hand shaking as he did.
Massimo activated the device, and as heat immediately radiated from its tip, he touched it to each piece of paper in turn. Massimo watched the fire travel over the map, forever destroying the mountains, borders and rivers that had been painstakingly drawn on the paper. The flame curled and caught onto the smallest sticks, and then the larger ones.
As Massimo fed the fire, color gradually returned to the old man’s cheeks, and the boy in his arms started to stir.
“My grandson,” the old man said. He looked up at Massimo. “Thank you.”
 
~
 
Massimo returned to Ralanast at the end of his month, marveling at all he’d seen and done. He rode atop a new cart, a wide wagon with a roof over his head and a shiny red seat. In front of him a team of two drudges plodded with synchronized steps, the runes on their limbs glowing softly but steadily.
As he reached the sign that said Giorgio Sarto and Son Trading Merchants, Massimo glanced behind him at the bed of the cart, just to make sure it was all still there. He grinned. The cart was filled with Louan devices: timepieces, seekers, oracles and igniters. No prismatic orbs though; Lord Haruth had said merchants needed a special license to trade them.
It turned out the old man was a Louan lord. He had asked Massimo what he could give in thanks, and when Massimo had said he needed a new map to find his way home, the old man had laughed, clapping him on the back, and said he could do much better than that.
Massimo waved when he saw his father and brother up ahead. He halted the cart and clambered down until he was standing on the ground.
“Where’s my cart?” Giorgio demanded, coming to stand beside him. 
“I’ve brought you a new cart, Father.” Massimo beamed.
Alonzo laughed. “Well done,” he said, clapping Massimo on the back. “I knew you could do it.”
“Look in the back,” Massimo said.
Giorgio didn’t move. Alonzo shrugged and jumped up onto the side of the cart, peering in. 
“Lord of the Earth,” Alonzo said, whistling. “Louan devices! There must be a thousand deens worth.” Alonzo jumped back down. “You should look, Father. You won’t believe it!”
Massimo spoke. “Father,” he said, “I saved two silver deens from the trip, and I had this made.”
Massimo climbed up to the driving seat and brought down the sign. He handed it proudly to his father.
“It’s the same as before, just with a small change,” Massimo said.
“Giorgio Sarto and Sons,” Alonzo read out loud, smiling.
“Father, you've always asked Alonzo what he’s learned, but you've never asked me.”
“I never knew that,” Giorgio said softly. “Surely that’s not true…” He gathered himself. “What have you learned?” 
“I learned that Alonzo is a very good trader. I suppose I always knew it. He’s the right man to take over from you. I learned that I have the capacity to learn, and that I’m ready to start. I learned that there’s no substitute for wisdom, and I learned that a generous heart isn’t always rewarded, but that’s no reason not to try.”
“Good lessons,” Giorgio said. He took the sign from Massimo’s hands. He clapped his son on the back. “Let’s take down the old sign and hang this one up.”
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