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			Chapter 1

			“The Northmen have breached the wall! Oh gods, they’re coming. They’re coming.”

			—Last words of Jeldrek Broadsword, Captain of the King’s Guard

			“Everything in this world has a price. At some time, in some way, the debt must be paid: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. There is nothing free in this world.”

			—Raelan Bloodmoon, War Mage

			Stories, when told by a skillful storyteller, are perfect circles: they begin, they end, the lights go out, the curtains close, the puppets slump lifelessly. But the lives of real people aren’t neat parables in which the lesson is learned, the villain slain, the hero triumphant. They have no defined shape. They are messy. In real life, no one knows how the story will end. Only the gods know, and they’re not telling.

			Everyone has a story: the circle of their life beginning with their birth and ending with their death. My story begins in a small, remote village called Thamir, located on the furthest northwestern border of the kingdom of Ilirya. It is hard to live somewhere and not take on the characteristics of that place. Thamir was frozen, isolated, and fierce. It had to fight every day against the cold threatening to swallow it whole. Like a weed growing tenaciously on the side of a cliff, it defied nature’s attempts to smother it and if it didn’t thrive, at least it didn’t die. But then, that’s how life is; it refuses to give up even when the odds seem hopelessly against it.

			Thamir was one of hundreds of small villages that lined the kingdom’s northern border, each a small island unto itself with little contact with the rest of the outside world. This string of villages was called the Ice Crown. Life in the Ice Crown was brutal. Even on the warmest summer night, the temperature could drop low enough to freeze water. In winter, death stalked the living relentlessly, killing remorselessly through cold or starvation. Because of how we lived and the people into which our environment made us, my father, Jax, used to say, “There are two types of people in this world: those from the Ice Crown, and everyone else.”

			To my father, a city was an anthill: people swarming over and around each other, fighting for food and space. Therefore, the gift he gave his children was life, the knowledge of how to survive in the Ice Crown and to thereby live on their own terms. He taught me how to set traps, fashion a bow, skin a hare in a matter of seconds, track a deer through the forest, and read the sky for weather. He passed this knowledge as part of an unbroken line from my first ancestors who had arrived, cold and hungry, to the Ice Crown, to me. It was my birthright.

			Thamir had no significance to the rest of the kingdom but for its location. It was the first in a string of lookout posts that would alert the rest of Ilirya if our northern neighbors, the Northmen, invaded. The one war we’d fought with Northmen, a hundred years before, had left bitter memories. Although it had been mercifully short, many Ice Crown villages had been snuffed out like candles before the King’s Army had arrived to stop the invaders. No Northman had been seen since the day they had been pushed back across the border, but the danger of another surprise invasion always loomed, and Thamir was the key to Ilirya’s defense.

			Twice a year, the military garrison near Thamir rotated, and the soldiers passing through Thamir brought us news of the outside world. They were like the first handful of water after you’ve thirsted for hours. When you live so far from all other villages, any contact you have with other humans is a precious gift. The soldiers were one of the few links that kept us tethered to the rest of the kingdom and reminded us that we did not live alone in the world, surrounded by only snow and trees as neighbors.

			The stories the soldiers brought were how I learned about the rest of Ilirya. I learned about farming from soldiers whose families farmed wheat and corn. I learned about deserts and oceans and mountains from soldiers who had seen them with their own eyes. I learned about hundreds of animals I’d never seen and never would. For me, a child full of fantasy and imagination, there could have been no greater gift than tales of this other, dream-like world. I inhabited the soldiers’ stories, expanded upon them, made new worlds with them and then destroyed them. Sometimes I was a lady in waiting to the Queen, sometimes a knight’s page looking across the battlefield at the enemy. I hunted with golden eagles in the southern mountains and fished for shimmering blue fish longer than I was tall in the great ocean at the kingdom’s farthest eastern edge.

			But even children know that dreams are not real. Although I loved the soldiers’ stories, their fanciful worlds were not for me. After all, my future was inevitably rooted in Thamir’s soil: I would become a trapper like the women in my family before me. I would live with my parents until the day I married and moved into a house of my own. This was how it had always been for the women of my village and how it would surely be for me as well. It was so simple it required no thought, no emotion. Why dream about a future that cannot be? My brothers Kem and Kyan and I were born children of the Ice Crown, and we would die children of the Ice Crown. Or at least, I thought so.
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			When I was eleven, a stranger arrived in Thamir. He came bundled head to toe in the pelts of dozens of white snow hares, with only his pale blue eyes visible, his blond eyelashes covered with ice and snow. He was traveling on the longest day of winter, when the temperature was low enough to freeze tears torn loose by the wind against your cheek and the sun shone for only a few hours before it was swallowed up by the darkness. He arrived silent as a shadow, slipping into the village by the light of the half-moon as the women and children sat around the communal fire talking and keeping warm.

			“Oh!” Ma Ren squeaked in surprise when she caught sight of him. The women all looked at him, curious. A quiet murmur went up around the fire, muffled by the rules of politeness. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d had a stranger come. Perhaps it hadn’t happened at all in my lifetime.

			“I’m sorry to have startled you,” the man apologized in a low voice. “I was passing through not a quarter mile away and saw the light of your fire. I’ve been traveling all day and my feet are half frozen from the cold. Will you permit me to rest a minute by your fire?”

			“Oh yes, do sit down and warm yourself,” my aunt, Ofrin, said, shifting to make room on the thick log that served as a bench before the fire for him. “It’s a cold night.”

			“Yes, it is.”

			The man sat down and held his booted feet toward the fire. In less than a minute, a thin plume of steam smoked off them as the snow evaporated. He took his gloves off and rubbed his hands together to warm them.

			“What in the world are you doing traveling this time of year?” Megin scolded him, rocking her child to keep him asleep. “The cold can kill a man.”

			“That it can,” the stranger agreed in a slow drawl, “but I’m from Hargesa, and I’ve spent my whole life in the Ice Crown. The cold doesn’t scare me. It’s too late to continue on tonight anyway; is there any spare place here in this village to lay down my bedroll?”

			“I have room,” Ma Ren offered.

			The stranger nodded with a grateful smile. He lifted his pack and followed her back to her house, leaving his gloves by the fire. A few minutes later, the two returned. The man shook the snow from his clothes before sitting again. It fell heavy and wet to the ground. Snow was matted to his thin yellow hair at the edges of where the hood of his coat had been. It glistened in the firelight and began to melt, running down his cheeks and into his short beard, untrimmed and thin as his hair.

			The village children gathered around the fire like forest animals: alert and curious to the newcomer but ready to bolt at any moment. They peeked out from behind their mothers’ knees or from around corners, their hungry eyes devouring him, longing to know from where he’d traveled and why. Their mothers had the same questions. Who would possibly come to Thamir and to what end?

			There were few men in the village that night. Most had taken advantage of the moonlight and clear sky to hunt even though the night was bitingly cold. Only the older men of the village had stayed behind. One of these was the hermit, Firdas. Firdas was an oddity in Thamir. He wasn’t a hunter like all the other men. Instead, he lived by building things that he traded: nets for birds, ingenious cages for ermines, stoats, and other rodents, and even small toys for children. He also could repair any broken trap. Many trappers and hunters could make simple traps for themselves, but they were nowhere near the quality of what Firdas could make, and so many found it easier to simply barter with him. In return, Firdas gained the meat he did not kill himself.

			Firdas was one of the oldest men in the village. Although he kept his hair and beard closely cropped, what grew was salt and pepper tending to white, and when he walked, he leaned heavily on his staff and limped haltingly on the right side. He was so thin he looked starving, and his hands were badly gnarled by arthritis. Firdas lived an austere and lonely life, keeping to himself in the small hut he built a mile away from the village and only visiting when he needed something from the villagers, such as rope for nets or more iron for the traps. Now he stood slightly beyond the light of the fire, watching the children inch closer to the stranger.

			“I’m Panwel,” the stranger said by way of introduction, “and this must be Thamir, if I’m not mistaken.”

			“Are you a trapper?” Cyan, a young girl of seven, asked shyly, fingering the white fur on the stranger Panwel’s coat longingly. None of us had ever seen anything so fine, white hares being all but unheard of near Thamir. She had crept up in Panwel’s shadow, quiet as snow falling.

			“I’d like to think I’m more than that.”

			A broad smile broke out across Panwel’s face. He was handsome, but starting to age. Thin lines were forming across his forehead and at the corners of his mouth.

			“Like what?” Cyan’s mother, Nyere, asked from across the fire.

			“A storyteller. A dreamer. A lion among men,”

			And he was. With his expressions and his dancing hands painting pictures before him, he started to spin a web about his life in Hargesa that drew us like flies into a spider’s nest. We listed with rapt attention, our bodies leaning toward him, hungrily drinking up the story from another Ice Crown village. Panwel was well into a yarn about hunting a great white bear when, unexpectedly, Firdas limped forward to stand in front of him. Firdas’ eyes were narrowed into tight slits as he glared at the stranger. He growled, “You are a liar.”

			“Alright, so maybe the bear wasn’t as white as I said,” Panwel replied with a wink and laugh to Cyan.

			Firdas said flatly, “Beneath that mindless drawl you think is Ice Crowner, your accent is from King’s City, and you are dressed as neither a trader nor a hunter. If you have been to Hargesa at all, it was as a stranger. I’d bet my life on it.”

			“I didn’t say I was a trader or a hunter, did I?” Panwel asked, waggling his long, graceful finger. He said the words not to Firdas, but to his audience of women and children. He seemed to be acting for us, inviting us to participate with him in a joke for which grumpy Firdas was the punchline. We laughed with him, happy to play along.

			“What are you doing so far west in the Ice Crown?” Firdas demanded. “There’s nothing here but trees and snow. Nothing someone from King’s City would want.”

			Panwel sucked on his front teeth and gazed back coolly at the hermit, his head cocked at a slight angle.

			“You speak as though you know about King’s City. That’s odd for someone Ice Crown bred. Do I know you?”

			“No.”

			Firdas turned away sharply, the corners of his mouth tugging into a frown. He pulled the hood of his cloak up over his head.

			“Really? You look familiar. Perhaps we’ve met. Have you spent time at Windhall, perhaps, or Graymere?”

			Firdas said nothing. Panwel sighed, looking skyward as if the situation was hopeless.

			“I’m just a traveler, friend. Just one more traveler far from home. Nothing more, nothing less. Come, sit. Standing doesn’t suit those twigs upon which you stand. They look as though they’ll snap in two at any moment.”

			“Only someone who doesn’t want to be seen would wear all white in the Ice Crown. There are too many hunters who would mistake you for prey.”

			“Firdas!” Ma Ren scolded. “This man, Panwel, is our guest. It’s inhospitable to insult him and interrogate him as you do. Surely he’s tired from traveling and wants nothing more than to rest.”

			“Better to know his intentions than be surprised by them.”

			Panwel looked at Firdas hard. I noticed that the corners of his eyes were tight and tense. It reminded me of two stags facing off during rutting season, but I couldn’t understand why. Why didn’t Firdas like Panwel when they’d never met? The women must have felt it, too, because they shifted uneasily in their seats. Panwel touched his soft white furs lovingly.

			“I made these myself. It might be silly, but I have a certain attachment to them. Even if it…well, I shall say a prayer to the gods that I don’t share the fate of the hares that made this coat.”

			“A stranger in white appears in Ilirya’s western-most border town on the darkest day of the year. There can be only one interpretation: you’re going into the North and you don’t want to risk the garrison here seeing you. Is that it?”

			Firdas’s words were like a key turning in a lock. Panwel stiffened instantly, his smile freezing in place. His face was now sharp, his eyes bright with suspicion. He said slowly in a tight, controlled voice, “There’s no reason to cross into the North. The war’s been over for a hundred years. You ask many odd questions, friend. Who are you?”

			“Merely a poor old man living out his final days in the Ice Crown in peace. Nothing more, nothing less…friend. But I will tell you one thing: I have lived long enough to know to trust my eyes over the lying words of men.”

			As he spoke, Firdas reached out the tip of his staff until it was touching Panwel’s neck, then ran it along his collar. Panwel did not resist, but glared defiantly at Firdas. The tip of Firdas’s staff caught the loop of a gold chain and lifted it free of Panwel’s clothing. Attached to the chain was a golden medallion the size of a child’s fist.

			“The medallion of a King’s Mage,” Firdas announced without any evident surprise. “Just a traveler from Hargesa, eh? You know there are no mages in the Ice Crown.”

			Panwel snarled and batted Firdas’ wood staff away, stuffing the gold medallion back into his shirt clumsily. Yet he said nothing and only glowered.

			“What does the King want in the North? No, that’s not right. You wouldn’t have to skulk in the shadows past the garrison if the King had sent you. The King doesn’t know, does he? You are acting outside of his authority. Does the Captain of the King’s Regiment know? What are you up to?”

			Firdas waited for an answer with narrowed eyes, but Panwel refused to speak. At last, Firdas threw up his hands.

			“Always one conspiracy or another. One day, King’s City will collapse upon itself with the weight of all the scheming that goes on in it. Well, I’m sure you’re no better or worse than the rest of them, gods help us. Just leave Thamir out of it. We don’t need war here, too.”

			He turned abruptly and slowly limped away from the fire in the direction of his house. The momentum of the evening had shifted to something much more somber and uneasy, but none of the villagers knew what it meant. The words exchanged between Firdas and Panwel might as well have been in another tongue, for all the listeners could understand. Although the two men were clearly at odds, no one could say exactly what either had suggested or intimated.

			As soon as Firdas was out of view of the fire, however, Panwel regained his audience. He grinned his biggest smile and pantomimed letting out a huge breath of air.

			“Phew,” he said, wiping his brow. “Such an inquisition as I have ever had. Your village is guarded by a true wolfhound. I’ll take care not to cross him.”

			Dyar, who was only five, crawled forward and poked Panwel on the knee. He whispered in a voice small as a mouse, “Are you really a mage?”

			Panwel looked down at him and smiled dazzlingly.

			“I am, dear boy. Have you ever met a mage before?”

			Dyar shook his head, his black hair whipping into his eyes. He had his thumb in his mouth and was sucking it nervously. Panwel put his hand on the boy’s head in a fatherly gesture. He asked warmly, “Would you like to see what magic looks like?”

			Dyar nodded, his eyes round as saucers. The exchange broke the last of the tension that Firdas had created. A crescendo of excited murmurs rippled through the assembled villagers like the sighing of wind through pine trees. According to Thamir’s collective memory, no mage had ever passed through the village. Since no villager had ever had an affinity for magic either, seeing a mage now in the flesh was like seeing the ocean: something we had heard about but that no villager had seen in person. Firdas and his strange, angry, senseless words were forgotten in an instant.

			Panwel reached into the dark brown leather satchel at his side and pulled out a bronze coin large enough that if he wrapped his index finger around it, the tip of his finger would barely overlap his thumb. The light of the fire danced red and gold along the coin’s sides, inviting us to look. Panwel leaned forward at the waist and showed the coin to the small children clustered around him. Having shown it to them, he straightened so that the women around the fire could see him as well, and then held the coin out in front of him. His fingers flexed open, and he moved his hand slowly back, away from the coin. The coin floated in the air where he had left it, as though held by invisible fingers.

			Panwel twirled his index finger in a tight circle, and the coin began to spin in place with the same speed. While the mage worked his magic, his hands glowed with a yellow light so pale and translucent it was almost invisible. Had the night not been so dark, the magic would have been impossible to see at all. It spread out from him like the gentle flame of a dim candle and traced a thin thread to the coin. The crowd of children whistled their approval and clapped wildly. Panwel snapped his fingers and the coin burst into bright yellow flames before disappearing completely. The children’s mouths fell open and they gaped at where the coin had been. Panwel winked at them and clapped his hands once. Immediately, small red flowers fell from the dark night sky all around the fire.

			Children and adults alike put out their hands in awe and caught the flowers, which collected in their cupped hands like tiny piles of snow. When I brought the flowers to my nose, they smelled as though they had recently been plucked. I had never seen flowers so red. I guessed they must have been a type of flower found wherever the mage was from, whether that was Hargesa or, as Firdas had claimed, not.

			Panwel performed trick after trick for his audience, such as creating animals out of snow that he made walk around and dance. I watched his every move like a hawk watches a mouse in the snow, barely able to breathe. His magic was like an impossible, limitless dream. I remembered the words of two rough, grizzled soldiers sitting at that same fire discussing magic the summer before.

			“The thing about magic is…you never know what you’ll get,” said the first. “Can you imagine only having an affinity for laundry?”

			“Aye, but imagine if you had an affinity for metal! You’d never want for work,” said the other.

			An “affinity,” we had long ago been told, was a person’s particular magical specialty. Some mages could work fire, others water, others wind and so on. I didn’t know Panwel’s affinity, but I had a suspicion: illusion. The red flowers disappeared moments after filling our hands, and the snow creatures blew away with the wind. If Firdas was right, I realized, and Panwel was going into the North, this affinity might be the only thing that would keep him safe. If he wanted to, he could become invisible. He could look like a tree or a deer. The Northmen wouldn’t be able to find him.

			Right before he finished Panwel looked at me, reached into his heavy fur coat, and pulled out a flower no longer than his finger. The green stem was long and graceful, the flower delicate and white as snow. He gently passed it to me. This was no illusion. The peals were soft beneath my fingertips.

			“The Nix Flos,” he murmured softly, for my ears alone. “The snow flower. It belongs to the Ice Crown, like you. Keep it. It will bring you luck.”

			I clutched the flower tightly to my breast in trembling fingers, too awed to even thank him for the gift. Panwel gave a half-bow to his audience, then made a show of yawning and stretching and retreated back into Ma Ren’s house to get a few hours’ sleep before rising with the dawn to disappear among the trees. If he crossed the border and returned we never knew— because he never came to Thamir again. I kept the white flower ever after and thought of him often over the next few months. Wherever he had gone, and whatever he had done, I hoped that he was safe.
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			Panwel’s magic was like the first whisper of spring after a long, cold winter: a promise of lightness and hope. As I lay restless on the floor that night, my mind raced, trying to remember everything that we had been told over the years about magic. The ability to work magic was rare, and magic was often capricious and hard to control. Nor did everyone who had magic become a mage. Being a mage required both enough magic and the training to use it properly. To become a certified mage, one had to attend one of the two mage universities in King’s City: Windhall University or Graymere College. Gaining admission into either of them was both difficult and expensive. The schools counted on the fact that certified mages could expect to make good wages in a provincial capital after graduation and so demanded high tuition.

			Mages were classified based on their power and ability. The best and most powerful mages might eventually become Great Mages, who sat at the apex of the mage hierarchy. From their ranks were drawn the King’s Mages, who were hand selected by the King to serve in the King’s Regiment, an elite fighting unit comprised of Great Mages and fierce non-mage soldiers. In the entire kingdom, there were at most thirty King’s Mages. The whole of the Ice Crown was unlikely to ever see another King’s Mage for a hundred years at least. I had truly experienced a miracle.

			The next day, while the village children were still abuzz with retelling each other the tricks Panwel had performed, I told my brothers that I wanted to be a mage. I didn’t have to be a Great Mage, any mage type would do .My face was flushed with hope and excitement. I loved my life in Thamir and wouldn’t have traded it for anything, but the idea of magic was thrilling. It was addictive. I wanted more.

			“Brave heart,” Kem said sympathetically, patting me on the head. “Thamir’s never had a mage.”

			“But we could!”

			“Two hundred years is a long time,” Kyan said. “What’s wrong with being a trapper? Not good enough for you anymore?”

			“No, it’s not that,” I protested.

			“Don’t go getting your heart set on it,” Kem warned solemnly. “You’ll only end up breaking it. Ice Crowners aren’t meant to do magic. Too much ice in our veins, maybe. It freezes the magic.”

			I spent the next few weeks screwing up my face in a pained expression of concentration, trying to summon magic. I would sneak up behind my mother, Wren, and wiggle my fingers at her, willing her to turn into a rabbit. I tried to change the color of our lanky wolfhound Wolf’s fur from gray to brown, but he only cocked his head at me and watched with his light brown eyes, his fur still gray. I tried calling clouds and melting snow, but nothing happened. There probably was a deep and abiding lesson to be learned from my experience about how determination and desire aren’t always enough to overcome obstacles, but I was too young to learn it. I believed if I wanted something badly enough, I could have it.

			The only thing that saved me from a deep and lasting bitterness about my lack of magical ability was that being a child, my passions shifted quickly. A month later, my dreams of being a mage had dimmed and were supplanted by my joy at my new bow and the long knife my father gifted me for my twelfth birthday. I thought no more of the impossible future I couldn’t have, and instead focused on the present I did have. Indeed, I might have abandoned entirely my childish dreams of becoming a mage, even if I still saw Panwel making red flowers rain from the sky in my dreams, but fate relishes the unexpected. On my fifteenth birthday, I discovered I had magic.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Society would not exist without hierarchy. With no king, there is only chaos.”

			—Hadriel IV, sixth king of the Lamid dynasty

			“Mages? Mages bring nothing but trouble.”

			—Eddick, Lord Chancellor

			There is a difference between watching someone pull back the string of a bow and pulling it yourself, feeling the rough hide dig deeply into your own fingers, your muscles trembling as they fight stiff, unyielding wood. A difference between watching the wind shake branches of a tree from the safety of shelter and feeling the wind batter and howl against you, tearing at your hair and slapping your cheeks until you’re breathless. Before the first bolt of magic streaked from me—fiery, untamed, and brilliant blue—I had thought I understood what magic was and how it worked…all because of the stories of a few soldiers. I had thought magic was some sort of element that existed in the world like air or dirt or water, invisible as the wind. I thought mages accessed this magic the way I put a cup or a bucket into a stream to get water.

			I was wrong.

			If magic came from outside the body, a mage could have easily picked it up and set it aside at any time, like a favorite garment or a sewing needle. A mage could choose to never use magic at all and live their life no different from their friends and family. Everything about magic would have been a choice. But magic was like blood, not water. It wasn’t a choice, and there was no setting it aside. It was something that came from inside each mage. What’s more, it demanded use, release. It roared, screamed, bellowed to be unleashed.

			In the absence of someone in Thamir who had seen magic’s fingerprints, who knew the signs of its manifestation and could identify its growth within me, I thought I must be dying. For months before my fifteenth birthday, fierce, ravenous fever ravaged my body. At night, I tossed and turned, burning like an untamed forest fire. During the day, I was restless and unable to sit still. I stalked through the woods alone, sometimes running ceaselessly until the heavy exhaustion in my legs numbed the flames that gnawed my limbs like a hungry wolf. My family did whatever they could to ease my suffering, but they were helpless and fearful that I would become one more headstone in the forest.

			I thought the fire must surely be a disease that would slowly sap my energy until there was nothing left. I would become a husk, too weak to walk or eat, destroyed from the inside out. When fever twisted and distorted my world, I told my mother it felt as though something inside me was struggling to escape but couldn’t find the way out.

			On my fifteenth birthday exactly, as the sun began to rise, the magic at last broke through. I was standing by the hearth, alone in the house. I was swaying slightly, almost too weak to support myself after being sick for so long, when my palms began to burn as though I carried two burning embers in them. I cried out as my arms clenched in spasm, and immediately bolts of bright blue fire flashed out from my hands, hitting the wall beside the hearth and singeing two black holes into the logs. A pile of wooden bowls that had been carefully stacked beside the hearth fell over, clattering loudly. My mother, who had stepped outside to bring in wood for the cooking fire, heard the sound and rushed in.

			“What—” she began to ask, her eyes concerned as they fell upon me.

			“Stay back!” I yelled.

			Instinctively, I raised a hand to keep her away, but when I felt the heat building within it, I dropped it immediately. The blue bolt that sprang from my palm splattered against the ground in an explosion of sparks.

			My mother froze in the doorway, uncertain, an expression of shock on her face. “What is it? What’s happening?”

			“I don’t know!”

			The heat began building in my hands again, and I looked for water in which to douse them. Could water cool this strange blue fire? There was no water, however, and I was out of time. The bolts flashed out again, hitting the wall with a sharp crack. I pressed my palms together, hoping that the fire would somehow be trapped there. I stuttered, “I need…I need to get outside.”

			Wordlessly, my mother stepped to the side and I fled past her, my hands still pressed together so tightly that my arms shook. My teeth were clenched against the pain of the burning, which, frustrated at being unable to find release through my hands, was now running up my arms like liquid fire. The pain was agonizing. I ran through the village mindlessly, my bare feet slapping the cold earth and my clothing flying around me like startled birds. I reached the surrounding trees and crashed onward through the forest, a voice in my mind screaming, “Away! Away! Away!”

			After what could have been minutes or an hour, the fire was so hot within me that I could go no further. I collapsed in a pile under a pine tree. Sweat ran freely from my limp black hair into my eyes, making them sting, and down my back. I was too tired to hold my hands together anymore. I pushed them out in front of me and immediately the magic burst forth like the opening salvo of a summer thunderstorm. Blue fire rocketed away from me, hissing and sizzling as it shot into and past the trees. When a bolt struck, it sparked and burned, sending up a small plume of black smoke. Heat burned all the way up to my shoulders, making my eyes water with pain.

			The barrage of blue bolts was pulling strength from me, the way a fire sucks the liquid from meat left too long over a low flame. With every discharge, it became harder to catch my breath, and my arms became heavier. I tried to force myself to keep my hands up and away from myself, but the bolts were hitting lower, sometimes plowing into the ground and scorching a black line through the pine needles that carpeted the forest floor. I worried what would happen if I inadvertently allowed my palms to face a leg or some other part of me. Surely I would be burned. At the same time, I was glad to note that for every bolt that left me, the burning feeling in my arms decreased. Eventually, I reasoned, if I could only hold on long enough, this frenzy would wear itself out.

			Long minutes stretched into what felt like days. The bolts began to come more sporadically, like an unpredictable cough, spluttering and bursting prematurely in the air. I knew when the last bolt left because the fire that had seared my limbs for months was at last gone completely. There was nothing left, only coldness and a weariness that penetrated from my skin to my bones. I curled myself into a tight ball, hugging my knees to my chest, and fell asleep.

			When I woke, barely an hour had passed. Although my sweat-drenched hair had dried while I slept, I was still barefoot and not dressed to be out. The fire had returned to my hands, which was the only thing that kept me from shivering in the cool air. At the moment, it was like a warm hearth fire that radiates gentle heat rather than a raging bonfire, for which I was grateful. I didn’t think the uncontrollable bolts of blue would return any time soon, but I had no way of telling when they would.

			I picked myself up off the ground with great effort and looked down at myself. I might as well have rolled all over the forest floor. I was festooned with twigs and leaves, and my feet had turned brown from the dirt I had recklessly run over in my flight from the village. But things could have been far worse; I was unhurt, and I had not hurt my mother or caused our house to be destroyed.

			I began to walk toward the small brook not far from the village. I was lucky that it hadn’t frozen over yet; in a month more, it would be ice. When I reached it, I fell to my knees and cupped large mouthfuls of water to my lips. I hadn’t realized how thirsty I was until the first drop hit my tongue. When I had drunk enough, I washed the dried, salty sweat from my face, scrubbing my fingertips vigorously against my skin.

			My reflection looked back at me from the rippling water with tired, dark eyes red rimmed and framed by purple circles. My narrow face, with its sharp angles and high cheekbones, looked even thinner than usual. My skin, the pale white of an Ice Crowner, was tinged almost blue, my lips bloodless. I winced and slapped at my cheeks to bring blood to them, but the slaps were feeble and my arms sluggish to respond. I sat back, crossing my legs and wiping my hands on my trousers.

			My mind churned slowly. Understanding came slowly through the fog of exhaustion. There was only one explanation for what had happened: I had magic. The soldiers had said that magic came on a person’s fifteenth birthday, and what else could it be? I marveled at my hands, now alien to me. The fire seemed to burn more hotly for just a moment, as though responding to my thoughts. A laugh burst forth unexpectedly from my chest. In that instant, I was an eleven-year-old child again, telling Kyan and Kem that I would be a mage. I looked into the brook and the child looked back at me, smiling triumphantly. She had succeeded.

			[image: ]

			In the weeks that followed, I discovered magic was an untamed horse and I was its rider. No bit, no reins, no saddle, just the feel of my fingers clutching desperately to a gritty mane as I struggled not to be thrown. Sometimes I could summon the magic, but most often it flashed out on its own with little warning, disobedient and reckless as a small child. At those times, it was all I could do to try to point my hands at the ground to avoid hitting someone or breaking something. I didn’t think that a stray bolt of my magic had the power to kill, but certainly it would leave a burn mark where it struck, and more than one villager had to yelp and duck for cover around me.

			I was frustrated and sometimes afraid of the wild, rebellious magic. I hated that I lost control more often than I won. In my childhood fantasies, I had never really believed magic would be difficult to master, even though I had been told so. It had seemed an easy thing to have magic: all benefits and no downsides. The reality was different, and it took all and more of my strength and concentration to control even what I could.

			And yet for all my family and the other villagers saw me struggle, they were proud beyond measure. I was Thamir’s first mage. It was too soon to know what my affinity might be, they murmured to each other, other than the pesky blue lightning bolts, but perhaps I would be able to control the weather or animals. I should go to the provincial capital, Namoreth, and work there, they agreed. They didn’t know what sort of job a forest-bred girl with magic might find, but in their eyes danced the luxuries described to them by the soldiers: soft cotton sheets, shimmering dresses, succulent fruits, and more. Ice Crowners may have loved the land of their birth, but they were a people of vast imagination. My parents couldn’t afford to send me to a mage school, so I would never be a mage, but surely there was a bright future in Namoreth for a girl with magic.

			The intoxicating, delicious delight of knowing I had magic gave me the confidence to have dreams of my own. I didn’t want to leave the Ice Crown forever, but I was determined to learn how to control magic the way Panwel had that night four years ago. What was wild now would not always be. I was like a flower on the cusp of blooming—and who knew what beauty lay inside? I was not grandiose in my ambitions; I did not dream of being a Great Mage. I did believe, however, that I could become an uncertified mage if I could only find someone willing to teach me. The soldiers had said there were mages willing to teach outside the university system. I should be able to find one in Namoreth. I wouldn’t be officially recognized as a mage, but I would learn to control my magic. With so many kinds of magic in the world, surely my affinity would be something interesting and useful that could help me in the Ice Crown. I would see the marvelous, exotic world that the soldiers had told us about, and then when it was time, I would come back home.

			With the goal of one day finding a mage to teach me, every day I practiced trying to control when and where the bolts hit. But trying to control the rowdy magic was like climbing a hill of tiny rocks: for every step I took, I slid that far down again. Days dragged on into weeks and then months, and my failures started to chip away at my confidence. What if I never was able to control my magic? We had been told there were some people like that, who could never live in society because they were too dangerous, their magic too wild. Could I be one of them? With no one to ask, the fear stalked me during my waking hours like a second shadow and bled into my dreams at night, doubt that I would ever be able to control the magic, concern about what might happen if I couldn’t.

			“It’ll come yet, give it time,” Kem said, giving me a kind smile. “Probably you’re still growing into it.”

			The warmth and encouragement from my family only made me feel more hollow and ashamed. The pride I had first felt at having magic ebbed, and the spaces from which it receded were increasingly filled instead by frustration and shame. What had initially seemed a gift was now a burning symbol of my failure. I began doing everything I could to suppress my magic, to prevent it from spilling out around others, even when the supreme effort of control made my entire body feel as though it was being consumed by fire. If I couldn’t control the magic, it was better to act as though I didn’t have it at all than to allow it to escape and wreak havoc around me, embarrassing me and forcing me to apologize profusely when something broke or was scorched. In my childhood dreams, I had been able to summon powerful storms. Now, in reality, I was at the mercy of a willful, erratic power with which I fought daily and often hourly for control.

			I still believed, at times with more desperation than true faith, I would one day be able to control it, but it was clear I would have to leave Thamir first and find a teacher. The knowledge of my inevitable, rapidly approaching departure from my home was bittersweet. While the village had long ago decided that I would one day leave Thamir to seek my fortune in Namoreth, I had expected to leave under happier circumstances, my head high as I started a new life of magical learning. Now it felt as though I would be leaving for exile, slinking away with my tail between my legs. I tried to avoid thinking about it, distracting myself with grim promises that I would, one way or another, control the magic before I left. I would not be chased out by my own failures.

			Fired by this desperate determination, I dedicated even more effort to trying to teach myself to control the magic. I practiced it in secret, where no one could see me fail or be struck by the wayward bolts. I would creep deep into the forest in the early afternoon and practice there for hours, until I could no longer see anything but the blue light shimmering around my hands in the quickly falling dusk. Most days, when the darkness came, I quickly collected my bow and fled from the forest, shamed by my failures and furious at myself for being unable to fix them.

			On the rare days in which I succeeded, however, when night stole away everything but the sparkling blue light of my magic, I was pulled into a world outside myself. Bodiless in those final moments, I was not an individual anymore but one with the world. I could not fail or disappoint my family or my village because I was as limitless as the sky, bright and untouchable as a star. When I breathed, it was not me but rather the world that breathed. Then, right when I would begin to think the moment might never end and I might stay that way forever, the sky would crack and shatter into a thousand pieces and I would be in my own body again, sitting on the forest floor with my legs crossed loosely. Exhausted by hours of practice, my magic would then flare out in one final, spectacular flash that would blind me momentarily with its brightness. Then my hands would lose their glow entirely, and I would walk home with barely enough energy left to drag myself to the door and throw myself on my blanket before the fire, my arms wrapped around our wolfhound Wolf for comfort.

			Slowly, clawing and scratching and scraping and fighting the entire way, I began to improve. After months of practicing for hours every day, I learned to stop the magic from shooting off in reckless bolts when it pooled in my hands and demanded immediate relief. I even managed to eventually float a small pebble a few feet off the ground. Although it was a relief to no longer fear hurting others or damaging their possessions, now the thought crept bitterly into my mind that at this rate, with luck and practice, in several years’ time I might be able to build a small wall around a garden. I would do better to build it by hand. Perhaps I only had a minor, petty magic not worth developing. Was it worth stepping foot on the road to Namoreth if I would never amount to much as a mage?

			One day shortly after midsummer, I found myself ready to give up entirely on magic. I had managed to lift a small stone from the ground and hold it in the air in front of me for several minutes, but I could not coax it to do anything else. I tried to force it to move in another direction, to turn colors, to change sizes, but it stubbornly refused to do so. It floated obstinately, a cold, lifeless piece of rock. Frustrated, I dropped my control of the magic within me and allowed it to flare out wildly. Large bolts of blue smashed into the trees around me, bursting into bright, shimmering sparks. Without my attention to keep it suspended, the stone dropped immediately to the ground. I picked it up and threw it angrily.

			I saw movement where the stone landed and someone stepped out from between the trees. It was Firdas, the hermit. I instantly recognized his brown rabbit fur boots, woolen pants, and wolf fur shirt, all of which were worn and battered. In some places, the fur was so old that patches were missing. I quickly scrambled to my feet. Not only had I been discovered while practicing in what I had meant to be secret, much to my chagrin, but in a forest inhabited by hungry wolves and aggressive bears, a lapse in attention to what was around me could have been deadly.

			Firdas bent down painfully, his spine twisted by age and wear, and picked the gray stone up in his palm, tossing it up and down slightly to feel its weight. My cheeks flushed with embarrassment, realizing that he probably had seen me practicing with it. The emotion quickly turned to anger, more at myself than him. I snapped, “You should’ve announced yourself!”

			“My apologies,” he said stiffly, his voice creaky as though he hadn’t used it in days. He probably hadn’t.

			His deep brown eyes were watery, and he seemed so frail that I immediately regretted the tone I had used.

			“Sorry, you surprised me is all. I practice here sometimes. I’m…improving.”

			“I can see that,” he said gently, with a nod, leaning heavily on his staff. “You must have worked very hard. You should be proud of yourself.”

			I hesitated, warmed by his words and wanting to feel proud, but also feeling morose. I confessed ruefully, “I suppose there’s not much to practice, really. I don’t have much power. Lifting that stone is all I can do, and it took me months to even do that. I’m not a very good mage.”

			“Oh? It seems to me you have lots of power. Weren’t those bolts of “power” that hit the trees all around you? I think that tree there is still smoldering a little.”

			“Well, yes, but it’s not the same.”

			“No? Why not?”

			“I can’t control the bolts well. When I try to control things, it doesn’t work. Like that stupid rock. I can’t make it do anything.”

			“Hmmm.” Firdas cocked his head to the side. “Sometimes, the solution to a problem is a matter of changing your perspective. I am reminded of something. Do you know how a watermill works?”

			“A watermill?”

			“Ah yes, you wouldn’t have seen one. In a watermill, some of a river’s water is diverted into a small channel in which a wooden wheel sits. The force of the water turns the wheel, which turns other wheels that grind wheat into flour. The key to a watermill is how the water is channeled: water, as you know, can be a very powerful force, but how powerful exactly depends on how quickly it runs and how much of it there is. A narrow channel causes water to flow more quickly. Put another way, a river a mile wide has lots of water in it, but if its current is slow, the water will have little power. The wheel will barely move. If one could take all the water in that river and channel it through a strait a quarter of the size, however, the river would become dangerously powerful.”

			“I don’t understand,” I said. I had seen the two wide rivers within a few days’ walking distance of Thamir several times, in addition to all the smaller streams that ran through the forest close to the village, but Firdas’ talk of wheels and channels was bewildering. What was he trying to tell me?

			Firdas frowned thoughtfully, rubbing the white stubble on his chin with his knobby fingers. “What I mean to say is that it seems your magic is like a wide river: there’s magic everywhere, but it’s not focused. You need a smaller channel. When you try to move that stone, I can see you from a dozen paces away; you’re covered in blue, but that little pebble is barely moving. Do you understand? Your magic is spilling out from you in every direction, not only toward this tiny stone. If you could focus it on the stone, I bet you could do much more with it.”

			“But I’ve tried! I’ve spent months trying to control the magic. It’s not easy you, know.” I kicked the grass beneath my feet moodily. I added with a disgruntled pout, “Perhaps I’ll never get any better at it. Perhaps this is as good as I’ll ever be.”

			Firdas moved closer. He smiled lopsidedly, his eyes gentle but firm. “I doubt that very much, Aeryn, and I don’t think you believe it either. I may not know much about magic, but nature is nature—even a bird has to learn to fly. You’re still a fledgling. You have much more learning to do before you give up entirely. You’d hate to quit too early, wouldn’t you?”

			He made a good point, but I refused to concede. I asked with frustration, “But how do I focus the magic?”

			“I suppose if we were in a city there would be mages around who could teach you, but, well, Ice Crowners are resourceful folk; we’ll think of something. I have confidence that with a little thinking, we can find a solution to your problem.”

			“I don’t think it’s that easy. It’s not like making a trap or a net, Firdas. I’ve been trying for months and have gotten almost nowhere.”

			“Yes, it must have been very lonely. Here’s something that may help: many, many years ago, when I was a bit younger than you are now, a teacher taught me to meditate. You might say I was a little wild in my youth, and the purpose of meditation is to teach focus. If a headstrong young boy like me could learn it, there’s no reason you can’t as well.”

			“Meditation?” I repeated. I’d never heard the word before.

			An almost imperceptible smile etched itself across Firdas’s face, and he sat down slowly before me, wincing at the effort of bending his arthritic limbs. I noticed for the first time the deep lines around his eyes. The creases were so sharp they looked as though they had been carved into his face by a knife. I knew the only thing that could produce lines like that was an arduous, pain-filled life. At the same time, there were also fine lines that fanned out at the corners of his eyes, almost lost among the deeper cuts, suggesting he had once laughed much, too.

			Firdas asked, “Will you try?”

			“I couldn’t possibly become worse at magic,” I grumbled. “But why…”

			“Very well then,” he said, cutting me off. “I would like you to close your eyes and count as you breathe. Count from one to four as you breathe in, hold your breath for the count of four, count four again as you breathe out, and then hold your breath for four. You see? Four counts of four. Think of nothing but your breathing.”

			I opened my mouth to protest again, but his eyes closed and I was uncomfortable speaking, so I did as he told me, counting diligently as though he would know if I cheated. I counted approximately ten times and then opened my eyes ever so slightly to see what he was doing. He was still sitting motionless with his eyes closed, his shoulders rising and falling ever so slightly as he breathed. I chewed my lower lip, closed my eyes again, and resumed counting, pushing down the impatience with the monotony of the exercise that was starting to rise within me. After another round of ten, I snuck a second glance, but Firdas was as still as before. I closed my eyes with a frown and continued counting, wondering how long this would go on. This couldn’t be it, could it?

			My mind began to wander. I thought about a bird’s nest I had found on the forest floor the day before and wondered whether the babies would survive. Then I remembered I needed to cut a new set of arrows and pondered which tree near our house might produce the straightest, strongest shafts. I thought about Kyan, sweating in front of the forge as he hammered away happily at an iron spearhead at Thamir’s garrison, where he’d begun working just a few months ago. Kyan made me think of Kem and what he would be doing right now, deep in the forest hunting. Kem’s wife Danver was with child and would be due in a few months. I wondered if it would be a boy or girl.

			I began to feel silly. What were we doing sitting around in the woods with our eyes closed? What could this possibly have to do with magic? What would someone think if they stumbled across us at this moment? My eyes popped open. Firdas’s dark eyes—at this moment so dark they were almost black—were watching me calmly.

			“That,” he pronounced, “is meditation.”

			“What? But we didn’t do anything!”

			“Of course we did. You started to learn to focus, even if for mere moments at a time. In time, with practice, you will learn to focus for longer periods, during which you’ll feel your body in ways that you did not before.”

			“I don’t see what this has to do with magic. How will this help me get better?”

			“Perhaps it will not,” he said, shrugging. “It is merely a suggestion.”

			“But…”

			He held up a gnarled finger to stop me. “I did not say that I knew how to fix your magic. But I am an old man, and I hope that after all these years I have gained some wisdom. Here is what I think: It seems you are trying to order the magic within you to obey, but what if magic is not something to be commanded? What if it is part of you, like a finger or a toe? Do you command your finger, or do you simply use it? You must become comfortable with this magic of yours. Once you have mastered that and gained the ability to focus, then I think you will be able to channel it.”

			Firdas gave me a knowing look. “You will have to be disciplined. Minutes can seem like hours when you sit alone in a forest with only the clamoring of thoughts for companions.”

			“But what if someone sees me?”

			Firdas laughed. “Who will see you out here but trees and birds? The forest is vast. Your secret will be safe here. Besides, who’s to say you’re not taking a nap?”

			I considered his words. His method seemed unorthodox at best, but then again, I couldn’t possibly become worse than I already was. I truly had nothing to lose. Although it was deeply uncomfortable to sit and do nothing, Firdas was one of the oldest men in Thamir, and in the Ice Crown, age demanded respect. A person wouldn’t survive long in the Ice Crown if they weren’t smart, and to have lived as long as he had meant he had more wisdom than most. Moreover, there was something about him that made me want to trust him. That, more than anything, overcame my reluctance.

			“I’ll try it. That’s all? Sitting and breathing?”

			“To start. Pay attention to how it feels when your lungs fill with air. After several days, feel your heart beat instead. When you can sit and focus on these things, then feel the magic as it swims through you. Trace its path as it courses through your limbs. Find how your heartbeat sends it through your blood. Find where it burns on the tips of your fingers and in your palms.”

			“Then what?”

			Firdas unwound his long legs and groaned as he used his twisted wooden staff to stand. He leaned against it and breathed heavily, rubbing the stubble on his cheeks. He grunted. “Small steps first. How much practice did it take before you could shoot a bow and arrow? I can promise none of this will be as easy as you think. Those three steps alone might take a month. You must meditate in very short increments in the beginning. Focus is a difficult thing. As you improve, you can meditate for longer.”

			He gave me a pensive look. “It’s not so different at all from shooting an arrow, really. In the moment that you’ve set your mind upon a target, your mind is clear and focused. Pull the string, breathe, aim, and release. If you can shoot an arrow and hit a target, I know you’ll be able to work magic, Aeryn.”

			My hand reached instinctively to my bow that I had laid against the tree beside me while I practiced with my magic. I had made this bow myself, as well as the arrows I wore in a quiver on my back. My hand caressed the bow unconsciously, lovingly, running lightly over the smooth curve.

			Firdas squinted at the sky. “You had better head home. A summer storm is coming.”

			“It never rains this time of year. Besides, the sky is blue and cloudless.”

			“Suit yourself. These old bones tell me rain is on the way.”

			He started to hobble away into the forest. I could see how frail he was beneath the skins he wore; they hung upon him as though he was made of nothing but bone. Firdas coughed, and I thought with sympathy that he must always be cold. Whatever reason he’d had for coming so far north, it must have been a powerful one.

			“Thank you!” A thought came to me. “Wait! How do you know about the feeling of fire in my veins?”

			“A guess,” he replied, without turning.

			I stayed for some time longer in the forest, trying to count my breaths as I’d been taught. Firdas was right: it was hard. The more I tried to only think about breathing, the more thoughts came crowding in, tugging at my attention and refusing to be ignored. At last I gave up. Dark clouds began to fill the sky as I walked home. My parents and I were eating rabbit stew when we heard the first peal of thunder. My father, who had just returned home from a long hunt, looked up at the ceiling and murmured, “A storm’s coming from the north.”

			“Firdas said there would be rain,” I said. “I didn’t believe him. The sky was clear when he said it.”

			“Firdas? Did you see him today?” my mother asked.

			“Yes, in the forest,” I replied, stuffing more rabbit stew into my mouth.

			“He’s like a ghost, that one,” my father said. “No one sees him coming or going.”

			“But he helps when help is needed,” my mother said. “Remember when several homes burned down in the village after one was struck by lightning? Firdas helped fell trees to rebuild the houses and even dragged them back to the village all on his own. That was ten years ago at least.”

			“He’s not an Ice Crowner,” my father grunted.

			“He’s been here for so long, Jax. He might as well be.”

			My father sniffed dismissively. Like most people born in the Ice Crown, he didn’t have much respect for those born outside it, even if that person had lived in the Ice Crown for decades. Once an outsider, always an outsider. My mother disagreed. She said anyone who lived in the Ice Crown by choice should be welcomed with open arms.

			“Do you know where’s he from?” I asked.

			“I don’t believe anyone knows,” my mother replied. “He simply showed up one day many, many years ago. I was a young girl then. He’s lived in that tiny house of his ever since. He built it himself, you know, with no help from anyone else. He’s been here at least thirty years, if a day. He’s never talked about his life before coming to Thamir, and I suppose no one wanted to ask.”

			Rain began to pound on the roof of the house. I thought of Kem, who was out hunting, caught outside in the rain. He would have found a fallen tree and dug a hole beneath it to take shelter in. Still, depending on how successful he was at it, he might become completely soaked anyway. It was bad luck for him.

			“We haven’t had a storm like this in years,” my mother said.

			“Maybe there’s a weather mage in the area,” my father said.

			Both of my parents somehow managed, in that way parents have, to look at me without turning their heads. It was a good trick, one that I sometimes wished that I knew. My father didn’t really believe I had managed to summon rain though. More likely it was a random storm that had come from the north and was expending its fury on the Ice Crown. It only happened every few years, but it happened.

			I didn’t respond, and my father didn’t expect a response. He was a quiet man, like most men in the Ice Crown. It was all but impossible for them to spend so much time alone in the woods hunting and not develop a strong habit of silence. Still, his comment bespoke an underlying tension in my family: the question of whether I would ever control my magic, and if I could, what I would be able to do with it.

			“Just a little rain,” my mother trilled, trying to break the heavy silence that had blanketed us. “The rain will be good for the hunt. It will be easier for Kem to track. He’ll be needing to start smoking meat for the winter for Danver and the baby.”

			I smiled involuntarily. I couldn’t wait to meet my new niece or nephew. I hoped the child would have Kem’s deep and thoughtful eyes and Danver’s playful temperament. We sat in silence, listening to the patter of rain outside and warmed by the glow of the fire. I enjoyed these quiet evenings like this with my parents. The house had been much rowdier when Kem and Kyan had both lived there.

			My father said, “I’ve been thinking that maybe it’s time to take Aeryn to see Namoreth.”

			My father hadn’t been there since he was a young man, when he had gone merely to gawk and gape. He told us later that his brief time there had only confirmed that he was not meant to live among densely packed buildings and houses. He needed the freedom of the forest, the refreshing smell of pine trees and snow. He’d never gone back. Panic gripped my chest and started to squeeze the air from my lungs. I wasn’t ready. I didn’t know my affinity yet and worse, I wasn’t ready to leave my family.

			“No! It’s too soon!” I gasped, my stomach knotting.

			“It can just be a visit, Aeryn, if that’s what you’d like. We’ll go for a day and then return. It will be good for you to see what life in the city is like. It’s very different from life in Thamir.”

			“I need more time! I’m not ready to go yet.”

			My mother put her hand on my father’s. “Wait awhile. She’s not sixteen yet, Jax.”

			“Kyan was apprenticed to the garrison blacksmith the day after his sixteenth birthday, Wren. The time is coming fast when our Aeryn will find her way, too. Just a few months more.”

			Faster than two fingers snapping together, I lost control of my emotions, and with them my magic. Blue fire exploded out from all around me in a giant bubble that crashed into the wall and ceiling. It shattered with a shower of blue lights like fireflies that faded away before reaching the floor. The fireball hit my parents, too, knocking them down away from the table. I screamed in fear, terrified that they’d been hurt, lurching from my chair to clasp my mother to me.

			“It’s fine,” she said, disentangling herself from me. She rose from the floor and righted her chair, then smoothed her dress. My father, too, stood up and returned his chair to its rightful position. “You see? We’re not hurt. It’s fine, darling.”

			I broke down, weeping uncontrollably into my hands. I had almost unintentionally injured my own parents. Who knows how badly they could have been hurt, all because I lost control. Arms closed around me and held me tight as I struggled to breathe through the sobs.

			“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry.”

			“Of course not,” my mother murmured, stroking my hair. “It was an accident. No harm has been done, see? You don’t have to go to the city yet; you’ll go when you’re ready.”

			Her words made me cry harder. Everything was still broken, no matter how hard I tried. How could I ever make things right? My mother held me until I had no more tears to cry, then she kissed the top of my head and shoved the three wooden bowls into my hands. She commanded, “Now go use this rain to wash out these bowls.”

			“But I’ll be soaked!”

			“Yes, but then you’ll come back inside and the fire will dry you off. It’s only water, love.”

			My eyes were still watery, but I smiled gratefully at her. Grateful I hadn’t hurt her. Grateful my parents could still love me despite all that was happening to me. Grateful that no matter what happened, I always had a place in this home.

			That night, the dreams started.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“The soldiers of the King’s Regiment serve for life, without exception. Some lives happen to be shorter than others.”

			—Sir Eldir (a.k.a. The Mountain Fox), Sergeant at Arms of the King’s Regiment

			“Hunters are distinguished by their tenacity.”

			— A Kingdom and Its People, 4th edition

			A bird’s nest is one of nature’s most undervalued works. We walk past them all the time with little thought given to the effort that went into their creation. Many humans view them as ugly; from the outside, they look disorganized and sloppy. No one would call them beautiful. Yet nests are a testament to the resolve of their builders. They are built stick by stick, painstakingly over time. With pure and single-minded determination, the bird patiently makes trip after trip in search of the materials that will become its home. The bird understands that it might not carry much in its beak during each individual trip, but each trip is important to creating the larger whole. Even if the unfinished nest topples from the tree, the bird never gives up. It simply starts again.

			I set out the next day planning to try Firdas’s strange practice of meditation. I was still skeptical, but I was out of ideas. If I didn’t like this “meditation,” I could always stop, but I was willing to try anything to prevent what had happened last night from happening again.

			Meditating was hard, though. It was one thing to sit in the forest with Firdas and have him instruct me, it was quite another to try to meditate alone. The practice seemed even more foolish without him than it had with him. Eventually, however, I was able to relax. My shoulders felt heavy as they rose and fell. For the first time, the magic crackled and sang and filled me with warmth as it raced through me. My heart beat strongly in my chest. By sitting motionless, I was forced to take notice of all the motion that happened naturally inside my body.

			After a week, I decided that I had done enough breathing and counting and moved to the next step Firdas had laid out. Firdas had told me to follow the magic as it moved through my body. It wasn’t difficult; the magic was like liquid fire, and every vein through which it coursed tingled. When my magic flared, the feeling was exhilarating. For the most part, I had been so overwhelmed by the fear of failure before now that I hadn’t noticed this feeling. Now every time I focused on my magic, I delighted in the brimming excitement that magic created, the sense of unlimited potential waiting to be fulfilled. When I breathed in, the fire bubbled and gently retreated away from the surface of my skin. When I exhaled, the fire flared through my core and raced to my fingertips.

			Sometime during the second or third week of meditation, I discovered for the first time that by visualizing the fire moving in my body, I could actually make it move. When I didn’t want to use the magic, I kept it dispersed throughout my body, running through my blood like leaves fallen in a stream. When I wanted to use it, I concentrated it in my hands until they glowed bright blue with fire. It was the breakthrough I had been waiting for, and I couldn’t have been more excited.

			Firdas had been right! If I learned to connect with the magic and work with it, I would be more successful than if I tried to control and wrestle it. I began to feel I’d finally found harmony with my magic. I advanced to the point where I could create a ball of bright blue fire and suspend it in the air above me indefinitely, shimmering and winking and beautiful. I could make the ball as big as my head or as small as the nail on my thumb. I could make the fire hot as the forge at the soldiers’ garrison or cool enough to touch. Playing with magic like this was fun. Without realizing it, I stopped worrying about losing control and hurting others.

			The only thing missing was to thank Firdas. I hadn’t seen him since our last meeting, even when I purposely walked near to his hut several times. He seemed to have all but disappeared, like the ghost my father had called him. In his absence, I continued to practice alone in the woods, growing more confident each day. Soon enough, I could not only lift the small stone he had once caught me struggling to raise, but even large branches that had fallen from the trees. In fact, I was doing exactly that when Firdas found me again.

			“Big log,” his voice commented evenly from behind me.

			I was so surprised by the unexpected appearance of another person in my secluded part of the woods, I lost my focus and dropped the branch. It crashed to the ground with a muted thud. Somewhere nearby, a bird cawed in alarm and flew away. I spun around and faced him, a huge smile on my face. It was all I could do not to hug him.

			Firdas’ face was as tired as ever, but he seemed pleased. “You’ve improved.”

			“Yes! And I have you to thank for it!”

			“It was only a suggestion. I’m glad it seems to have helped. Come, show me what you’ve learned.”

			I responded by creating a ball of blue magic in my hands. I showed him how the light could illuminate without burning me or how I could turn it into a blazing fire. Then I lifted the branch again, setting it gently on the ground when I was done. My chest swelled with pride.

			“Maybe soon I’ll learn what my affinity is,” I said.

			Firdas frowned. “But Aeryn, that is your affinity.”

			Now it was my turn to frown. “What?”

			“Mage fire. Well, and levitation, obviously. That’s your affinity. Did you think every mage could make fire?”

			I guessed I had. Or rather, I hadn’t given it much thought at all. Now that I thought about it, however, I could recall only a few stories involving mages with fire. I concentrated my magic into another ball in my hands, making it hotter and hotter. If fire was my affinity, I wanted to see just how hot I could make it. As it heated, blue flames sizzled up the side of the ball and around my hands, although they didn’t burn me.

			Firdas reached his right hand toward the fire and drew it away with a grunt well before he reached it. He rubbed his right hand with his left. “A useful skill for when winter comes. It will keep the cold at bay. I wish I had some myself.”

			I barely heard him, I was so focused on the silent, dancing fire in my hands. The flames, all shades of blue, were mesmerizingly beautiful. Firdas took a step back to avoid the heat, which now rolled off the ball in roiling waves. My hands and face started to sweat, and my sleeves at the cuffs were beginning to smell burned, but I didn’t stop.

			I noticed an old pine tree twenty paces away. Its once green needles had all turned brown. It was dead; all it needed now was to be struck by lightning. Then it could fall and eventually turn to dirt. I could be that lightning. No sooner had I thought it than I acted. The fireball hit the tree and exploded, tongues of blue flame licking up the trunk. Within moments, the tree was bathed in shimmering blue fire. Although I hadn’t expected that to happen, the sight was thrilling.

			“No! Extinguish it!” Firdas shouted, alarmed. “Extinguish it before the trees next to it catch fire!”

			“What?” I asked, confused, the magic’s intoxicating spell over me broken.

			“We’re in a forest, girl! Wood burns!”

			“I—I don’t know how!”

			I started to panic. What had I been thinking? The tree was glowing a deadly blue that was becoming hotter each moment. What had been a gentle glow in my hands only minutes before was now a raging, uncontrolled blaze.

			“Find a way,” Firdas snapped, “or we’ll both be killed. A forest fire can outrun both of us.”

			As he said it, a blue flame jumped from the dead pine tree to its living neighbor. The green needles crackled and popped as the heat washed over them. The temperature around us rose as the fire grew in intensity around the dead tree. A thick branch fell off with a ringing crack, crashed into the ground with a loud thud, and lay burning on the forest floor.

			“Now!” Firdas roared.

			“What do I do?”

			The panic was beating at me now. My legs felt weak with dread. My head swam.

			“If you can start the fire, you can stop it. It’s your magic; stop it from burning.”

			The blue fire devouring the trees didn’t feel like mine at all anymore. Still, when I concentrated very hard, I could feel the tiniest connection between the magic in my veins and the fire raging before us. I followed that connection, thin as the silk thread of a spider, from my body to the fire, then, concentrating as hard as I ever had in my life, sucked the fire from the tree and back to me. The magic pulled away from the tree willingly and traveled in a fiery line not back to my hands, but to my chest, where it drove into me so hard that it tore all the air from my lungs.

			The feeling of the magic re-entering my body hurt like being speared through the heart, like being struck by lightning. I thought it might kill me on the spot. Now it was my own body, not the tree, that burned like dry kindling. I couldn’t breathe. I collapsed, gasping for air, waiting for my heart to stop. My arms and legs began to convulse as my lungs seized. At least the trees are safe now, I thought as my back spasmed. No one would die in a forest fire.

			Firdas fell to his knees beside me and held my head up in his lap to help me breathe. His knobby old hands shook. “Stupid. Foolish,” he hissed. “Never do that again. Not ever, do you hear me?”

			There was much more fear than anger in his voice, though both were there. My chest heaved, my pulse raced, and my ears rang, but I knew I would live. The magic in my veins roiled and crackled as though protesting having been recalled. I gasped, “No…forest…not again. Sorry. So sorry.”

			“This isn’t about the stupid forest, girl,” Firdas said.

			He slipped out from under me, his face agitated. His twisted wooden staff lay several feet from him, and I heard him crawl on his knees to reach it. I lay on my back, staring at the dark tips of the trees stabbing into the pale sky above me, crippled by pain and half amazed to still be alive. My breathing was shallow and ragged. I saw Firdas’ boots shuffling along the forest floor as quickly as they would go as he paced around my head. He said, “You could have been killed!”

			“I won’t do it again.”

			“No, you won’t!”

			He stopped pacing and stared down at me. His thin shoulders rose and fell as he took a deep breath to calm himself. His face was white. “You showed me that you could touch the magic without being burned. Why didn’t you simply stop the magic from burning? Take away its heat? Why did you try and draw it back into you?”

			“I didn’t think of it,” I rasped.

			Firdas pursed his lips unhappily and resumed pacing. “You have to be careful, Aeryn. This is no game.”

			I nodded obediently, feeling a deep and abiding sense of fatigue wash over me. The magic in my veins had now all but disappeared, leaving me cold. My palms were clammy, and the sweat that had broken out all over my body when I created the fireball was chilled by the cold air, making me shiver. Firdas reached out his thin hand and helped me stand. He was surprisingly strong, old as he was. I leaned on him heavily, unable to support myself.

			“Promise me you won’t try something like that again unless I am near.”

			I mumbled, “I promise.”

			“Good. Now let’s get you home and cleaned up.”

			I pushed my hair out of my face and tried to wipe the sweat from my brow. I could still smell singed leather and wool. Firdas tugged on my arm and we started to walk slowly back to Thamir, me walking more slowly than even he. As we departed, I looked back at the old pine tree. The trunk was burned black and all the dead needles had fallen to the ground. On the branches of the trees next to it, the formerly green needles had been turned brown.

			As exhausted and as scared as I was, I also felt a flush of pride. Although I hadn’t expected to be a fire mage, it was clear I had some talent at it. Firdas pulled again on my arm and we continued walking back to the village without speaking, Firdas breathing heavily from the effort of holding me up as we walked. At the door to my house, he turned me to face him.

			“Remember,” he admonished, “no magic without me.”

			I nodded, too tired to argue, and he left, limping away on his spindly old legs. I stumbled into the house and collapsed on a blanket beside the hearth. I could tell from the headache that was beginning to pound behind my eyes and the shivers starting to run through my body that I was going to be sick with fever again. Wolf, who had been sleeping in a corner, padded over to me, wagging his tail, and licked my face. I wrapped my arms around him and buried my face in his thick gray fur and fell asleep that way, just as I had as a young girl.

			The nightmares started as soon as my eyes were closed. In the first one, veiled eyes watched me from the darkness, stalking me through the forest. Anywhere I went, they were there already, waiting. I had seen them before, in other recent dreams, but what did they want? The darkness, too, was alive, malevolent. It throbbed and pulsed around me as if I were standing in the heart of a giant monster. The air was thick and stale. Unsettled by the feeling of being observed, the hair on my arms stood on end.

			The dream faded away, only to be replaced by one equally unsettling. In it, my magic started to burn until the very blood in my veins boiled. I scratched and clawed at the skin on my arms and stomach, trying to stop the pain by bleeding the burning poison out. I was desperate to find some way to stop the agony. Just when it seemed my own magic would burn me to death, the dream abruptly ended. The regular blackness of dreamless sleep took over, and I dreamed no more.

			For the next two days, I was confined to the house, racked by a fever even worse than the fevers I had endured when my magic appeared. I shivered constantly from a bone-deep cold even as my skin burned hotter than Kyan’s forge. I was too weak to walk, and even crawling on my hands and knees made the world spin around me. I was delirious more than half the time when I was awake, but was asleep more than I was awake, always pursued by the hunting eyes. When the fever broke on the third day, it was as though I had never been sick. Strength surged back into my body, and the magical fire blossomed once more in my veins, pulsing with life and energy. The feeling of relief was overwhelming. My mistake in the forest hadn’t cost me my magic, and I had learned a powerful lesson about not trying to reabsorb my fire.

			After being confined to my house for days, I could no longer bear to be inside. My legs, which hadn’t been able to carry the weight of my body the day before, were strong and confident as I walked straight to Firdas’s hut. I knocked on the roughly-hewn pine door, hoping he was home. The door creaked open reluctantly and for a moment I saw only blackness within. Then Firdas’s face emerged, pale, with a few days’ white stubble on his chin.

			“Aeryn, I’m glad to see you’ve recovered,” Firdas said, his voice creaking. “I heard you were very sick.”

			I nodded. I still half expected my head to swim when I moved it, but all the symptoms of the fever had well and truly dissipated.

			“Would you…like to take a walk with me?”

			Firdas had all but saved my life by stopping me from burning the forest down. Moreover, sometimes when my fever dreams over the last few days had become too awful, it was the appearance of his kind face that had chased the awful monsters away. I wanted thank him for his help and at the same time find out more about him, like what else he knew about the world outside Thamir.

			“I would like that. Let me find my cloak.”

			Firdas disappeared into his hut, leaving me standing on the stoop, and emerged a moment later wearing a heavy brown cloak. He closed the door behind him and we began to walk down a trail Firdas had obviously created through years of daily excursions. He sniffed the air suspiciously, then wrapped himself more tightly in his cloak. The skin of his hands looked thin as parchment. I could see the blue veins tracing their way under the almost clear skin. He spat, “Winter is coming.”

			“It must feel especially cold to you since you’re not from the Ice Crown,” I suggested.

			A flicker of sadness and pain flashed across his face and was gone so quickly that I almost didn’t see it. What would drive a man here, to the farthest reaches of the kingdom, but something terrible? I wanted to ask where he had come from and what had made him leave there to eke out a lonely life in Thamir, but before I could, Firdas said, “Our neighbors believe you will go to Namoreth soon.”

			This time, I didn’t explode in a frenzy of emotion at the mention of the provincial capital. Now that I could control my magic, accident in the forest notwithstanding, I felt much more ready to leave Thamir. I was looking forward to the idea of developing my magic and seeing a city, even if the thought of leaving my family and not knowing when I would see them again made me queasy. It seemed at least for now, I would have to trade one thing for another: my family for my magic, or my magic for my family.

			“The idea of leaving home scares me,” I said, twisting my fingers together. “But I’ve worked so hard on my magic that…” I blushed. “It must sound silly to you, but I want to see exactly what I can do with my magic. It’s like trying to see how fast you can run or how much weight you can carry. I know what happened in the woods was dangerous, but it was also…exciting. I created that fire. I had that power. And if I can find a mage to train me, I won’t have accidents like that again.”

			“I think anyone would understand the desire to see what limitations they may or may not have, and having the ability to create fire sounds thrilling. When will you go to Namoreth?”

			“Soon. When I’m sixteen.”

			I didn’t bother telling him how few weeks remained until then. We had reached the farther of the two streams from the village. For most of the year, it was covered by a layer of ice, but now it was still warm enough that a thin trickle of water flowed. Firdas bent down slowly, cupped his hand, and drank from the water that collected in his palm. I did likewise, wincing at how the freezing water made my hand and teeth ache from cold. Firdas stepped back from the stream and collapsed, rather than sat, against the base of a tree, stretching his long legs out in front of him. I sat, too, crossing my legs and pulling the needles off of a fallen pine branch.

			“What will you do after you are trained?” Firdas asked.

			“I’ll come home. Thamir is where my family has always lived. It’s where I grew up. I can’t imagine not living here. Maybe not immediately though. There are things in Ilirya I want to see, like the palace in King’s City and the ocean.”

			Firdas’ white eyebrows knit together at the deep furrow above his nose. His expression was one of unhappy surprise. He ran his hand over his short hair with a shaking hand. He looked around us as though someone might overhear, but there was no one. “King’s City is not safe. There are many bad people there. Dark people with darker intentions and misguided beliefs about the world and how it should be. No, it is not safe for you to be there. Better to stay far, far from the capital.”

			His eyes, such a deep brown that they were almost black, were unreadable. I didn’t know what else to say, so I dangled the pine branch in the water and watched the weak current run beneath it. When I looked up again, tears were running down Firdas’ face and into his white stubble. Although he cried soundlessly, his face was damp with the tears.

			“What is it, Firdas?” I asked, alarmed at this display of deep emotion that seemed to come from nowhere.

			“So many people killed,” he whispered hoarsely, his eyes haunted. “So many young lives snuffed out like so many candles, for no reason. No reason at all.”

			“What? Who? Who are you talking about?”

			“So many years of war,” he moaned softly. “Endless war. The City ate them all.”

			His eyes were unfocused and dull. What he saw was not here, not now. He was in another place, another time, and I was not there with him. Moving cautiously closer, trying not to startle him, I took his right hand in mine. It was light as a feather and just as fragile. I wasn’t sure what to say, so I asked gently, “Did you lose someone you loved?”

			“I lost everyone,” he replied, horror in his voice, still not looking at me. “All my friends, gone. And I, left alone to carry their memories. The only one who still remembers their brave souls. All turned to ashes now, all dust.”

			“Firdas!”

			I shook him slightly, trying to draw him out from the memories that pulled at him like quicksand. He blinked and his eyes focused once more upon mine. He shook his head and wiped away the tears with the back of his left hand, smiling faintly with embarrassment and withdrawing his other hand from mine. He said gruffly, “Forgive me. Just the feeble ranting of an old man and the memories of too long a life.”

			My heart was breaking at the sight of the old man crying. I wanted to comfort him, but I couldn’t see his ghosts to scare them away. Whoever they were and whatever they looked like, only Firdas knew. His dark eyes became piercing, his face serious. He said, “The kingdom has been at war with the Southlands for forty years. The Ice Crown, isolated as it is so far north, has been untouched by the effects of this war, but other parts of the kingdom have seen their populations decimated. It seems impossible, but a kingdom can eventually forget what life is like without war. The war becomes a story that is told between friends; mere words without real consequence. Provisions and soldiers are sent, yes, but for those who do not live along the battle line, the war is largely forgotten or ignored.

			“But I tell you, war is a fire: it destroys everything that it touches and must constantly be given new fuel to burn. The rulers of Ilirya feed the blaze with the blood of young soldiers, knights, and mages. These are the people—unrecognized, unmourned—who pay the price for the folly of kings.”

			I dropped my gaze, not knowing what to say. He was right. What did I know of Ilirya’s war in the south? I didn’t know why we were fighting. Trying to console Firdas, I said, “Not everyone goes unrecognized. We still tell stories of the King’s Regiment’s battle to stop the Northman invasion a hundred years ago. And of Kjelborn, the King’s Mage who fought off a hundred Southerners at once by raising a ring of fire around them, then walking through it to kill the enemy’s best mage in single combat. See? We remember.”

			Firdas stiffened, then let out a single bark of laughter more bitter than anything I’d ever heard. His face was a mask of pain, a cross between a sneer and a grimace plastered across it.

			“Would these so-called heroes be happy to know what damage their legends have wrought? Would they feel shame knowing these stories are used like honey to draw in hundreds of soldiers, all of whom think they, too, might win lasting glory but instead find their death? If the truth of battle were told, the real horror of it, no one would ever volunteer to fight. War is brutal and ugly, Aeryn, make no mistake. The screams of the dying tear through your very soul and haunt you—waking and asleep—until you join them.”

			I knew then that Firdas looked so tired because he did not sleep at night. I knew, too, why he couldn’t bring himself to kill animals by his own hand. I wondered how long he had fought in this war he so obviously hated. How long it had taken for the man he had been before the war to be broken? Firdas’s dark eyes glowed with intense passion as he looked at me. His hand scrabbled for mine.

			“Listen to me, Aeryn. The crown jewels of the King’s Army are its war mages. They are meant to rain death on Ilirya’s enemies and bring the kingdom victory. Mages who have the potential to become war mages are rare, however, and they are destroyed almost as quickly as they can be found. Much effort is put into finding them. Most affinities are not well suited to war, but fire—”

			He stopped abruptly and did not continue. He merely looked at me, his eyes beseeching me to understand without him having to speak the words. So I said them for him. “You think I could be a war mage.”

			Firdas’s lips pursed. “There is no such thing as a ‘war’ mage, do you understand? It is a name, nothing more. If there was no such thing as war, there would be no war mages, only mages. Just because one has an affinity that can be used with deadly effect—even something seemingly peaceful, like illusion—doesn’t mean that she has to become a ‘war’ mage. You can choose to use your skills for other causes. You are more than your affinity.”

			I was stunned into silence for some time, trying to understand what I had been told. I supposed Kjelborn would have been a war mage, but Panwel? I thought back to the beauty of his illusions and struggled to see how he could possibly have used them to kill. And yet as a King’s Mage, he must have fought as a soldier. “You were a soldier, weren’t you, Firdas? Is that how you know all this? Because you saw it?”

			Firdas’s eyes became distant again. With great sadness, he said, “I’ve seen a thousand soldiers die in a single day, the ground so swollen with their blood that it could hold no more and wept red tears. I’ve seen mages rip other mages apart in an ecstasy of violence. And I, I was there adding to the bloodshed. Yes, I was a soldier. I killed because I was told to kill and because I believed at the time that it was the right thing to do. And then I ran from it because I could no longer face myself.”

			He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again, the intensity that had burned like coals within them was gone. He rubbed the knuckles of his hands, which likely ached from rheumatism. I thought fleetingly that they must have been fine hands once, for though now the knuckles were swollen and knobby with age, still the fingers were long and thin. He said, “You will learn one day that most things in life are a choice. Indeed, life itself is little more than the continuous interplay of choices and their consequences. I hope that when the time comes, you make the right choice and do not repeat my failings.”

			I wanted and tried to understand his words, but their meaning slipped from my grasp like water through my fingers. I waited for a moment, trying to make sense of even the smallest sliver of what he had told me, but it was too much for me, too distant and unimaginable. How could I understand the emotions of battle when all I’d known was my quiet life in the Ice Crown?

			“Firdas,” I said at last, “you said the kingdom looks for war mages. And you seem to think I could become one. Am I in danger?”

			“You have not yet done anything that would catch the magic sniffers’ attention, I think,” he replied slowly. “The Army’s scryers are very, very good, but even they have limitations. While they are able to detect the magic of others even at a distance, they cannot see every person’s magic throughout the kingdom all the time. They can only see powerful magic. It is much like a signal fire: the smoke from a small fire is difficult to see, but a big fire produces smoke that can be seen from all directions. I believe if you do any magic more powerful than what you have already done, it is likely to be detected. The signature of a potential war mage would be impossible to hide when using more.”

			Firdas looked into the distance, his face pained. “I wish the circumstances were different, Aeryn. I wish you were free to explore your magic to your heart’s content and never have to worry about what might happen. I would not tell you to limit your magic if I did not truly believe it was necessary to save your life, but alas, it is. I tell you: to avoid being conscripted into the King’s Army, you must be careful of how much magic you use.”

			I stared at my hands, feeling as though I had walked off the edge of a cliff and was in free-fall. All the silly dreams I’d quietly harbored regarding my magic were vanishing before my eyes. According to Firdas, I could train and explore my magic at the cost of being sent to war, or I could give up most of my magic and stay in Thamir. There didn’t seem to be a middle ground. “I guess there’s no use going to Namoreth now. What’s the use of learning about my magic if all it’s good for is killing people?”

			“Your magic is not limited to killing,” Firdas replied, passion back in his voice “As I told you, what is called ‘war magic’ is comprised of many different affinities, including your fire and levitation abilities. We call them ‘war magic’ because they are useful in war, but they are equally useful outside of battle. The difference between the axe that chops firewood and the axe that smashes an enemy’s helmet is only in its application…and the intention of she who wields it.”

			“I suppose that’s true.” I tried to look at the situation positively, but it was difficult. All I could see was the melting away of the future I’d been planning.

			Firdas took a breath. “Still, as you say, it may be best if you avoid Namoreth. The magic sniffers likely have an outpost there. It would be much easier for them to find you in Namoreth than in Thamir. I’m sorry.”

			There was nothing left to say. We sat in silence at the stream for several minutes longer, then Firdas grabbed his staff and staggered to his feet. “Would you like to go back now?”

			I nodded, and we walked slowly back to his hut, where I left him. Then I returned to my own home, dragging my feet as I went. It felt as though my body weighed more than all the houses of the village combined. I found my father sitting outside, sharpening his dagger with a whetstone, Wolf curled at his feet. He looked up as I approached.

			“You look pale, daughter. What’s the matter?”

			I collapsed into a pile at his feet, resting my head on his knees the way I used to as a child.

			“Would you be upset if I don’t go to Namoreth?”

			“Aeryn,” he said, laying the dagger down, “I want for you what every father wants for his daughter: your happiness. If going to Namoreth won’t make you happy, then you shouldn’t go. There’s no question.”

			My father patted my head, and I remembered all the times he would brush my hair before bed at night when I was a small child.

			“Did something happen?”

			I shook my head, too tired to explain. Later, I would, but not now.

			“Do you remember when you were young and wanted to be just like your older brothers? You were four years old and you stole one of my axes and Kem’s bow. The axe was more than half as long as you were tall, and the bow longer. You were so determined to prove you were as good as your brothers. It’s because of that determination within you, that unwillingness to ever give up, that I know whatever happens, you’ll be fine. You’re a fighter, Aeryn.”

			I covered my face to hide my smile. My father patted my head fondly. “The light is fading now. Will you make me light so that I can finish sharpening this dagger?”

			“Of course, Father.”

			I quickly shaped a small blue ball of magic and hung it in the air above his head. There was still plenty of light to see by, but I appreciated his effort to make me feel helpful. I got back up to my feet and squeezed his shoulder as I walked past into the house. Although I still felt a deep, aching sadness that I would never be able to explore the full extent of my magic, at least I always had a place in Thamir.

			[image: ]

			That night, my dreams reflected what Firdas had told me. In one, soldiers chased me through the forests around Thamir. I ran desperately from them, panting wildly, trying to find my way home, where I would be safe. But they closed in around me, encircling me, trapping me. The magic in me prickled suggestively, offering a way out. Asking me to be the war mage I could be, if I let myself. Without my summoning it, the magic pulsed and gathered in my hands, running up my arms and washing over my body. The blue light intensified and surrounded me completely, turning me into a single, glorious flame that reached high into the black night sky.

			When the dream dissolved abruptly, all that remained was the single pair of eyes that had haunted my dreams for days. For the first time, they came into focus, emerging from the darkness. They were green, human. They looked at me, then through me, so deeply that my soul felt naked before them. I shivered and tried to will them to go away, but I couldn’t. Slowly, they faded back into the darkness and I slept on with no more dreams.

			I awoke the next morning covered in sweat, and was ashamed to see that I had left burn marks on the blanket under which I had been sleeping. Apparently, my dream had been more real than I thought. I hated these nightmares; they felt so genuine. Yet there was nothing I could do about them. All I could do was hope they would stop just as suddenly as they had started.

			While my parents were still sleeping, I stole out of the house with my sweat-stained night clothing under my arm and jogged slowly to the closer stream. I carried a small bar of lye in my left hand, which I used to scrub the rough fabric in the freezing cold water. It was peaceful to be out in the forest alone at this time, when the birds were finishing their morning song. Judging from the sharp bite in the air, it would snow in the next few days, prompting some of them to fly south. On the way back, I stopped to pick up some small logs from the woodpile outside our house for the morning fire. Bringing them inside, I set them in the hearth and carefully lit a small fire using a spark of magic.

			I hugged my knees to my chest, watching the fire crackle and enjoying the smell of the burning wood. Then, paying only half attention to what I was doing, I began creating tiny, heatless flames of blue magic the size of my fist that I released to hang just below the ceiling like stars. Once I had put enough “stars” in place, I lay back and watched them. I had tried to recreate the constellations as they were in the Ice Crown Sky: the Horse, the Monkey, the Twin Sisters, the Water Jug, and more. I wondered whether in the south of Ilirya the stars looked the same. Was the sky like a piece of paper, and I was reading the top while people down there were reading the bottom? Did they see constellations I didn’t, and vice versa? I would have to ask the next rotation of soldiers passing through en route to the garrison. After all, I would likely never find the answer to that question out myself.

			There were other questions I wanted to ask them that were more pressing, however. First and foremost was whether Firdas was right about war mages. Although I trusted Firdas—after all, he had no reason to lie—he had not left Thamir for decades. Perhaps the kingdom had changed since he had last been out in the world. Perhaps the Ilirya in which he had lived, and which had scarred him so deeply, was now only a distant memory, a half-forgotten dream. There was still hope that I might be able to use my magic fully, although I wouldn’t tell Firdas about this hope. The garrison would rotate in a few months; I could be patient.

			When I became bored of the stars, I pulled them together into a pulsing, swirling blue lake on the ceiling, then made the lake rain shining orbs of blue magic on me. The drops didn’t melt away when they landed on my skin; instead, they sat upon me like large snowflakes. My skin glowed with the blue color that was unique to my magic. It was a comforting feeling. Even if I could never be a mage outside Thamir, I would always have these little magical tricks. Eventually, I stood and swept the magic from me, watching as it dissolved when it hit the floor.

			I ate a quick breakfast, then slipped out of the house before my parents awoke, strapping my bow and quiver to my back. Without knowing why, I walked to Firdas’s hut. I raised my hand to knock on his door, then stopped. It was still early. If he was sleeping, it would be impolite to wake him. I turned to leave right as the door opened. I squeaked in surprise and jumped backward. Seeing me, Firdas leaned on his staff and half-smiled, amused. The crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes crinkled good-naturedly.

			“Good morning, Aeryn. I didn’t expect to see you so soon. I was just headed out to look for gooseberries. I find the best time of the day is morning, when the sun has risen and all is quiet and still. Care to join me?” He held up a basket that he’d woven from green twigs.

			I smiled. “Sure.”

			We headed east toward the risen sun, walking at Firdas’s slow pace, a few comfortable feet between us. I couldn’t say why I’d sought him out. Perhaps it was because for now, only he knew the price I would be forced to pay to avoid becoming a war mage. Perhaps it was that vast sadness in him that made me pity him and want to offer some sort of solace in the twilight of his years. Or perhaps it was because he was grandfatherly, and I had never known my own grandparents.

			To break the silence between us, I asked, “What did you do after you left the army?”

			Firdas said nothing for a long time. Finally, he said, “I did many things. I tried my hand at being a groom, at being a locksmith, even at being a beggar. A man in need of work will do many an unexpected job. I’m lucky enough to be good with my hands. It’s a skill that has served me well over time.” He smiled wryly, holding up his gnarled hands. “Though you wouldn’t know it to look at them now.”

			“Did you have a family?”

			“No,” he answered immediately, shaking his head with a small, sad smile.

			“Did you ever want one?”

			“It might have been nice, but it was not possible. First I was too busy and then, when I had too much time, I never stayed in one place longer than a few months. Eventually, I was too old; the time for families had passed.”

			“Brothers or sisters?”

			“A brother. I haven’t seen him in forty years, at least. More, I suppose. He may be dead by now. I don’t know.”

			“Could you find him? If you wanted to?”

			Firdas shook his head. “I don’t see how. The kingdom is vast.”

			“I think you’re very wise. I’m sure you could find a way.”

			“I will tell you the secret to being wise,” Firdas said.

			“What?”

			“You must be very old,” he said somberly, looking me in the eyes.

			I laughed. “That’s no help!”

			He shrugged. “I didn’t say the truth would be helpful to you now. In fifty years, you will be just as wise as I am.”

			“If I live to be sixty-five years old.”

			“May everyone have the chance to experience bad digestion, arthritic limbs, and failing eyesight,” Firdas said with pious sincerity. “I have a loose tooth, too.”

			He caught my eye again and snickered. The sight of the old man giggling like a child set me to laughing, too. Wiping a tear from the corner of his eye, Firdas said, “I remembered something last night. It may not work for you, but I suspect it will. Call it a consolation. One of the possible war magics is perfectly true aim. It’s a small magic, one that should not be detectable to others, but for someone in the Ice Crown, it would be an invaluable gift.”

			“But I’m already a good archer,” I said, puzzled.

			“There’s a difference between a good archer and a war mage archer. A war mage never misses her target, however small or far away it may be. Take your bow and see if you can shoot that pinecone in the tree over there.”

			He pointed at a tree one hundred feet away from us. It was so far away that I could barely see the pinecone as a smudge of brown against the green needles. I shook my head. “Firdas, no one could hit that pinecone.”

			“Certainly there are some mages who could hit that pinecone. Let’s see if you’re one of them.”

			I unslung my bow from my back, still shaking my head. I flicked the string, checking to make sure it was still taut, then pulled an arrow with brown fletching from the quiver. Notching the arrow and drawing back the string, I looked down the wooden shaft toward where I had seen the pinecone. I couldn’t see it now, only the pine tree far in the distance. I slowed my breathing, so similar to the meditation I had learned from Firdas, and on the next exhalation, I let the arrow fly. I didn’t see the arrow hit. I lowered the bow and looked at Firdas.

			“Well?”

			He didn’t answer, but instead scratched his head and began limping toward the tree. We searched around it but found no sign of the arrow.

			“I told you it was impossible to hit that pinecone,” I said.

			“If that was the case,” Firdas replied, “then where is the pinecone?”

			I looked up and was astonished to see that where the pinecone should have been, more or less, there was nothing. No pinecone. I frowned. We searched around the ground some more, but couldn’t find it. I gave up and reslung my bow. It might have been nice to have the small magic Firdas had described, but I wouldn’t think too much about it. My aim was good enough on its own.

			“We should go find those gooseberries. Are they around here?” I asked.

			Before Firdas could answer, we heard the unmistakable crack of a tree branch that has been stepped on. We both turned to look. There, standing near to where we had searched for the pinecone, were three men and a woman in identical black armor. Firdas and I stared at them with open-mouthed surprise. Everything the four wore was black, from their black leather boots to their black breeches to their black breastplates emblazoned with the King’s crest to their black cloaks. The thought flashed through my mind that Kyan would have given an eyetooth to be able to see and touch the workmanship that had gone into the black steel of their armor. Their wearers looked like ravens that had temporarily landed and would soon take flight again.

			I also noticed, however, that the four were all armed with long, thin rapiers that hung in black scabbards at their hips, and one of the men had a crossbow strapped to his back. The wooden bolts—with black fletching, of course—were set in loops in a black leather strap that crossed his chest. Instinctively, I sensed something was wrong. These were nothing like the normal soldiers who manned the garrison. Who were they and why were they here?

			A tall man with intense brown eyes stepped forward. He raised his gloved hand so that we could see. In it, he held my arrow. It had skewered the pinecone, which was stuck midway down the arrow. A thrill of pride and amazement ran through me; Firdas had been right.

			“Impressive,” the man said to me, nodding to the arrow.

			“No,” Firdas breathed beside me, his voice full of horror. His tone chilled me to the bone.

			Firdas’s left arm swept in front of me, pushing me back as he tried to put himself between me and the strangers. At the same time, his right hand dropped to grasp the head of an axe that hung at his waist. Had he always worn an axe? I didn’t think so. Firdas didn’t draw the axe yet, however. The strangers, who had instinctively put their hands to the hilts of their swords in response, remained tense and alert.

			“Easy now. We come as friends,” the man said, dropping the arrow. He held his hands up and took a step back.

			“Friends come openly, not sneaking around in the woods,” Firdas snarled. He nodded at their unusual clothing. “You’re from the King’s Regiment. I know why you’re here.”

			My knees went weak and my mouth became dry. The King’s Regiment was the vanguard that led the King’s Army into every battle. It made no sense for four of the Regiment to appear here in Thamir, unless…Firdas had known it the second they had appeared. The stranger pointed to me.

			“We’re here for the girl.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“War requires sacrifice, Kjelborn.”

			—Vardan Ironwill, member of the King’s Regiment

			“Damn your sacrifice.”

			— Kjelborn the Traitor

			Sometimes time stops for a fraction of a second. It stops so imperceptibly that no one else can feel it, but in that moment it is possible to see everything with crystal clarity: things that matter, things that don’t. Time froze like that for me now, and I saw how the man’s long, dark hair fell in waves to his shoulders and then seemed to blend seamlessly into his black cloak. I saw how the woman to his left, her red hair tied into a tight bun on top of her head, had braced her legs in preparation to fight. I even saw the first snowflake of the season beginning to float down from a gray, cloudless sky. For the briefest of moments, we were a drop in the river of time, balanced perfectly between action and inaction, waiting for something to break the surface tension. Then time crashed back into motion.

			“You can’t have her,” Firdas snarled. “On my life, you will not take yet more fodder for your war.”

			His voice was colder than I’d ever heard a voice be. The type of cold that can cause even the best made steel to turn brittle and break. I shivered, petrified. There was no escape.

			The stranger, who I guessed was the leader of the soldiers, narrowed his brown eyes. Everything about him was dark and foreboding. “Step aside, old man,” he ordered, his voice hard.

			Soundlessly, the redhead drew her rapier and held it at the ready. In response, the other two men separated from the group, flanking wide around us in either direction and making it more difficult to see all four of the Regiment soldiers at once. Neither of the two men had drawn a weapon yet, but their hands rested on their hilts, ready to draw.

			“You’ll have to go through me if you want her,” Firdas snarled, drawing the axe with his right hand and simultaneously producing a short dagger in his left. He must have dropped his staff when the strangers appeared.

			“Firdas!” I hissed. “What are you thinking? There are too many of them. And…”

			I didn’t say it, but it was impossible not to notice the difference between Firdas, who was so light that a strong gust of wind might have blown him over and who walked haltingly without his staff, and these warriors in their physical prime. Not to mention that they were heavily armored while Firdas wore only cloth and fur. No matter how good a soldier Firdas might have been in his youth, he was in no condition to fight now.

			The leader drew his rapier and looked at Firdas sourly. He sneered, “This is pathetic, old man. Do you honestly think you can defeat four of the King’s Regiment?”

			“I’ve fought better than you in my time and won.” Firdas looked around, gauging the location of the other soldiers. He could surely see that our situation was hopeless, but he didn’t waver. “I am confident that I can kill at least two of you before you’re able to finish me. That will mean two fewer of you villains running around the kingdom. I think it’s a fair enough trade.”

			“You won’t make it three feet before you’re cut down,” the leader scoffed.

			I heard a crossbow bolt snap into place and the string pull back to its ready and locked position. Without looking, I knew the soldier carrying the crossbow had the weapon aimed at Firdas. It was a clear and easy shot, one that would be impossible for Firdas to avoid. Nevertheless, Firdas seemed unconcerned.

			“You don’t know who I am,” Firdas said in a warning voice.

			Something about the way he said it, the implication that there was a weighty meaning behind his words and that he knew something the strangers did not that could tip the balance against them, caught my attention. His eyes never leaving the face of the man in front of him, Firdas slowly resheathed the dagger in his left hand and reached into his shirt. From it he pulled a necklace. He held it in his hand so the man could see it, and I saw the gold chain and medallion I had only seen once before in my life—a medallion I would never forget—the medallion of a King’s Mage.

			My eyes widened and I gasped involuntarily. How could it be? Firdas didn’t have magic. Surely I would have seen, would have known…but there it was, incontrovertible proof that the old hermit who had lived in isolation on the outskirts of Thamir for decades not only had magic but was in fact secretly a Great Mage. The leader’s eyes flicked briefly to the medallion, but his expression never changed.

			“I know who you are, Kjelborn. And I know, too, that you were stripped of your magic forty years ago. You’re nothing now but a weak old man. A weak, sniveling non-mage. Pathetic.”

			That didn’t make sense. Wasn’t Kjelborn long dead? Firdas was the old man without magic who had taught me to meditate. He was the kind spirit who sold animal traps but whom the entire village knew secretly dressed the wounds of animals when no one was looking. How could Firdas be the same person as the legendary Kjelborn, the Sword of Ilirya? I had lived alongside Firdas my whole life, but never knew who he was. No one had.

			Looking at Firdas now with his gnarled hands and his hunched gait, it was hard to see Kjelborn the Great Mage in him. And yet standing defiantly before the soldiers of the King’s Regiment, there was something else to him, something I hadn’t seen in him before. He stood straighter, prouder, and I could see that even though he was old, he carried his body like a fighter. There was a power there, like a coiled snake, that hadn’t previously been visible. Was it possible the Sword of Ilirya was still sharp underneath decades of rust? But why had the man said Firdas had been stripped of his magic? And what did it mean?

			“Not her,” Firdas said. “I will not send anymore mages to their death for the King.”

			“Kjelborn the Traitor,” the man spat. “I see you have not changed your ways even after all this time.”

			I wanted to tell the man not to speak to Firdas that way, that he had been a great and powerful mage whose exploits were legendary, but then I remembered what Firdas had said about legends.

			Firdas said, “In my day, the King’s Regiment would not have stooped to kidnapping. Some things do change.”

			The leader snarled, “Death before dishonor. You took that vow, Kjelborn. You should have died on the battlefield with honor. Instead, you have disgraced yourself and tarnished the memory of everyone who served beside you. You are a blight on the record of the King’s Regiment.”

			I recognized the man’s words as the creed of the King’s Regiment. Every child knew it by heart. It was what children yelled during games when they pretended to be Regiment soldiers. Death before dishonor. Still holding the axe with his right hand, Firdas used his left hand to roll up the loose sleeve of his tunic. His right arm was badly scarred as if burned by fire. He held his arm up, revealing those exact words in black ink tattooed on the inside of his arm, barely visible through the scarring.

			“I have lived up to my oath every day of my life,” Firdas said. “And you are mistaken. I am not entirely without magic.”

			His hands began to glow purple, tiny flames licking along his palms as I watched, mesmerized. What fantastic magic could the kingdom’s greatest mage do? Like me, Kjelborn was a war mage, and according to legend he had fire as one of his affinities. Surely he could destroy all four of the Regiment soldiers with the blink of an eye. But something was wrong. The magic was not easy for him. Though he tried to hide it, his face showed agonizing pain, and I could see that the old scars on his arms had opened and were beginning to bleed. The purple magic seemed to both come from and cause the cuts.

			At the same time Firdas summoned his magic, the woman and one of the other men, the one without the crossbow, summoned their own. Hers flashed sallow yellow, his bright green, ready to cast whatever their affinities against Firdas to stop him if necessary. I was surprised. I hadn’t anticipated that any of the soldiers would be mages. I had only seen one other mage in my life, and now there were two more and Kjelborn, all in one place. It felt as though the world had gone crazy.

			“They may not be the Sword of Ilirya, Kjelborn,” the leader cautioned, “but nor are you anymore. You are only hurting yourself. Stop now.”

			Firdas stopped, but not because he had been told to. He stopped because he clearly could hold the magic no longer. His body was shaking so hard I worried he would collapse. Whatever magic he might have wanted to use, I would never know. Firdas’s magic dissolved in a way I instinctively guessed magic shouldn’t. The leader had been right: something had been done to Firdas’s magic. It had been broken. Doggedly, Firdas raised his axe to a fighting position.

			The leader clicked his tongue in discouragement, shaking his head slightly. “Don’t embarrass yourself. You can hardly stand, old man. The outcome of this meeting was predetermined long before we arrived in Thamir, as you knew it would be. Stand aside and allow fate to take its course. Your death would please me, but it would not stop me from taking the girl.”

			Kjelborn the Sword of Ilirya would have smitten the soldiers to cinders with the flick of his wrist, but Firdas was a tired, old man with arthritis and a limp. Firdas’s shoulders slumped and the axe flagged. He knew he could not fight all four of them and win. He could not even fight one and win. The leader held out his hand to me.

			“We have been looking for you. Come, it is your destiny to join us and protect your kingdom.”

			My stomach roiled. No. Not like this. This wasn’t what I wanted at all.

			Firdas turned to look at me with fevered, burning eyes. He grabbed my shoulders and pulled me close to him so only I could hear his words. His lips pressed close to my ear, he said, “You make your own destiny, Aeryn. There is always a choice.”

			Rough hands pulled us apart. The woman and the man with the crossbow held Firdas, while the third man, whose face was marred by a scar that ran from his forehead to his jaw, seized me. The eye on the scarred side of his face was milk-white. Their leader stepped closer and turned up his nose at Firdas dismissively. He repeated scornfully, “You should have died long ago, Kjelborn.”

			Then he kicked Firdas’ knee and the old man fell to the ground. I struggled to go to him, but the scarred man was far too strong for me, pinning me in place. The leader continued, “I want you to watch this, Kjelborn, so you know all your efforts have come to naught and you will die as you have lived these last forty years: a sad, lonely old man. She will remember nothing about you, and she will fight for the kingdom that you betrayed. That is what all your efforts reap.”

			The leader put his hands upon my head and they glowed gentle orange. I wriggled my body, trying to escape, but it was futile. There was a buzzing in my head, as if a thousand bees had been released there and were knocking against each other looking for the way out. Dimly, I heard Firdas screaming and fighting, but by then darkness had started to fall around me. The last thing I saw before losing consciousness entirely was the leader hitting Firdas in the head with a truncheon that he carried at his waist, and Firdas collapsing senseless to the earth. Then there was only black.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Before the world was created, there was only unending darkness. In it lived the unfathomable god Bahadil. Formless, Bahadil spent centuries swimming through the universe like the shadow of a fish in a black sea with no shore. Then Bahadil decided that he no longer wanted to be alone, and one by one he created all the things in the world to keep him company. First he created the gods, then the world, and then all the living creatures upon it. And when he was finished, he sank back into the dark and was no more.

			—Creation myth of the Salyar ethnic group 
in the Ice Crown, circa 312

			I am the daughter of winter. My people are strong and unbending as ice. I was born with the frozen winds sweeping through my hair, with snow dusted across my skin. I am. I am. I am…

			I woke from the blackness that enveloped me like a person surfacing from deep water into which they have unexpectedly and unwillingly fallen: shocked, confused, and fighting to escape the sucking pull of the depths below. Fear and horror and panic clawed at me. I didn’t know where I was or how I had gotten there. All the days before this present moment were distorted, like the fevered dreams once caused by my magic. In the place where yesterday’s memories should have been, there was only absence colored by a profound sense of fear and loss, and a visceral feeling of needing to get away, away, away.

			The only certainty at the moment was that I had never before been in this brown, barren room. The room contained nothing but the rough-hewn bed and red, moth-eaten, threadbare blanket upon which I was lying. No other clues to where I was or why I was there. Why couldn’t I remember anything? The urge to run, to escape, was overwhelming. I dashed the few paces to the door and grasped the metal knob. It refused to turn.

			“Let me out!” I cried, pulling desperately at the knob with my right hand and banging my left fist against the wood. “Let me—”

			Before I could finish, the door swung inward and I had to jump backward to avoid being struck by it. A very small, very old woman shuffled into the room. Her body was bent double with age, her eyes almost invisible beneath all the wrinkles on her face. She peered up at me with a frown on her face.

			“What’s this yelling?” she asked. She spoke too loudly; I guessed she was losing her hearing.

			“Please, where am I?” I pleaded, shaking and full of fear.

			“A rest house. They brought you in yesterday slung over a horse like a right sack of potatoes, didn’t they? No more sense in you than a sleeping babe. That’ll be why you don’t remember, most likely.”

			“Where is this rest house? Who are they?”

			“Ithaka.” The woman didn’t seem particularly concerned for my panic, yet surely she noticed my trembling hands and wild eyes. Would she not seek to calm me, to help me find a way to put together the jigsaw puzzle of my memories? She would not, evidently. She started to turn to leave.

			“I…I don’t know what’s happened!” I exclaimed, grabbing her hand. “Please, help me!”

			The woman made a face and shook her hand loose from me. “It’s not any of my business, child. Ask them’s what brought you. It’s none of my concern what they do with you. You’re not the first and you won’t be the last.”

			She grunted and left, shutting the door behind her. I watched with despair as the lock turned from the outside and settled with a firm and foreboding click. Why had she locked it? Why wouldn’t she help me? What was happening?

			I walked to the only window in the room, which was to the right of the bed. What I saw through it almost made me faint: green grass as far as the eye could see and not a single tree. How was it possible? Thamir was surrounded by miles of thick, impenetrable forest. We couldn’t be anywhere near Thamir if this was the landscape. And the temperature of the air around me was all wrong. This wasn’t the cold, fall air of the Ice Crown. This was a mild, temperate climate. Where was Ithaka and how had I gotten here?

			Two horses stood tethered in front of what must have been the rest house’s small stable. A fly pricked one, all black with night black tack, and it stamped its foot. It gave me an idea: I could escape. Using my magic, I could easily burn through the lock and then ride away on one of the horses. Surely I could find my way home, with help along the way. I was scared and confused, but I was by no means helpless. What must my parents be thinking right now? How long had I been away from Thamir?

			I rushed to the door and examined the lock. It was a simple metal lock set in a thin wooden door. A strong kick might even be enough to break the lock from the wood, but I didn’t want to risk the sound it would make. If I could heat the metal enough to melt it, however, without setting the wood on fire, I could slip away silently. I regretted that I would have to steal someone’s horse, but based on the obviously expensive tack it wore, its owner had money to spare. I placed my hands around the lock and reached inside myself to find the crackling magic that coursed within my veins.

			And I screamed. The pain that burst through my mind was so powerful that I was temporarily blinded. I dropped to the floor, writhing and squealing. What was wrong? Why couldn’t I use my magic?

			Dimly, I heard a door open, followed by footsteps pounding down the hall in my direction. With nowhere else to go, I dragged myself back to the bed, where I pressed myself against the corner with my arms wrapped around my legs. Maybe it had been a fluke. It couldn’t be a problem with my magic…could it? The lock turned and the door swung open. A man all in black armor that matched the tack of the horses outside swept into the room. He was tall, with dark brown hair that fell to his shoulders and deep-set, hawkish brown eyes.

			“Good, you’re awake,” he said.

			“Who are you? What’s happening? Where am I?”

			The questions tumbled out of me in an unstoppable rush. In response, impatience flickered across the man’s face, which held no trace of kindness or sympathy. He said, “There was an accident. You fell from a horse. You have been unconscious for two days.”

			“But I’ve never ridden a horse!” How could I have? The Ice Crown was far too cold for horses nine months out of the year, and even during the other three months there was hardly anything for them to eat. Although I’d seen a few, I certainly had never gotten on one.

			“You rode just fine for several days until you ignored my instructions and fell. Maybe you’ll listen to me next time.”

			“But why was I on the horse? I don’t…” I began. I paused, then finished weakly, “Remember anything.”

			The man sighed heavily. “There was an attack. A Northman raiding party came over the border and sacked Thamir. Everyone was killed. You were the only survivor. You managed to escape using your magic, but you couldn’t save anyone else. The village was burned to the ground; nothing remains.”

			I boggled at him. “No, that can’t be right.” He was mistaken. He had to be. “The Northmen have never come back. Not for a hundred years. There couldn’t have been a raid.”

			“We saw the devastation with our own eyes. By the time we arrived, Thamir was nothing but smoldering embers and the Northmen were nowhere to be seen. Only you remained.”

			His words were like swallowing sand. My head was throbbing. “No.” Then more strongly, “No!”

			I shook my head so hard it felt as though my head might fall off. I tasted bile in my throat. “There must be some mistake. Thamir—”

			“You must be brave now. What’s done is done. Your family would want you to go on.”

			No. It wasn’t possible. I had just seen them. I could still feel my mother’s last hug; my father’s kiss to the top of my head. They couldn’t be dead. I would go back to Thamir and they would still be there waiting for me. This was all a misunderstanding. My breathing was so fast it was making me light-headed. This man, this stranger, was wrong. What did he know of Thamir?

			I lunged to the edge of the bed to stand and run, but the man grabbed me to stop me. He caught hold of my wrists and pushed me back down on the bed, preventing me from standing. Through gritted teeth, he said, “They’re all dead. Dead! Do you hear me? There’s no one waiting for you back home. There is no Thamir anymore. You have to move on.”

			My body went slack, a puppet whose strings were cut. What was I supposed to do now? Where was I supposed to go? Thamir was the only home I’d ever known. The man let go of me. His face looked sour, and he ran his hands agitatedly through his hair and adjusted his black breastplate, which had ridden up during the struggle.

			His words echoed in my head. Gone. They were all gone. How could I mourn them if I didn’t even remember their deaths? How could they be dead when I’d just seen them alive? I couldn’t feel sadness because my mind couldn’t wrap itself around the idea that I would never see them again. To me, they were still in Thamir, waiting for me to come home.

			The man’s lips curled unhappily and he tapped his boot impatiently, looking to the door and back to me again. “You must look to the future now. There is a special place in King’s City for you, a place that will teach you to use your magic: a mage university. You can be so much more than you ever would have been if you lived your whole life in that tiny hunting village. We will take you there.”

			I barely heard him. I was too busy trying to remember and trying to understand. Where were the memories of acrid, burning smoke? The feel of fire prickling the hairs on my arms? The sounds of screaming and of death? How could I have forgotten something so awful? And how had I survived?

			I could understand how Thamir could easily have been overtaken by a raiding party, especially in the morning when everyone would still have been sleeping. Perhaps the garrison had been overrun so quickly, it hadn’t had time to send out a warning. We had grown complacent after so many years. We hadn’t expected an attack. I could envision it all happening as the man said, but why couldn’t I remember it? Where had I been when the attack had started? Surely some tiny memory would have remained. I rubbed my temples.

			“You may have memory problems for some time as a lingering effect of your fall,” the man said. “In fact, you might never remember what happened, which is likely for the best.”

			Something about him made me automatically bristle. Perhaps it was his cold, aloof demeanor. He didn’t seem to care that everyone I loved had died, or how his news had completely hollowed me out inside. He made no effort to comfort me, or offer me any sort of condolence. He had seen the devastation, and still he felt nothing.

			“Now that you are awake, we need to push on. Gamiel and I are needed elsewhere in the kingdom.”

			“Gamiel?” I repeated.

			“You will meet her.” He turned to leave.

			“Wait!” I called. “I don’t even know your name.”

			“Jale. There’s a privy outside if you need it.”

			“And food?”

			“In the kitchen.”

			I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until that moment, and when I did, I instantly felt ravenous. If I had been unconscious for two days, I would have to eat something before traveling or I would faint from weakness. I rose from the bed, the shadow of a headache lingering at the back of my mind. More than anything else, however, I was numb. None of this was real. None of this was possible. If I could just wake up, I would be back in Thamir. I groped the doorknob clumsily and pulled the door open, revealing a hallway dimly lit by a single small window.

			I shuffled down the hall, not knowing where it would lead me. As overwhelmed as I was by everything that was happening, I was mildly surprised to realize I was wearing clothing that was not my own. The shoes had stiff soles and were made of thin leather with laces up to my ankles. They would have been useless in the Ice Crown, being fit neither for snow nor cold. And the dark colored trousers and tunic I was wearing were made of cotton, not wool. I reasoned that Jale must have reprovisioned me sometime between when he found me in my ruined village and when I fell from the horse. I wondered how long that had been. A day? Two days? A week? How far from the Ice Crown was Ithaka?

			I heard the scrape of a utensil on a plate, and I stepped through an open doorway on the right side of the corridor into what was obviously the kitchen. The old woman stirred a large pot over a fire against the far wall, her back to me. Seated at the small table between us was a small, very dark-skinned woman wearing the same black armor as Jale. This must have been Gamiel. She looked up at me as I entered the room, her eyes a bright, cat-like green.

			“Took you long enough,” she grunted to me. “Lydanne, give the girl something to eat.”

			The old woman did as she’d been bidden, carrying me a wooden bowl in one hand and a small metal pot in the other. Setting the bowl down, she used a wooden spoon to slop oats from the pot into the bowl, then left the spoon for me to use. That done, she paused and peered into my face for a moment as though searching for something. Whatever it was she sought, she didn’t find it, and she wandered away. I quickly began shoveling the food into my mouth, not caring that the oats were bland. I was starving. Gamiel watched expressionlessly.

			“It’s been awhile since you’ve brought one,” Lydanne said to Gamiel as though I wasn’t there. “Are you sure? She looks like she’d pull a runner from a house cat.”

			Gamiel smiled, her teeth shockingly white against her pink lips.

			“The King’s Scryer was sure, and he would know. I only do as I’m told. You know that.”

			“Did you…Were you at Thamir, too?” I braved to ask Gamiel.

			“No,” she said curtly. “There’s no money that could pay me to go to the Ice Crown.”

			“Are we far from it?”

			“Not far enough for my liking.”

			Rising, she pressed several coins into the old woman’s hand. Lydanne’s fragile, age spotted white hands closed over Gamiel’s dark hand. “Gods protect you, Gamiel. You’re one of the good ones.”

			“And you, Lydanne,” Gamiel replied softly to her. “One day, we won’t meet under these circumstances.”

			Lydanne sighed. “We’re all in the muck these days, you no different than me. We all get covered eventually.”

			Gamiel nodded, then turned and strode past me, calling over her shoulder, “Come!”

			She did not bother to confirm whether I followed her or not. With the confidence of someone who is used to being obeyed, she simply continued to walk. What choice did I have? In the blink of an eye, I’d become a homeless orphan. I could hardly stay with Lydanne, and I had no ties to anywhere but Thamir. I followed. Besides, maybe if I went with her, I would eventually find the answers to my questions.

			Gamiel opened the door next to the kitchen and we found ourselves outside, blinking in the bright morning sunlight. Jale stood adjusting the saddlebag of one of the black horses. The other horse stood half asleep, waiting.

			“Aeryn can ride in front of me,” Jale said.

			Gamiel nodded curtly. Jale untied the reins of the other horse from the hitching post and tossed them to her. She caught them with one hand, deftly flipped them over the horse’s head, and with a smooth grace flowed upward into the saddle. She landed noiselessly, then leaned forward to check the girth. Finding it too loose for her liking, she pulled upward on the straps until the horse grunted and kicked out half-heartedly. Satisfied, she sat and waited, watching us impatiently. Neither Jale nor Gamiel seemed to have much patience, I noted.

			Jale untied his horse and led it to me. It reached out its nose and whuffled the front of my shirt, looking for food. I put my hand out and petted its soft nose, trying to make friends. This would be my first time on a horse. That I could remember, at any rate. Jale put the black reins over the horse’s head and then looked at me.

			“You’ll have to mount first.”

			I stared at Jale dumbly.

			“Throw the girl on and let’s have done with it,” Gamiel grumbled. “Or get her a horse if you don’t want her with you.”

			“We’ll get her a horse when she’s not in danger of constantly falling off,” Jale retorted. He sighed, then bent over and interlaced the fingers of his hands, palms up. “Step here and I’ll lift you up. But once you’re far enough up, start pulling with your arms.”

			I did as he said, and as soon as my foot settled in his hands, he lifted up violently, throwing me high into the air. I grabbed furiously at the front of the saddle and lay my stomach on the seat, wriggling and worming until I was in the saddle. I was glad the horse had remained calm with all my wiggling.

			“Forward,” Jale barked. “I sit in the saddle, you in front of it.”

			I pulled myself forward until I was seated entirely in the small space between where the horse’s neck met its shoulders and the low front of the black saddle. It was uncomfortable, but I knew better than to complain. Neither Jale nor Gamiel seemed disposed to care about my comfort. Jale followed quickly, swinging into the saddle and landing heavily enough that the horse’s back dipped momentarily. Gamiel clicked her tongue twice and her black horse stepped out briskly. Jale guided his horse to follow.

			“Where is Ithaka?” I asked Jale, as we rejoined the main road.

			He didn’t seem eager to talk, but nonetheless he replied, “It’s west of King’s City; south and east of your village.”

			“Where are we going?”

			“I told you. To King’s City.”

			Under other circumstances, I would have been awed. I was finally going to see the famed capital of Ilirya. Instead, I just felt flat and listless. I wanted to go home, but there was no home anymore.

			“How long until we reach there?”

			“Two more weeks.”

			“Two more weeks!”

			The words came out louder than I’d intended. Gamiel looked over her shoulder and glared at me. I clamped my mouth shut. But the silence only invited thoughts I couldn’t handle right now. I would not think of my family. I would not think of my family. I would not think of Thamir. If I thought about it, it would become real, and it couldn’t be real.

			We rode in silence for hours on the packed dirt road that led us through flat plains of tall green grass and even taller stalks of what Jale told me was wheat. I distracted myself by singing in my head every song I knew, twice over. I would push forward because that’s what I had been taught to do. When lost in the woods, it was necessary to stay calm, think, observe, and plan. I was lost now. I couldn’t think yet. It was too raw, too soon. But I could stay calm.

			We were passing through a part of the road where thick trees lined both sides when from their shadowed depths a band of eight armed men emerged unexpectedly. They were rough looking, with dirty clothing and unkempt beards. Wide, naked swords hung at their waists. Gamiel and Jale pulled their horses up short when they saw the men.

			“Brigands,” Jale snarled. He dropped the reins and orange magic flared around his hands. I was surprised. I hadn’t seen a mage since Panwel, almost five years ago. Was Gamiel a mage, too? Without thinking, I called my magic to my hands, even though I had no idea how I would use it. I was no fighter. I was glad to note that this time, I didn’t feel the sharp stab of pain that I’d felt in the rest house. My magic wasn’t broken, if such a thing was even possible.

			“You dare attack members of the King’s Regiment?” Gamiel asked.

			“We don’t fear soldiers of the King’s Regiment,” the brigand chief said, grinning. A gold front tooth flashed in his mouth. “We’ve got our own protection. How do you like my mages? Might not be Great, but I reckon three very good mages and five fighting men against two of the Regiment are good enough odds. When those mages are banes, that is.”

			“Mage banes,” Jale snarled unhappily under his breath.

			I barely heard him. I was too surprised by the brigand’s other words: Jale and Gamiel were soldiers of the King’s Regiment! I didn’t have time to marvel, however, because three of the bandits approached us with their hands up, shining with magic. Whatever they were doing, the air immediately felt physically oppressive; the magic in my blood shrank away and ran sluggishly, retreating away from my hands. I doubted I’d be able to use it at all if I had to. Jale’s orange magic winked out like a snuffed candle.

			“Now if you’d kindly hand over anything of value that you’re carrying, including your weapons and your horses, we’ll let you live. Try anything, and the two archers you don’t see in the woods will shoot you dead before you can even get off those pretty ponies of yours,” the brigand chief said with a broad smile, hooking his thumbs in his belt loops.

			I looked around anxiously. I didn’t have anything to give them, although I’d happily have given them whatever I had. Would they still let me go?

			Gamiel began to laugh. “Ten men are all you have? You should have brought twenty. Then it might be a fair fight. I will kill every man here before you can even draw your sword.”

			The brigand chief may have been preparing an answer to her, maybe another boast or a confident laugh, but what happened next was almost faster than my eyes could follow. Gamiel had two knives concealed in the cuffs of her sleeves, and these were drawn and lodged in the throats of the two archers before they even saw Gamiel moving. As soon as those knives left her hands, she had a new pair ready that came from the tops of her boots. These immediately found their homes in the chests of two of the mages faster than I could even take a breath. The bubble around us shuddered and almost fell away completely as the two expired, leaving only the last mage to try to maintain it.

			Then Gamiel was off her horse, her thin sword drawn, charging at the startled six remaining men. Two put up no opposition and were cut down with gentle sighs, collapsing to the ground as though sleeping. The next two had their hands on their swords but made it no further before they met their ends, too. The ninth, the last mage, seeing his companions massacred, turned to run and instead found Gamiel’s belt dagger between his shoulder blades. The bubble fell apart and the magic in my blood surged so strongly in response it made me light-headed.

			That left only the brigands’ once chief, now the last man standing. He had been too startled at first to move, and had watched, frozen, as his men were cut down beside him. Now, with Gamiel before him and fear emblazoned on his face, he started to draw the short sword at his side. It slid a few inches before the pommel of Gamiel’s sword slammed down on his hand, shoving the sword back into its sheath and probably breaking several fingers. He moaned in pain involuntarily.

			“The penalty for brigandry is death. May the gods have mercy on your soul,” Gamiel said. Her eyes were flat and unemotional, no different from when she’d watched me eat.

			The chief slumped to the ground and his eyes watched a sky he would never again see, his hands clutching Gamiel’s sword, which had entered his stomach as she recited the words. His lifeless body slid off the blade and lay motionless in the road. Gamiel bent down to wipe her sword clean on the front of his shirt, then resheathed it at her side. I lost my breakfast down the neck and front leg of Jale’s horse, my stomach heaving until there was nothing left and I retched air. I shut my eyes tightly and refused to see the death that lay all around us. These had been men. Now they were corpses. I shuddered.

			Jale shook me hard. “Don’t be childish! They are brigands. Lawbreakers of the worst sort. They deserve no sympathy. Gamiel did what had to be done. They would not have let us live had the tables been turned.”

			My stomach roiled again and I gagged. Jale’s fingers dug into my arm. He hissed, “Whatever you feel, this was the best fate for them. The penalty for brigandry was already death, but to attack soldiers of the King’s Regiment in the course of their robbery would have meant the deaths of their families as well. Gamiel did them a kindness. At least their deaths were quick and painless.”

			I didn’t want to understand. I would never understand. I was not a monster like them.

			Gamiel retrieved and resheathed each of her knives. She had been right: the ten brigands had stood no chance against her. She mounted and faced us, her face completely blank.

			“These vermin get bolder by the day,” she said, the way one might remark on the change in weather from one day to another. “The more soldiers are pulled south, the more rats come out from the woodpile looking for whatever crumbs are left.”

			“We haven’t seen mage banes used before,” Jale replied somberly. “They must be finding untrained mages to do their bidding. No trained mage would help them.”

			“A troubling development,” Gamiel said. “The Mage’s Council should be informed. Perhaps something can be done. If no soldiers can be sent, perhaps there are mages—not war mages, of course, but others—who can fill the gap and deter these bandits.”

			Gamiel spun her horse in a tight circle and trotted away. I couldn’t bear to look at her. Every time I did, all I could see was the looks on the faces of the men she’d killed: shock, surprise, and dismay. Yes, they had tried to rob us, but surely they didn’t have to die. Ilirya was turning out to be nothing like what I’d imagined growing up. Once more, a pang of longing for home racked my body, and I forced myself not to think of it.

			“When we find water,” Jale told me moodily, “you’re cleaning the sick off.” His lip twitched with disgust.

			We rode until the sun started to reach the horizon and a chill settled over the plains. Finally, we reached a rest house. We had passed several others along the way, but this was the first large one I’d seen. It had two levels and large windows that looked out over the road. Jale dismounted, then put his arms out to help me down. Thankfully, getting down was easier than getting up, although I did so gracelessly. Jale handed Gamiel the reins to his horse, and she led the horses away. Jale promptly disappeared into the rest house, leaving me alone.

			I stared anxiously into the rest house’s windows. Inside, other travelers were drinking and laughing. I shivered at the idea of their eyes and attention upon me. This was not my world, not my people. I was a stranger, an outsider. How could I be here? Where were the forests I loved, the nipping chill of the north winds, the small wooden huts and their warm hearths? Where was my mother to welcome me home and Wolf to lick my face? Gone, all gone.

			The memory of my loss hit me again and I reeled, feeling bile in my throat once more. Now was not the time to think about them. I had to keep going. If I stopped, the sadness would overwhelm me. I was going to King’s City. That was what I needed to think about. I would put one foot in front of the other over again and again until…until I could breathe again when I thought about my family.

			I lingered outside until Gamiel returned.

			“Here,” she said, tossing me a leather satchel. “You’ll need clothes.”

			She said no more about it and I was too scared of her to ask, so I slung it over my shoulder and then followed her in as she entered the rest house. As we walked through the main room, all conversation died. Suspicious, furtive eyes followed us. I may not have known Jale and Gamiel were soldiers of the King’s Regiment until the bandit chief said so, but these travelers certainly did, and their hostile glances suggested our presence was not welcome. Gamiel ignored them, her chin held high, as we crossed the room to join Jale at a table.

			A young woman brought us mugs of ale, then reappeared several minutes later with plates of steaming beef and root vegetables. She appeared to be nervous. The King’s Regiment was supposed to be comprised of the best fighters in Ilirya—why did I feel like we were as welcome as a fallen beehive? Jale downed his ale in a series of gulps, then tucked into his meal with gusto, his knife flashing as he worked the meat away from the bone. Gamiel touched neither the ale nor the food, however. She was tense, her green eyes scanning the room for danger.

			“Just once, I’d like to not worry someone will try to stab me in the back while we’re in Ithaka,” she growled.

			“People are always on edge when army conscription notices come out, and Ithaka has been particularly hard hit,” Jale replied. “Give it a few months and this area will be no more restive than any other.”

			“It’s getting worse everywhere and you know it. Just last month Menon was killed by assailants in Ardeth. His killers are still walking the streets, wherever they are. General Oran needs to send soldiers back from the border and so they can be spread throughout the baronies. Those bandits today were far too bold for my liking.”

			“The war won’t go on forever. Captain Vardan says—”

			“Stuff Vardan!” Gamiel snapped. “This war will end when we defeat the Southerners and no sooner.”

			“If you would listen—”

			Unexpectedly, Gamiel stared at me, her eyes inscrutable. “There’s only one thing that ends this war, Jale: mages like her. If they survive.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			“The inhabitants of the Ice Crown have long been segregated from the rest of Ilirya by virtue of the Ice Crown’s unique geography. This has led to the perception among some people outside the region that they are primitive and unsophisticated.”

			— A Kingdom and its People, 4th edition

			“Knights are just idiots with a sword and a horse.”

			— Caeldos, Lord Marshal of King’s City

			I woke with a sharp, glimmering blade pressed lightly to my throat. It was close enough that when I swallowed, the sharp edge indented my skin without drawing blood. The hands holding the knife were none other than Gamiel, whose blank, emotionless face and intense eyes loomed over my face far, far closer than they had any right to be. I gargled a scream of fear and tried to burrow my neck deeper into the straw mattress below me to escape. Gamiel was insane, and she was going to kill me with the same callous indifference with which she’d dispatched the brigands the day before. I should have guessed.

			My mind prepared itself for death with a frantic tumultuousness. I had lived a good life, and I could rejoin my ancestors with honor knowing I had done nothing to be barred from the Eternal Realms. This wasn’t how I’d imagined dying, but then again, at least it would be swift. Gamiel retracted the knife, however, and sheathed it at her side without taking her eyes off me. I crawled as far from her on the bed as I could, rubbing my throat and trying to forget the feeling of the knife against it.

			“Get up,” Gamiel ordered.

			She pawed through the satchel she’d given me last night and began throwing clothes from it at me. Brown leggings hit my face, followed by a green doublet. I held them in my arms, gaping at her. She motioned impatiently, turning away. I tried to dress as modestly as I could with the mercurial, heavily armed warrior standing so close. Gamiel might have been half a head shorter than me, but her presence could fill an entire room even with her back turned to me. Was she planning on killing me outside?

			“Let’s go,” Gamiel commanded once I was dressed. “We don’t have much time.”

			She led me quietly through the rest house and out the back door to the open area in front of the stables. Dawn hadn’t quite yet broken, but the sky in the east had begun to lighten enough that I could clearly see everything around us, even the white chickens pecking hungrily for food in the grass around the rest house. By now, I was shivering with apprehension. Where was Jale? Did he know what Gamiel was doing? Gamiel turned to face me.

			“You think I’m a monster for killing those brigands.” Her words were a statement, not a question. I winced and couldn’t meet her eyes.

			“I don’t think anything,” I lied. I was hardly going to provoke her by telling the truth. A memory of the men lying in their own blood tried to swim its way to the surface of my mind, but I pushed it down again.

			“They knew what they were risking. They knew the consequences of their actions. They made their choice. They reaped its consequence.”

			I didn’t bother to disagree. The feeling of Gamiel’s knife on my throat was still vivid in my memory. Gamiel looked past me, toward the road we had come by. Her fingers unconsciously traced the embossed crest of the King on her black breastplate. She said, “In this world, there are victims and there are fighters. If you’re going to be a victim, and allow bandits to challenge you without fighting back when you could easily stop them, then Jale and I might as well leave you here. If you cannot or will not fight, then you are of no use to your kingdom. I have neither time nor patience for weakness. Ilirya doesn’t have time for weakness.”

			“Who would I possibly fight?”

			Gamiel talked as though I would be facing enemies at every corner. Who were these enemies? More brigands? Gamiel and Jale were soldiers; I was nothing more than a hunter’s daughter from the Ice Crown. Our lives were very different.

			“Whomever you must. Whomever you’re told to. Do you believe Jale and I kill for pleasure? No. We do what we must to protect others. If those bandits had lived, they might have killed the next travelers on the road. Sometimes, violence is the only way to defend those who cannot defend themselves. We are the guardians of the kingdom. One day, you will have to become one, too. War mages like you are the bulwark that stands between us and the fall of Ilirya.”

			I frowned. “What’s a war mage?”

			Gamiel looked surprised, but quickly covered it up. “War mages lead the King’s Army into battle. Some use their magic to protect the soldiers from enemy mages, while others work to pick off the Southerner mages and soldiers. One good war mage is worth an entire regiment of non-mages.”

			“So you and Jale are war mages?”

			Gamiel gave me a funny look. “I’m not a mage.”

			“Oh.”

			She continued, “As part of your training, you’ll be taught to fight both with and without your magic at Windhall University. Pay close attention, and remember to never rely only on your magic. To do so will only get you dead. Especially if there are mage banes present.”

			“Mage banes?” I remembered it as a term Jale had used yesterday.

			“Mages whose affinity is the ability to suppress the magic of other mages.”

			“Like the three mages you killed yesterday.” I understood now why my magic had felt sluggish around them. I was surprised that the ability to muffle others’ magic was an affinity at all. I had a lot to learn about all the magical affinities that existed in Ilirya.

			“Yes. And one more thing: more often than not, you will be hurt in a fight. That is inevitable. You may stagger, you may bleed, you may cry out in pain, but you must persist. You must always keep fighting. Never give up.”

			“Why are you telling me this?’ I asked.

			Unexpectedly, Gamiel’s eyes softened. “Because children should never be sent to fight the wars of adults. Because I have buried too many soldiers to count. And because your generation might one day bring an end to this war. But only if you live long enough to do it.”

			At that moment, a large raven swooped down from above us, landing at our feet. It peered up at us, tilting its head back and forth, then fluffed its feathers.

			“Marandir?” Gamiel asked. Incredibly, she seemed to be addressing the bird.

			The bird chirruped, then began to shift and grow. In moments, it was no longer a bird that stood before us, but another member of the King’s Regiment. He was extremely tall, with short red hair and a closely cropped beard. He wore the unmistakable pendant of a King’s Mage around his neck, and because his black cloak was decorated with black feathers at the shoulder, he still looked part bird. He nodded to Gamiel in greeting, not seeming to notice me.

			“What news from the front?” Gamiel asked.

			“Bad,” he said simply. “Captain Vardan is ordering all members of the Regiment to the front. The southern mages are making a strong push and we need to counter it. He says you and Jale are to go immediately.”

			“Has Arvin Mage Bane been sent?”

			“Even the King’s Shadow,” Marandir said bleakly. “To no effect. The line is at risk of breaking. The Regiment is needed to shore it up.”

			Gamiel considered his words. “If we ride hard toward Black Sands, in a few days we’ll reach the Crow’s Nest and can leave the girl there to be taken to King’s City by one of the local garrison. Jale and I will continue south and can be at the front in less than a week.”

			“Too slow,” Jale’s voice said behind us. He stepped out from the doorway to the rest house. He was adjusting the clasp of his cloak at his neck as though he had recently dressed. He nodded a greeting to Marandir then fixed his gaze on Gamiel. “Keeping the girl will slow us too much. Luckily, this morning I chanced upon a knight returning to King’s City. He can take the girl the rest of the way.”

			“We would have been there earlier if you hadn’t disappeared in the Ice Crown,” Gamiel groused.

			“Captain Vardan’s orders,” Jale retorted.

			“Orders you won’t tell me. Who’s to say you weren’t cooling your heels while I was working hard at training the handful of soldiers still left in Namoreth?”

			Jale snorted. “Wasn’t my peace offering of a war mage enough to placate you?”

			Gamiel ignored him and asked Marandir, “Where will you go next?”

			“Adenal, Yvellen, and Loren are in Prabst. I must find them and relay the order,” Marandir replied. “They’re the last of the Regiment. All others have been summoned already.”

			“Safe travels.” Gamiel clasped his forearm, her expression serious. Marandir then clasped forearms with Jale as well, and in the twinkling of an eye reverted to his raven form. He leapt into the air, flapping his wings, circled us once, and was gone. Gamiel watched him go until his black shape could no longer be made out against the blue sky.

			Jale grunted and sat down on the rest house’s brick step. “General Gutless will lead us all to ruin,” he growled. “If Captain Vardan is calling in the entire Regiment, the line really must be close to breaking.”

			“They’ll be levying new regiments from the baronies. The line will be reinforced soon.”

			“Green country bumpkins who won’t even make it to the front for months,” Jale replied, waving a dismissive hand.

			“Then you’d better start practicing your swordsmanship. It’s been some time since you’ve had to face Southerners in battle.”

			Gamiel’s mouth curved into a smile. She drew the long rapier at her side and it sang a light, clear note as it cleared the scabbard. Jale stood and drew his rapier as well, a heavier blade that came noiselessly out of its leather scabbard. He held it with his left hand, and with his right he drew the dagger that hung at his waist. Then there was only time to take a single breath and they were at each other. Jale lunged forward and Gamiel parried his blade past her, spinning to the side and swinging her blade up to take aim at the back of his neck. Jale turned just in time to deflect the blow with his blade. With the dagger, he tried to slash at her neck, but she sidestepped to the right once more, spinning against his back and trying to pull a foot out from beneath him. He stepped forward to prevent the sweep and brought his blade back around, which Gamiel parried with such strength that the blades rang like bells.

			Both dropped their rapiers away and circled warily, waiting for the other to give a sign of weakness. Gamiel delivered a low sweep with her rapier toward Jale’s ankles, which he easily jumped to avoid, bringing his sword down to strike the top of Gamiel’s head. She wasn’t there by the time it would have landed, however. With the momentum of her sweep, she’d rolled into a somersault and came back to her feet to the left of where she had been. She thrust forward with her rapier, and Jale had to move quickly to parry with the small dagger, simultaneously trying to thrust back with his rapier. Gamiel eluded the thrust by rotating sideways and stepping toward Jale, delivering a jab with her elbow to his jaw. He grunted as her blow hit and stepped back, regrouping while Gamiel laughed at him.

			Rapiers flashed in the sun as the two danced circles around each other for long minutes. Eventually Jale began to appear winded, although Gamiel appeared as fresh as when they started. Finally, Gamiel hooked her arm into Jale’s left elbow when he missed a thrust and twisted, causing him to drop his rapier. The knife she’d drawn with her left hand was at his throat in an instant. The fight was over. She released him then and resheathed her rapier.

			“You held back,” Jale puffed, his face sweating.

			Gamiel shrugged. “The practice is for you, not me. Now go find your knight. I’ll ready the horses.”

			Jale collected his rapier from where it lay on the ground, resheathed it in its black scabbard, then disappeared into the rest house, leaving me alone with Gamiel. I hadn’t expected it, but I was exhilarated by the fight. It had seemed so effortless, like a dance. Like two birds in flight. At times, I had forgotten to even breathe. It was nothing like the stick fights my brothers and I had fought many years ago in Thamir. Gamiel may have been terrifying when fighting the bandits, but when sparring, she was like water in motion.

			Gamiel saw my expression of awe and shook her head. “Had we been fighting in earnest, Jale would have used his magic long before I was close enough to reach him with the tip of my sword. War mages can be defeated by non-mages, but only with great difficulty, and only rarely once they’ve begun to use their magic.”

			“What is Jale’s magic? Why didn’t he use it?”

			“I call it the ‘mind spike.’ He could have sent his magic through my head like lightning until I could neither stand nor hold my blade. It feels like your head is underneath a bell while someone beats it with a mallet. With enough force, I would not even have remembered my own name. So we spar without magic, Jale and I, in order to even the playing field. Now help me with the horses.”

			We entered the stable where the two horses were quietly dozing, their long-lashed eyes half closed in the morning light. Gamiel picked up her heavy black saddle from where it lay on the ground before her gelding’s stall and threw it over his back. He snorted and bent his long neck to look at her balefully with his left eye. She ignored him and pulled the girth around his barrel, cinching it tightly as he pinned his ears and bared his long yellow teeth at her. She tapped him on the nose in firm reprimand, and he looked away. I handed her the bridle, and she slipped the shiny metal bit into his mouth, pulling the rest of the bridle over his fine black ears.

			“Tie him outside,” she said, handing me the reins and slipping out of the stall to begin preparing Jale’s gelding.

			I pulled on the reins, asking Gamiel’s horse to follow me and taking care not to let his big hooves step on the backs of my shoes. He followed obediently, his head low. I tied him to a wooden post outside and waited for Gamiel to come with the other horse. Trepidation gnawed at my stomach at the thought of leaving Jale and Gamiel. Even though they were impatient, distant, and rude toward me at best, and even though barely half an hour before I had believed that Gamiel intended to kill me, still they were the only people I knew now that all my family and friends in Thamir were gone. The idea of losing even this tiny shred of something known made me want to cling tightly to them, to beg them to take me with them wherever they were going. Gamiel emerged a minute later from the stable with Jale’s horse and tied him, too, to the post.

			A bellow rang out from the direction of the rest house back door. “Ho ho, this is the stripling I’m to bring to King’s City? Why, but a wee one, she is. Could use her like a toothpick, aye,” a voice roared. It sounded like two boulders crashing together.

			Gamiel and I turned in unison and my mouth gaped. Standing on the step was a man so big he made everything around him look like it had been made for children. He must have been almost seven feet tall, with a wild gray beard that reached halfway down his enormous chest. His face was ruddy, where it could be seen beneath his fulsome gray hair, and the blue of his eyes twinkled. Most impressive of all, however, was his silver-colored armor, which had been polished to such a shine that it seemed to reflect everything around it. I doubted I could have lifted his plain and unadorned cuirass without help, and his sword, which hung at his side, seemed not much shorter than I was tall.

			“Oh gods, of all the knights in the kingdom, why must it be you?” Gamiel groaned, closing her eyes.

			“What’s that? No good morning, how’ve you been, glad you’re still alive?” The knight smiled broadly and then winked at me.

			“I don’t believe you’ll ever die,” Gamiel cried dramatically. “You’ll follow me to the ends of the earth pestering me. What god above have I displeased to deserve this fate?”

			“Aye, it’s a good question to ponder, that. But don’t worry, my lady, I’ll take care of this twiglet here. There’s not a man in this kingdom who’ll challenge old Sir Idras, and that’s the truth.”

			I didn’t doubt it. If a bear could be both bear and human, that bear would be Sir Idras. He looked like he could knock a man down as easily as I could swat a fly.

			Gamiel glared at the giant, her hands on her hips, clearly displeased by his very existence. “If you are so fearsome in battle, then why are you not at the front, Sir Idras? Why can I not escape you in Prabst, in Rath, in Parvel? You are like a cursed second shadow! This is the third time in as many months that I’ve caught you skulking about.”

			Sir Idras roared his laughter, spittle leaping from his mouth and landing in his beard, his whole body shaking. “Aye, I can see it now: the kingdom’s smallest warrior has its biggest shadow. Well, you know what they say about the size of the dog…”

			I half expected Gamiel to draw one of her deadly knives and cut Sir Idras down where he stood, but instead she threw up her hands in exasperation and began marching toward him. She snapped, “Gods rid me of this unwanted plague! May you fall into a deep hole from which you, yes, even you, cannot get out. Then I might have some peace in this world.”

			She stopped directly in front of him and looked up, the way a child does to an adult. Since he was more than two heads taller, she reached only to the bottom of his chest. They could not have been more different standing there—she: dark-skinned with her hair cut short, dressed all in black, small and birdlike, and he: fair with wild, flowing hair, in bright, gleaming armor, and hulking like a beast. She said, “But only after the girl is delivered to Windhall University, where she is to train as a war mage, do you understand, you foolish oaf? I swear, if I come to find that you have failed even this simple task…”

			Sir Idras held a hand to his heart and put on a hurt expression. “I can think of no higher honor than to serve you, Mistress Gamiel. I will not rest until my quest is fulfilled. The girl will think she flew to the city.”

			Gamiel groaned loudly and tried to shove Sir Idras aside as she stormed into the rest house, but it was like a fly trying to move a house, and so she was forced instead to squeeze through the tiny space between his body and the door. I could hear her cursing even as she disappeared into the building. Grinning, Sir Idras walked down the steps and approached me. He was so phenomenally, unbelievably large that it made me nervous to see him coming near. I had never felt so small in my life, like a single tree standing at the base of a mountain. He reached out a hand, and it was larger than my entire head. I put my hand in his, and for a moment it was lost completely as we shook.

			“Hiya, lassie,” the giant knight said. “The name is Sir Idras. At your service.” He bowed in a way that was almost comical.

			“I’m Aeryn.”

			When I said it, I realized that neither Gamiel nor Jale had ever said my name, either to me or to each other. Had they even known it? Was I so unimportant to them that they’d never asked, even before my fall?

			“Nice to meet you, Aeryn. Don’t you be minding Gamiel. She’s tough as saddle leather but she’s not as heartless as she pretends to be.” He smiled.

			I frowned. “She doesn’t seem to be the kind to enjoy jesting.”

			Sir Idras’ eyes danced. “Sometimes, the farther into danger you go, the safer you are. Sometimes, the best way to walk through a valley of thieves is by announcing loudly and to any listening ears that you’re walking through the valley.”

			“A valley of thieves?” I repeated, perplexed. “If the Kingdom knows of these kinds of valleys, it should send soldiers in to catch the thieves!”

			Sir Idras looked confused, but he shook his head and continued, “Gamiel and I have known each other since the world was young, almost. She’s hated me since the day she first laid eyes on me. You might say that makes us friends, of a sort.”

			He started chuckling again and I gave up on understanding him. Perhaps where he came from it was fashionable to not make sense when speaking. Ilirya was, after all, a large place, undoubtedly full of many odd customs. Eventually, he stopped laughing and began to stroke his beard thoughtfully. “You’re from the north, aye? Skin so white can only be from the northern Salyar tribes, who don’t come south too often.”

			“Yes, I’m from the Ice Crown. From a little hunting village called Thamir.”

			“Aye, that’d be it.”

			I felt a tiny spark of hope and excitement. Did he know about Thamir? Had he been there?

			“Have you visited the Ice Crown?” I asked.

			“No, lass, I haven’t,” he replied, shaking his massive head. “My people are from the sea, not the snow.”

			“The sea!” I exclaimed, looking him up and down.

			My skepticism made him laugh so long and hard that he eventually ended up with both hands on his knees, wheezing. “Oh, you’re thinking a giant like myself would be too big to be on a boat, is it? Me in a little dinghy with two paddles, eh? Oh, aye, there’s an idea! No, my people are fishers. We need big, strapping fishers to fight the monsters of the deep!”

			He put up his fists, imitating fighting. He added with a twinkle to his eye, “And maybe the rest of my family’s not quite so large as I am.”

			This set him to laughing again as though he’d told the funniest joke he could think of. Tears of mirth rolled from his eyes straight into his beard. When he eventually regained control of himself, he took my arm in his bear paw and started to lead me back inside the rest house. “That shifty fellow Jale said you don’t have much upstairs. Tell you what: you get what little you’ve got and come meet me downstairs. We’ll take our breakfast and then leave when we feel like it. How’s that?”

			I nodded. I wanted to like Sir Idras, but since I couldn’t understand his jokes, I was confused around him instead. I walked quickly back to my room and grabbed the leather traveling bag. I realized Jale or Gamiel must have gotten it for me before my fall. There were only a few shirts, breeches, and underclothes in it, as well as a comb. I supposed that I was lucky even to have those few things, given all my other clothing had been burned to ash in Thamir and I had no coin to buy more. This was all I owned in the world now. I threw the bag over my shoulder and returned to the common room of the rest house, where Sir Idras sat over a meal of pale yellow eggs and porridge.

			Jale stood beside him, his hand on the pommel of his rapier. Turning to me, Jale said, “This is Sir Idras of Gent. He has agreed to take you to King’s City. He has been given a message for the Chancellor of Windhall University to admit you.”

			I wasn’t sure what Jale expected me to say to that, so I said, “Thank you, Sir Idras. And also thank you, Jale, ah, for everything.”

			Jale bowed slightly and, smiling thinly, replied, “You will make a fine war mage. I am sure we will meet again soon in King’s City and celebrate your progress.”

			He shook my hand firmly and was gone. I knew not to expect any sort of goodbye from Gamiel, and imagined her already sitting on her horse waiting irritably for Jale. I sat down heavily on the chair next to Sir Idras, feeling empty. One set of travel companions, little more than strangers, exchanged for a new stranger. Indeed, from now on, I would only ever meet strangers, never friends. Self-pity threatened to overwhelm me. Remembering my family made me feel both nauseated and weak. The memories of what I’d lost weighed on me like too much snow on a branch. I was bending under the weight, but how long and how far could I bend without snapping? And what then?

			In my mind’s eye, I could clearly see my mother standing in front of the cooking fire, blowing on the stew before she tasted it, looking back at me with a smile on her face. The next memory was my father returning from a hunt, holding up for me dark bear claws that I could string onto a necklace, his face beaming. The memories were so real it felt like my family was still alive, waiting for me to come home. I could open the door to our home and they would be there waiting, the fire stoked in the fireplace and dinner on the table. I shook my head and commanded the intruding memories to disperse, the way a stone thrown into a stream shatters the reflections within it.

			In the Ice Crown, it is believed that the living should not allow the dead to haunt them, or else they’ll be haunted until the end of their days. The dead, once buried, are to remain dead. But this was not the same. I had not buried my family, and until I could come to accept that I would never see them again, they had no ghosts, either. Sir Idras’ hand touched mine.

			“King’s City’s not so bad. I know it’s not home for you, but it can be. And…” He paused dramatically. Then with a big grin, he finished, “I’ll be there!”

			I’m sure my eyes, when they met his, were sad, for he dropped his gaze and muttered, “Well, perhaps we’d best get on the road then, shall we?” He dropped a few copper pieces on the table and headed toward the front door.

			“Wait!” I called. “Sir Idras, the stables are behind the rest house, remember?”

			Sir Idris turned, and his face grew red as an ember in the fire. He coughed, then muttered, “Yes, well, the thing is, I don’t have a horse at the moment.”

			“What? Are we going to walk to King’s City?”

			“Er, you see…” He hemmed and hawed. Finally he admitted, “I lost her.”

			I boggled at him. He scratched his head uncomfortably, refusing to look at me.

			“I’ll get her back! I know where she is. And besides, that blackguard Orfan is a cheat if I ever met one,” he muttered. “I know what his cards should have been.”

			“You…lost your horse at cards?” I asked incredulously. “How will you get her back?”

			“I have an idea. Come on!”

			He stomped out the door, his armor clanging heavily, and I wondered how long he had been without his horse. Surely he couldn’t have walked very far in his heavy armor. As beautiful as it was to look at, it was wholly impractical for any sort of travel by foot, not to mention it would attract its fair share of looks from curious passersby. I was certain that Jale and Gamiel didn’t know Sir Idras had lost his horse at cards or they would never have left me with him. But having no other option, I snatched my travel bag from the floor and hurried to catch up to him. Were all people outside of the Ice Crown crazy?
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			“Are you…sure? This sounds like it could be dangerous.”

			Sir Idras had finished relaying his plan for “reacquiring his horse,” as he termed it, as we sat hiding in some bushes. Said horse, the largest I’d ever seen, stood before us some fifty paces away, swishing her white tail against the flies on her beautifully-dappled silver rump as she cropped hungrily at the grass. A thin rope tether kept her staked to the ground, although she seemed disinclined to venture further to find good grass.

			“Of course it will work! I’m going to go distract Orfan now. Once you’ve got Snowflake untied, lead her down the road a bit and wait for me. I’ll meet up with you and we’ll be well away by the time Orfan realizes what’s happened. What could go wrong with that?”

			“Shouldn’t she have a saddle and bridle?” I asked.

			“Och! Right you are. He must have them in his tent. Alright, here’s what we’ll do: I’ll draw Orfan out of his tent. You go in, take the saddle and bridle, then lead Snowflake away.”

			The tent to which he pointed, Orfan’s, sat among nine others. Around the tents, draft horses milled idly and wagons piled high with various goods sat unyoked. Orfan, Sir Idras had hastily explained to me, sold rice from the marshlands far west of King’s City to the middle baronies. He traveled with a group of three other traders and eight armed guards to prevent thievery. To steal Snowflake’s tack from Orfan’s tent, I would have to pass unnoticed by the other traders and guards to Orfan’s tent, quickly find the saddle and bridle, and then walk away with them, all without being sighted. Although I wasn’t certain what Orfan and his fellow traders would do to any thieves they caught, I guessed the punishment would be immediate and severe.

			As Sir Idras slipped away out of the bushes to put his plan into motion, I considered my options. This was definitely not what Jale and Gamiel had intended for me, and I imagined they would be furious to know that Sir Idras had involved me in this scheme to recover his horse. I could leave the knight, return to the main road, and hope to somehow find a way to King’s City on my own, but without any coin, I had no way to pay for food or lodging. Or I could help Sir Idras and hope for the best. I decided on the latter. I needed Sir Idras to get to the city.

			I crept out of the bushes, using all the stealth I’d learned over years of hunting in the forest to approach the camp. There weren’t many trees around it, but there were enough that I was able to use them to conceal my approach until the last dozen paces. The traders and their guards had placed their tents in a large circle, in the middle of which was the cooking fire. This configuration ensured that they could see anyone trying to enter the front of their tents, but left the backs of their tents vulnerable, an obvious oversight. I could hear the voices of men and women talking as they went about their morning business, preparing to hitch the horses to the wagons and continue their caravan. Orfan’s faded red tent was located in front of two large wagons stacked full of sacks of rice. I crouched beside the large, spoked wheel of one of them and waited for Sir Idras to do his part.

			“Oi, Orfan, you cheat!” Sir Idras’ voice rang out like thunder from somewhere in the camp. “Come face me, you coward.”

			Since I couldn’t see the front of Orfan’s tent to confirm that he had been lured out by the challenge—or perhaps he hadn’t been in it to start with—I waited a few seconds, then used the knife at my belt to cut the seam along the back of the tent enough so that I could slip in. I looked around cautiously, confirming that the tent was empty, and saw my prize immediately. But the saddle was so massive I wasn’t sure that I would be able to carry it. I should have guessed that the giant Sir Idras would need an equally large saddle, but the saddle was also much more ornate and heavy in design than the saddles Gamiel and Jale had used. I could easily throw Snowflake’s bridle over my shoulder, but I would have to wrestle the saddle out.

			I grunted as I picked it up, feeling the heavy stirrups knock sharply against my legs. Staggering, I walked back to the tear I had created in the tent, mindful of Sir Idras’ incomprehensible shouting somewhere else in the camp. I hoped, and in fact was almost certain, that he’d managed to draw all the traders and guards out of their tents and away from me with his booming voice and theatrics. I manhandled the saddle out of the tent and returned to my hiding position behind the wagon wheel, temporarily setting the saddle down on the muddy grass and regretting the burning ache in my arms that carrying the saddle had caused. I took a moment to plan my exit from the camp. It would be easy enough to skirt along the tree line, then at the last moment break free of cover, put Snowflake’s saddle and bridle on, and lead her away.

			I picked up the saddle again and moved as quickly as I could, sweeping my eyes around me constantly lest someone appear to challenge me, but no one came. Stepping out of the trees, I approached Snowflake cautiously so as not to scare her. The dapple-gray raised her head and looked at me curiously, her long white forelock falling into her soft brown eyes. Her giant head, when she rubbed her nose against the saddle, reached from my chin to my waist.

			“Good girl, I’m going to put this saddle on you now. Be good.”

			I heaved the saddle up Snowflake’s back as high as I could, hoping that it would land in the right spot. I didn’t know what I would do if she were too tall and I was too weak to get it on her. Carry the saddle and lead her, I supposed, dreading the idea. Luckily, the saddle seated itself correctly. I reached below Snowflake’s massive barrel and pulled the girth to where it attached on the left side of the saddle, grunting and heaving as I tried to tighten it. Snowflake waited calmly, unlike Gamiel’s horse, who would have tried to bite me. Then I took the heavy leather bridle and coaxed the bit into Snowflake’s mouth, slipping the bridle and reins over her head as she opened her mouth. “Good girl.”

			I started to turn her toward the road, but just then I heard a commotion coming from the direction of the camp. I looked up to see Sir Idras running toward me at full speed, three men and a woman chasing him. The knight was surprisingly fast; evidently his armor was not enough to weigh him down, and his long legs ensured he was even able to increase the distance between himself and his pursuers. His hair flew behind him like a frantic pennant. He’d found some of the camp’s guards, it seemed, and they were none too pleased to see him.

			“Time to go, Aeryn!” he called, as though we had merely overstayed our welcome and not, in fact, been in the middle of a horse theft.

			The guards—or perhaps one or two were traders—swarmed behind Sir Idras like angry bees from a disturbed hive and he a spry bear who had gotten into their honey. When he reached me, Sir Idras grabbed Snowflake’s reins and vaulted into the saddle.

			“Quick!” he roared, “Mount behind me.”

			Through a frantic combination of me crawling and him pulling, I made it onto Snowflake’s back behind the saddle just as the fastest of Sir Idras’s pursuers arrived within a few paces of us. He was a thin man with thin blond hair. As he drew his sword, Sir Idras kicked Snowflake with both heels. The mare’s muscles bunched beneath her and then we exploded forward, evading the man’s wildly swinging blade. We raced away from the camp as fast as the colossal horse could run, which although it felt slow, was in fact measured in huge, ground-swallowing strides.

			I grabbed onto Sir Idras’ waist with one hand and looked behind us. “Oh no!”

			Another of the pursuers, who had pulled a bow from his back and nocked an arrow, was drawing back the string to shoot. As fast as Snowflake was running, she couldn’t outrun an arrow. The man released the string, sending the arrow racing toward us. Or rather, toward me, since Sir Idras’ armor would undoubtedly protect him from the arrowhead. I was the one without any sort of protection.

			Barely conscious of what I was doing, I called my bright blue magic to me. I had used my magic to lift stones in the forest in Thamir, so why shouldn’t I also be able to use it to move an arrow, too? I had nothing to lose. I cast my magic, worried it was too late. Surrounded by sparkling blue, the arrow shot past us to the right, barely missing us. I had successfully deflected it. Seconds later, Snowflake carried us out of the archer’s range. We were safe. Sir Idras whooped a wordless cry of joy and victory. I began to laugh, fear leaving my body in the form of humor and joy, and didn’t stop until we were well away from the camp and Snowflake was walking again.

			“That was quite the adventure!” Sir Idras exclaimed. He hadn’t even seen the arrow winging toward us or known how close we’d come to disaster. I didn’t feel like mentioning it to him.

			Unexpectedly, Sir Idras began to laugh so heartily that I worried he might tumble off Snowflake’s back. Through wheezing breaths, he said, “Oh, lassie, I know a knight stealing back his own horse isn’t the noble picture of knighthood, but you know, not all knights are the virtuous, ballad-inspiring kind.”

			“And which kind are you?”

			“The most disreputable, scurrilous kind!” Sir Idras boomed, and this time laughed so hard he really couldn’t breathe.

			“Are we close to where we left our traveling bags yet?” I groaned, looking forward to being off Snowflake’s uncomfortably broad back.

			“Aye, over that hill there,” Sir Idras replied when he was finally able to talk again.

			When we crested the hill, however, we saw instead a man on horseback. He sat under a shady tree, facing away from us, so all I could see was that he rode a short, stocky bay horse and wore a long, hooded green cloak. Sir Idras pulled Snowflake up short so quickly the mare backed up a step, snorting.

			“Bollocks,” he hissed under his breath.

			“Who is it?” I asked.

			“An assassin,” he replied.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			“In polite society, it is only right that private disputes be handled privately. Thus, assassins are a necessary part of resolving quarrels between people of standing.”

			—Zahir Thornhall, fifth Baron of Parvel

			“Efforts to move to a monotheistic belief system failed after the first king of the Lamid dynasty was deposed in a coup and executed by a coalition of priests for heresy.”

			— A Kingdom and its People, 4th edition

			In the Ice Crown, death is a regular feature of life, as familiar as the rise and fall of the sun each day and equally unremarkable. Everything in the Ice Crown dies: grass, leaves, animals, even people. What was here one day could easily be gone the next. The forest is filled with bones. We know not to cling too tightly to those things that are not permanent. As my father used to say, “Death comes for us all.” Only the gods and nature are forever.

			However, although we Ice Crowners may readily accept the inevitably of death, we are respectful of the value of a life, particularly human life. Every member of a village is important and appreciated. After all, one person can mean the difference between survival and total disaster for that village. Although murder occasionally happens in the Ice Crown, committed during a moment of jealous or angry passion, it is rare, because Ice Crowners believe that there are few problems between two people that can only be solved by the death of one of the two. The idea of assassinations, a sort of fashionable trend espoused by the rich southern baronies some centuries ago, seemed an unnecessary and irresponsible waste of lives.

			“What?” I screeched, much more loudly than I had intended.

			The assassin turned his head to look at us over his shoulder, and I could see even from this distance his handsome young face and deep-set hazel eyes. Sir Idras grumbled wordlessly and kicked Snowflake forward with such frustration that she pinned her ears and kicked out her right hind leg in protest before walking on briskly. When we were close, the assassin, who had turned his horse to meet us, waved cheerfully.

			“Hail, Sir Idras! I am glad to have found you. I am Landrell of Tye.”

			“I know who you are,” Sir Idras replied grumpily, stopping Snowflake in front of the assassin’s horse so close the two horses briefly reached out to touch noses. Snowflake snorted and the bay flinched, withdrawing its nose and turning its head away. Sir Idras added, “And I won’t help you find Mirel.”

			The assassin sighed, shaking the hood from his head. His hair was brown and so short that it stood straight up. Cocking his head to the side, he said, “But I hear you don’t even like Mirel.”

			“He’s a bloody bastard,” Sir Idras said, nodding. “No one likes him, not even his own mother.”

			“Then why protect him?”

			“Laddie, he may be a bastard, but he’s the husband of my sister nonetheless, and that makes him family.”

			Landrell said, “Family ties are understandable, but Mirel is part of plot against the King. As a knight of Ilirya, it is your duty to assist in all efforts to capture him and bring him to justice.”

			Sir Idras waved a massive hand dismissively and snorted. “You mightn’t have noticed, but at any time half the nobles in this kingdom are involved in one plot or another against the King. If I spent all my time trying to stop them, I’d never get anything else done. Besides, you’re not working for the King, are you? Maybe Mirel bedded the daughter of whichever lord paid you or maybe he insulted him or maybe both, but whatever the case, it’s not my problem, so you can piss off.”

			The assassin smiled ruefully. “Whether you help me or not, I’ll find him eventually. Once the contract is made, only my employer can cancel it.”

			“I know. Bloody nobles.” Sir Idras sighed. “Alright, who wants my good for nothing brother-in-law dead?”

			“An assassin never reveals his employer,” Landrell said, a smile playing across his thin lips, “but it is said that Mirel has enemies in Prabst. I have business to attend to for the next few days, but then I will have to resume my hunt. Good day to you both.”

			He winked at me, then turned his horse and the two ambled away as casually as though they had no destination in mind. I had a suspicion that Landrell knew more than he was letting on about Mirel’s location, however. If he had really needed that information from Sir Idras, I doubted he would have given up so easily.

			“Will he really kill your sister’s husband?” I asked Sir Idras once Landrell was out of earshot.

			“Aye, he might,” Sir Idras said, nodding his big, shaggy head. “You can’t stop the Assassin’s Guild once it’s taken a contract. Kill one assassin and another will be sent to take their place until the contract is fulfilled. I’ll send word to Mirel that he’s got a price on his head, but it’s up to him to get the contracted lifted, if he can.”

			“So Landrell wanted you to tell Mirel?”

			Sir Idras shrugged. “Maybe.”

			“Do you think Mirel will be able to get the contract lifted?”

			“I suppose it depends on what he’s done and to whom. I’ll send word to him, but it’s out of our hands. Now, off Snowflake you go. I think I see our bags over there.”
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			“Sir Idras, how did you lose Snowflake?” I asked that night as we sat around the fire. Sir Idras had his long legs stretched before him and he was reclining his enormous bulk against Snowflake’s saddle. The massive mare was staked behind us, within sight but not so close that her yellow, saucer-sized hooves risked stepping on us. Overhead, the moon was full and white.

			“Orfan cheated, the villain!” Sir Idras exclaimed. “I know exactly which cards should have been in his hand.”

			I smothered a smile at his fulsome indignation. “Maybe you were wrong?”

			“I wasn’t wrong! He had cards up his sleeve. He likes to cheat.” Sir Idras pouted.

			“Then why play with him at all?”

			The knight shrugged. “Sometimes he doesn’t cheat.”

			“But why bet Snowflake?”

			“I’ve never lost her before!”

			I offered, “We’re lucky we got her back with as little trouble as we did. What would you have done without me?”

			Sir Idras looked over his shoulder fondly at his horse. “I’d have found a way to get her back. She’s a good mare, you know. We’ve seen a lot, she and I, and had more than our fair share of scrapes together, too.”

			“Like what?”

			“Ah no, you’ll be getting the wrong idea about me if I tell you, lass. My life hasn’t always been the most respectable.” He paused, then winked. “But it has been an adventure.”

			I laughed. It was hard not to. The knight had a zest for life that was as large as he was. It was infectious. Sir Idras began to laugh, too, his body vibrating.

			“Will you tell me about these adventures some day?” I asked.

			“Maybe over a pint or two. When you’ve grown a bit, gosling.”

			Changing the subject, I asked, “What Landrell said about your brother-in-law, is it true? Is he really plotting against the King?”

			Sir Idras shrugged his massive shoulders. “It’s politics; someone is always trying to do something. I don’t know what Mirel’s up to, but I’ll tell you one thing: if he’s involved with other malcontents, then you can bet they’re up to no good. He’s got a nose for trouble and not a lick of sense, that one. It’s bad business. I don’t want to know about it.”

			“Don’t the people like the King?”

			In the Ice Crown, we had assumed that the king was revered throughout Ilirya. He was, after all, the figurative father of his people. Sir Idras chewed on his bottom lip for a moment before answering. “It’s not that easy, is it? There are things people like and things they don’t, same as anything. Mostly, people are tired of war. The King’s father, the late King Savin, started it, and King Hap’s still at it all these years later. It’s a hard thing, to fight that long. Lots of sons and daughters never coming home, taxes to pay for it all.”

			“Gamiel says war mages like me are what stop the Southlands from invading Ilirya,” I told him.

			Sir Idras nodded. “The King’s Army wouldn’t last an hour without war mages. I suppose your family is proud you’ll be a war mage?”

			My heart sank. Somehow, I’d managed to go hours without thinking about my family when Sir Idras and I were riding. Now the memory of what had become of my family and of Thamir came rushing back. My throat closed and tears pricked the corners of my eyes. I looked away from Sir Idras.

			“My family is dead,” I choked out.

			“Ohhh lassie, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

			“There was a Northman raiding party. The entire village was razed. Jale found me shortly after. He said I should go to King’s City and train at Windhall University. I didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t know anyone…still alive. So I agreed.”

			The truth was I was drifting, letting the wind carry me wherever. The only place I wanted to go was the one place to which I could never return. It was go to Windhall or try to rebuild in another part of the Ice Crown, and I couldn’t face something that reminded me so much of home right now. I was choosing to go to Windhall because I had no other option.

			“There’s no salve that will lessen the pain of losing loved ones,” Sir Idras said sympathetically. “I’m sorry. But you’re not alone, eh? You’ve got me and Snowflake!”

			[image: ]

			The two weeks it took to reach King’s City passed quickly because Sir Idras filled the hours with tales and commentary. He was a master storyteller. Throughout the miles we rode, he on Snowflake and me on a short gray cob with a roached mane Sir Idras had bought from a fellow traveler, he regaled me with rollicking stories from his life. He’d grown up on the wharves of Gent, watching the fishermen sail in at sunset with their nets full of flashing silver fish. When he was still a boy, he joined those same fishing boats, surviving several black storms that produced mountainous, deadly waves that swept many of his fellow sailors out to sea. When he was fourteen, he’d been taken from Gent and trained as a squire and then a knight, bypassing the years others had spent as pages. As a knight, he’d fought in battle many times with Snowflake, who was the largest horse in all of the King’s Army and the only one capable of carrying him in full armor.

			When Sir Idras was tired of talking about himself, he explained how the Kingdom’s economy worked and why the baronies were constantly engaging in surreptitious, low-grade wars with each other even as Ilirya as a whole fought against the Southlands. Sir Idras had an ability to weave together stories from his life into a huge, brilliant tapestry of resplendent, moving figures locked in constant struggle against nature and against each other. While he was at the center of this tapestry, however, he was not its only hero, for, as he readily acknowledged, he had met many far more valiant heroes than himself. Gamiel, for one, whom he praised as a fearsome and deadly fighter committed to protecting Ilirya. His tales kept my mind off our endless hours on the road, and I learned more about Ilirya from him than I had in all my years growing up in Thamir.

			I came to feel at home with the boisterous yet friendly knight, and we settled into a comfortable rhythm of waking at dawn, eating, traveling, stopping for lunch, traveling, eating, and then lying on our bedrolls watching the moon and the stars in amiable silence until we fell asleep. Sir Idras, who had never settled down long enough to have children of his own, could be surprisingly paternal at times; solicitously enquiring after my needs and making sure that I didn’t want for anything. He couldn’t give me back what I’d lost, but he gave me something else: a friend. Because of this, I was both forlorn and anxious when we reached the vast fields surrounding King’s City. I didn’t want to lose Sir Idras so soon. Once we arrived in King’s City, I would once more be alone and friendless, in a strange new place completely unlike anything I had ever known. I remembered what my father had told me of Namoreth; how it had made him feel trapped and smothered, surrounded by far too many people. And compared to King’s City, Namoreth was barely more than an Ice Crown village.

			I chewed a fingernail anxiously until my finger began to bleed.

			“You’ll be fine, lass,” Sir Idras said, seeing my fear as we approached the city’s western gate. “Keep your head down and your nose clean and you’ll do fine. It’s a city just like all the others in Ilirya.”

			The closer we got to the high city walls, however, the more it felt as though Snowflake was sitting on my chest with all her great weight. I wanted nothing more than to turn and run the other way. King’s City was not Thamir, and its people were not my people. I missed the cold winds of the Ice Crown and the silence of the forests. I missed the way the children played around the fire at night and the women scraped tallow from the pelts of the animals we hunted and trapped. I missed the familiarity of knowing everyone and everything around me. Sir Idras was now the closest thing I had to a home, and he was asking me to give him up without offering anything certain in return.

			“Those walls aren’t there to keep anyone in,” he said, peering down at me from Snowflake’s tall back. “You can leave whenever you like. You’re not a prisoner.”

			“Where would I go?”

			Something else occurred to me that made my blood run cold. “What if…What if I’m not good enough, Sir Idras? What if I don’t have enough magic to be accepted by Windhall University, or they don’t want me? What if our journey here has been for nothing? Then what?”

			“Gamiel and Jale know magic. They wouldn’t have sent you if they weren’t sure you would be accepted. It will be alright. You shouldn’t worry on that account.”

			His words did little to ease my concern, however. We passed beneath a huge, spiked metal gate without the guardsmen even giving us a second look. Doubtless they were used to all sorts of people entering and leaving the city. They sat on their three-legged stools with bored expressions, their long pikes leaning against the rough stone of the massive city wall, out of hand’s reach. It was the wall, after all, that was the city’s real defense. It was thicker than I was tall, and rose up twenty feet in the air. Sir Idras, seeing my wonder, explained that the black basalt walls had been raised many centuries before, when the kingdom was smaller and foreign enemies from the north and south occasionally tried to sack the capital. Now, the borders were so far away that the only threat to the city was an insurrection by the united baronies, something that hadn’t happened in centuries.

			I shivered, unable to focus on the city around me. I was losing everything for a second time in less than a month, and I wasn’t ready for it. With every step closer to the University, I was that much closer to having to face everything I’d been ignoring. Without Sir Idras, I had no one left in the world.

			Sir Idras saw the fear and panic that lingered on my face, and his eyes went soft with care and worry. He murmured, “I’m not leaving you forever, Aeryn. I’ll still be around and you can come visit me at the knights’ garrison any time you like. I’ll be happy to see you. Who knows, maybe this old knight needs a mage to help him out every once in a while.”

			It wasn’t, strictly speaking, true. Sir Idras had told me that as a knight in service to the kingdom, he could be sent away at a moment’s notice. Still, it was something to cling to. I nodded with as much courage as I could muster, and we kept walking through various streets in the city, seeming to turn right or left at random. Small houses and shops, which lined the cobblestone-paved streets, stretched on in either side around us in endless rows. Sir Idras explained that thousands of people lived in King’s City. The entire population of the Ice Crown could have fit in just one section of the city.

			We came at last upon a tall gray building that towered over its neighbors. A crest with a falcon sitting above it was emblazoned on the wall above the building’s heavy wooden door. High windows made up of colored glass looked down imperiously on the rest of the city. I had never seen such a building.

			“Is this Windhall University?”

			“Ah, no. Magic is forbidden within King’s City itself except by those named in the Imperial Codex. This is Windhall’s office in the city.”

			Sir Idras dismounted and walked up to the door, leaving Snowflake standing patiently in the street and me, still mounted beside her. He knocked on the wooden door, which was studded with dull brass spikes, using the heavy brass knocker and waited calmly. My hands shook and I grabbed the pommel to stop them. Several moments later, enough time for a bead of sweat to roll down my back to the waist of my trousers, the door swung inward with a heavy, reluctant, grinding noise. A tall woman with a thin face and black hair graying at the temples peered out.

			“May I help you?” she asked.

			“I’ve brought a new student for you,” Sir Idras said, “compliments of the King’s Regiment. Gamiel and Jale were called to the front, so they’ve sent me as her chaperone. She’s got war magic, they tell me.”

			The woman’s eyebrows raised as she looked past Sir Idras at me. “Gamiel and Jale, you say? Very well, let’s have her.”

			My legs trembled as I dismounted. I looked apprehensively at Sir Idras. He urged, “Go on, lass, it’s alright. There’s nothing to worry about.”

			It took all of my courage to walk toward the door, which seemed at that moment like a gaping mouth waiting to swallow me whole. As I drew even with him, Sir Idras pulled me into a giant bear hug. I was completely enveloped by his bulk, my cheek pressed to his massive cuirass. I hugged back with every inch of my body, my arms wrapping around him as far as they would go, which wasn’t far. It took all I had not to beg him to take me with him.

			“You’ll do fine, Aeryn. I know you’ll be a fantastic war mage. You would have made your family proud. If you need me, go to the Boar’s Tusk Tavern and ask for me. They’ll know where I am, you can be sure.” He relinquished me and looked at me with pride in his eyes. I wiped a tear from my cheek with the back of my hand, sniffing loudly. Sir Idras pressed my hand briefly, then I stepped through the door and into the building, leaving the last piece of stability in my life behind.

			When my eyes adjusted, I was amazed to see before me a long hall with high, vaulted ceilings. Sunlight entered the hall through glass windows, painting the floor red, green, and yellow. Two rows of long tables, at which several men and women sat writing, were set at the opposite end of the hall. The woman who had opened the door turned and began walking toward a corridor to the left, indicating that I should follow.

			“Welcome to Windhall,” she said. “I’m Lethera.”

			“I’m Aeryn.”

			“Welcome, Aeryn.”

			We stepped into the corridor. It was short, with three simple wood doors on the right side and another, much more ornate door at the end. We walked to the farthest door on the right, which she unlocked using a large metal key at her waist, and stepped through. Inside was a completely dark room with no windows. Lethera pulled a flint from the pouch at her belt and walked around the room, lighting tall white candles in sconces along the wall just above the level of her head. When all the candles were lit, their light revealed a rectangular training room with a door on each end. A row of weapons hung from a wooden rack on the wall on my right, while a mat padded with straw lay to my left.

			“This is one of Windhall’s training rooms,” Lethera explained, gesturing to the room. “It is also the one we use for testing new students.” She loosed a small tendril of orange magic at the stone wall. When it touched, the magic made a brief pattern like a spider web as the wall absorbed the magic. “As you can see, there are protections on the room to prevent any magic from either damaging it or getting out and causing harm outside the room. The room is perfectly safe, even from a Great Mage. Every mage who enters adds a new layer of protection, so the protections are always being increased. Now, Aeryn, if you would please, I want you to show me what you can do.”

			I stifled a blush. The only people who had seen me use magic were my friends and family in Thamir. They had been impressed, but then again, they’d only seen one other mage. It had been hard to teach myself, all alone in the woods for so long. I had done my best, but what if it wasn’t good enough? I reflexively took several breaths to steady myself, counting in increments of four. Then gathering my magic to my hands, I sent out a tendril of bright blue to lift one of the large iron maces from the rack. It was as long as my forearm and ended in wicked black spikes. I floated it back to hang between me and Lethera, unsure of what else to do with it.

			Lethera said, “Ah, levitation.” Then she flicked her wrist and the mace followed the arc her hand made, flying out of my control and hitting the wall. It fell to the floor with a loud metal clang that reverberated through the room. Immediately, Lethera raised a short, brightly polished dagger from the rack with her own magic and sent it flying at me. I barely had time to duck it as it flew past, the air making a sound like two people whispering as it streaked past my ear.

			“What are you doing?” I squeaked in surprise.

			“Try again,” Lethera commanded. Her gentle, friendly tone was gone, replaced by an intensity that surprised me. “Attack me this time. This is a sparring exercise. Don’t worry, I won’t hurt you.”

			I couldn’t use my fire against her, she would be burned! She wasn’t even wearing any armor. How could we possibly spar when neither of us were equipped to? Confused, I raised up a double-headed axe from the rack. I tried to throw it at Lethera, but she easily redirected it into another wall, which it bounced off before dropping to the floor. Lethera raised the dagger from the floor behind me, and now I had to dodge as it danced through the air toward me, feinting and jabbing as if held by an invisible hand. I was only saved from this attack when I noticed a round shield lying on the far side of the mat, which I was able to summon to me and use to block the relentless dagger, hiding behind its wide frame.

			“Find a way to stop the dagger,” Lethera ordered. “Don’t just dodge it, Aeryn.”

			In my panic, I was starting to pant. This was not at all what I’d expected. I tried to wrest control of the dagger away from Lethera’s magic, as she had done to my mace and axe, but I wasn’t strong enough. Her ability to levitate was much stronger and more sophisticated than mine. In desperation, I loosed a bright bolt of magic at her, followed quickly by two more. I had expected that she would duck and run from the bolts as I had from her dagger, but instead, my bolts burst several feet in front of her, their color spreading out around her like an egg hitting a wall. A magical shield? It had to be! The shield shimmered orange around her as it absorbed my magic, allowing me to see its full extent. I didn’t have time to marvel for long, however, because in that instant I saw a sword pommel coming at my head. Then everything went dark.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			“Power is corrupting. But then, so is wine.”

			— Queen Yrvin, second queen of the Walred dynasty

			“Everyone wants that which they can’t have. This is the fundamental principle on which the world works.”

			— Everyn Stargazer, “The Five Pearls of Wisdom”

			The pain was an insistent throbbing that reached from my temple to the back of my head. It pulled me back into consciousness, demanding my attention. For sure, I would have a bruise where I’d been struck. I kept my eyes squeezed shut, convinced that if I moved even a hair’s breadth, the pain would worsen. When the pain didn’t seem to be getting either better or worse, however, I risked cracking my eyes open slightly.

			“Shhhh, don’t move,” said a gentle, slightly husky female voice.

			There were hands stroking my hair, the way my mother used to when I was a young girl. Surprised, I opened my eyes further and tilted my head back, realizing for the first time that I was lying on the ground with my head in someone’s lap. My eyes met soft, liquid brown eyes and for the briefest of moments it felt like I’d jumped from some great height and was plummeting back down to the earth.

			“Oh,” I exhaled, in a voice that sounded too much like a soft moan.

			The girl smiled warmly. “Hi there.”

			I reached up and touched the right side of my face in front of my ear. My fingertips found a bruise the size of half a robin’s egg there. I grimaced. The girl’s hand moved to cover my fingers and there was a tingling sensation everywhere her skin touched mine. Amazingly, I could feel the swelling shrink until it disappeared entirely.

			“Feel better?” she asked.

			I nodded, but didn’t move. Without knowing why, I was comfortable lying in this stranger’s lap. She felt warm and nice, and smelled of something indescribable but delicious. She leaned forward to peer at me with an expression of mild concern on her beautiful face. “Do you remember what happened?”

			“A sword.”

			I winced as I remembered the fight—or test, rather—with Lethera. Clearly, I had failed. What would I do now that Windhall University was closed to me? I would have to beg Sir Idras to help me. I would polish his armor, cut his hair, even wash his clothes, if only he wouldn’t turn his back on me. I started to breathe more quickly, out of anxiety. The girl stroked my hair by my temple.

			“You don’t know how to shield yet,” she said, her voice sympathetic. She made a tsking sound with her tongue. “Lethera should have been gentler with you. She forgets that not everyone was raised around magic as she was. Why should you have known about shielding?”

			I remembered what it had been like to see Lethera use her magic. “She has magic like mine! She’s a war mage, too!”

			Then I remembered that I wasn’t a war mage either and after today, I never would be. My heart sank. The girl frowned, her eyebrows coming together delicately over her nose. “Didn’t Lethera explain? Her affinity is the ability to mirror the magic of others. That’s why she tests incoming students: her affinity lets her feel the type and strength of their affinity. With a healer, for example, she would have exhibited an affinity for healing.”

			I knew I should go. What use staying any longer? But the girl with the captivating brown eyes and the rich, light brown skin was so kind I wanted to stay near her a little longer. I needed just a few more moments of lightness and hope before I ventured out into the harsh unknown that awaited me now that I was truly on my own.

			I sat up reluctantly, sitting so we faced each other on the floor. The girl was a few years older than me. Her long, dark brown hair fell well past her shoulders, with shorter wisps that fell into her eyes. Her face was kind and open, inviting me to trust her.

			“Are you a mage here at Windhall?” I asked.

			She shook her head, smiling, and her smile buoyed me. “No, not a mage.”

			“But you healed me! You must be!”

			“It’s complicated,” she said, her smile turning self-conscious. “I used someone else’s magic to do that, and then only a little.”

			I gaped at her. “You used someone else’s magic? That’s possible?”

			“Not normally. My condition is…unusual. I have magic, but I can’t access it. I guess you could say it’s like a locked room that other people can enter using a key, but not me. So, I’m bonded to another mage, Timo. He can tap into my magic and use it. With our two magics, he’s Ilirya’s best Great Mage healer, and because of our bond, sometimes I can borrow a little of his magic to do small healings like your bump.”

			“Oh.” I couldn’t imagine not being able to use my magic. I wondered why she couldn’t use hers. Was she born that way, or had there been an accident? Was she bonded to Timo because her affinity was healing, too?

			“I’m training as a regular healer,” she said, her voice colored by passion. “One day, I’ll be able to help Timo do great things. Imagine walking into a village stricken by the plague and being able to heal everyone there who is sick at once, without even seeing them. That’s what we’ll be able to do together. And what we can’t heal through magic, I can help heal with traditional medicine.”

			“That’s amazing. I suppose I’ll have to figure out what to do now that I won’t be training as a mage at Windhall. I’m certain it won’t be anything as noble as being a healer.”

			I tried to smile, to feign a confidence or carelessness that I wasn’t feeling, but the girl frowned, confused. “What do you mean? Why wouldn’t you be at Windhall?”

			I pointed wordlessly to where the bruise had been on my head.

			“Oh, no! No, Lethera told me to put you into one of the free rooms in the dorm. She said you have potential as a war mage, once you learn to shield.”

			“Oh,” I said, surprised.

			The girl stood up. She wore soft black leather boots that laced well above her knee, black leggings, and a black leather bodice with puffy, white, cotton sleeves that ended in black bracers on her forearms. Although I was unfamiliar with fashions in the southern baronies, I thought she looked quite stylish. She reached down to help me up and when I stood, I realized we were the same height. She smiled at me, a genuine smile that came as much from her eyes as from her mouth. She was more beautiful than any girl I’d ever seen in my life. A light seemed to shine from within her that was entrancing to behold. Her eyes caught mine and held them for a moment. “I’m Lyse,” she said.

			“I’m Aeryn.”

			“Welcome to Windhall, Aeryn.”

			She reached out her right hand and I took it. Her eyes didn’t leave mine as we shook hands. Her hand felt unusually warm, and some of my magic flared to meet it. I guessed that she must have residue of Timo’s magic in her hands. She let go and clapped her hands together.

			“Shall we get you settled?” She picked up my bag where I’d left it against the wall before my session with Lethera and handed it to me. I shrugged it over my shoulder.

			“How will we get to Windhall?” I asked. “Is it within walking distance of the city?”

			Lyse looked confused, then chuckled. “We’re already here!”

			“What?”

			“When you walked through the hallway from the city office to this room, you passed through a Gate. Gates allow you to jump from one place to another without having to travel the distance by foot. There is only one other Gate in the city, and it goes between Windhall and the palace. Gates are invisible, which is why you didn’t even realize you’d passed through one. If you looked back down the hallway now, you’d see the city office as though it was a few paces away, but in reality it’s a good league or more away.”

			“I’ve never heard of Gates,” I said, shaking my head. There was so much I’d never heard of.

			“They’re very rare. Consider it your first lesson at Windhall!”

			Lyse walked to the door that led to the Gate, the one through which Lethera and I had entered the room, drew a key from her pocket, and locked it. “Only Lethera and a few other University administrators have a key that lets them open and close the doors to the city office,” she said. “The city guard doesn’t like too many mages using the Gate into the city, so the University agreed to keep access tightly controlled.” She sighed. “Although it does mean that anyone from the University trying to go to town has a long walk. It’s wearing holes in my favorite boots!”

			Lyse strode back to the opposite side of the room. She opened the door there, which was unlocked, and stepped through, motioning with her head for me to follow. On the other side was dazzling sunlight and a large, flat, open square covered in bright green grass. Young people of all genders and appearances walked across the square and at its edges. The square was bordered on three sides by tall gray buildings whose architecture was reminiscent of Windhall’s city office. On the fourth side, the University looked toward King’s City, which sat on a hill in the distance.

			“Welcome to Windhall University,” Lyse repeated, motioning to everything before her.

			Stepping forward and then turning back to point at the building from which we’d come, she said, “This is the training building. The rooms here are used for practical applications of magecraft. For example, weather mages can create entire storms inside a room while outside it’s still sunny.”

			Turning to her left, she pointed at the tallest building. “That’s the academic building, where we have our non-magic classes and where the university administration offices are.”

			“Non-magic classes?”

			“Of course! You’ll have to take courses in history and grammar at the least, in addition to your magic classes. Astronomy, art, and music are offered, too, but only if you want. Mages who graduate from Windhall are expected to be well educated. After all, they often find employment with noble houses and end up taking on a secondary role as a scribe or advisor.”

			My face grew warm with embarrassment. My parents had taught me to recognize letters and scratch out my name in the dirt using a stick, but no one in Thamir had been able to do more than that. No noble house would ever want me. I was as suited to rubbing elbows with nobles as a bird to swimming.

			Lyse pointed at the last building. “That’s the dorm. You’ll have your own room, with a bed and space to put your things. That little building where you can see the five chimneys, at the end closest to us, is the dining hall and kitchen. There are always students popping in and out of it at all hours. One of our professors, who sleeps in the day and works at night, even likes to eat there in the middle of the night. Combat training is conducted past the dorm, near the stables. It can be rather disruptive, as you can imagine. Most of our students don’t take that training, although you will as a war mage.”

			My things. My hands unconsciously went to the leather traveling bag I wore slung at my back. All my worldly possessions came to a comb, some underclothes, a pair of brown leggings, dark green trousers, a green doublet, two white shirts and a brown leather jerkin to wear over them—I thought it was a small man’s jerkin, but couldn’t be sure—a brown tunic, and my ankle-high leather shoes.

			Lyse touched my arm. “That’s all you have, isn’t it?”

			I nodded and refused to meet her eyes. This was neither the time nor the place to tell to a stranger the long and gut-wrenching path that had brought me from the farthest northwest corner of the kingdom to Windhall University. I didn’t mind having so little—after all, I hadn’t had much more back home—but these were the possessions of a stranger, not mine. I had nothing to remind myself of home, not even a pair of shoes.

			Lyse stepped back and held me at arm’s length, looking at me appraisingly. Self-conscious, I shifted my weight uneasily from one foot to the other. At the same time, I used the moment to admire her long, black eyelashes and the way a smile never seemed far from her eyes. She nodded, seeming to come to a conclusion, and said, “I have some clothes that will fit you.”

			“It’s alright.” I crossed my arms, hoping she would let the matter go.

			She did not. “Come with me to my room.” Lyse gave me a smile but didn’t wait for an answer as she took off in the direction of the dorm. What else could I do but follow? I hurried to catch up to her as she crossed the green, her strides determined. Gone was the gentle girl of the training room, replaced by the young woman who would be an efficient and practical healer one day. I sensed that once Lyse had identified a problem, she would not rest until she had solved it, and I, to my great bewilderment and embarrassment, was the current problem.

			Students buzzed around the green and the dorm like flies, talking to each other in low hums. They wore bright colors and expensive, finely worked clothing. I unconsciously shied away from them. I was an imposter in their midst, an orphaned, homeless hunter’s daughter. How could I belong here with the stylish daughters and sons of merchants and nobles? Compared to them, I was a rustic, barely domesticated savage from the forgotten corners of Ilirya. I hadn’t known about Gates or war mages, mage banes or bandits. I could neither read nor write, and clearly I understood little about Ilirya’s politics. How would I ever fit in? They would see right through me.

			My faltering stride caught Lyse’s attention and she slowed to keep pace with me. She said, “There are no classes today, so the students are free to do what they like. Many go into the city, while others stay and study.”

			“How many students live here at Windhall?” Already it felt like there were more people around me than lived in all of Thamir.

			“Not so many. Eighty, perhaps, and a quarter as many teachers. Graymere College has more students.”

			Eighty was more than the size of most villages in the Ice Crown. Trying to stifle the feeling of being an interloper, I asked, “What is there to do in the city?”

			Lyse smiled. “You’ll be able to tell me yourself soon, once you’ve settled in. Have you seen King’s City yet?”

			“No.”

			“Well,” she said, “there are far too many ways to get into trouble if you’re not familiar with big cities. Don’t go drinking alone or the thieves will have at you. Don’t go gambling either because it never ends in your favor more than once. And don’t go losing your heart to a knight. They’re always coming and going and there are far too many students who’ve lost their hearts to one of those feckless wanderers.”

			She winked over her shoulder at me, and I wondered for a moment whether she’d done just such a thing herself. Lyse pushed against the ornately carved wooden door of the dorm with her shoulder and we entered. The ceiling was low and the hall, which was lined on either side by doors leading to what I guessed were the students’ rooms, was lit by flickering orange torches. Rather than continuing down the hall, however, Lyse turned left immediately and started up the staircase that was recessed there. When we reached the second floor, she led me to the third door on the right.

			“This room is mine,” she said with a smile.

			She opened the door and we stepped in. Her room was brightly lit by the sunlight that streamed in through the window, which overlooked a green field behind the dorm. On the right side of the room, set against the wall, was her bed, which was covered with a soft, brilliant blue blanket almost the exact color of my magic. At the foot of the bed was an elaborately carved wooden trunk, and on the left side of the room was a large dresser. Two beautiful paintings were hung on the walls: one, which hung over the bed, was a field of bright yellow flowers turning their round faces to the sun. The other, which hung across from it, was a beautiful, reddish brown landscape with a city visible in the distance. I wondered if it was a painting of her homeland, wherever that was.

			Lyse walked to the dresser and began pawing through its drawers, throwing clothing over her shoulder haphazardly onto the bed. Not knowing what else to do, I sat on the bed out of range and watched. Within barely more than a minute, she’d created a small pile of clothes of all shapes and colors. When she was content with what she’d found, she turned and stared at me, her hands on her hips.

			“Try them!” she chirped brightly.

			I stared at the floor, uncomfortable. The few pieces of clothing that I had might not have been much and might not have even been mine, but I could get by with them. Lyse was a stranger. We didn’t know each other, our introduction in the training room notwithstanding. It was one thing for villagers in the Ice Crown to share amongst themselves. It was another to accept something from someone not of the Ice Crown out of charity.

			“You’ll have to see if any of it fits,” Lyse explained, as though I hadn’t understood her meaning. When I didn’t move, she said, “I won’t take no for an answer, Aeryn.”

			She turned around to allow me privacy, and I debated what to do. I saw no alternative but to obey, however, so I stood up and removed my shoes before shucking my leggings and tunic. The first thing I picked up was a tan cotton shirt that seemed to go with a dark brown, front-lacing bodice and maroon leggings. All three fit well enough, although the bodice was roomier in the chest than I needed. Next I held up a faded blue tunic with a black jerkin that I liked very much indeed and I knew would go well with the black trousers on the bed. Then I pulled out a short red tunic with a cowl neck and black leather sleeves. Finally, I ran my fingers along a purple tunic that cinched at the waist with a thick leather belt, but didn’t pick it up.

			“Does any of it fit?” Lyse asked impatiently.

			“Yes…”

			There was no need to try anything on after the first outfit; she and I were the same size. But the clothing was far, far too fine for me. I could tell from the feel of the fabric beneath my fingertips and the quality of the sewing that this was no ordinary clothing. They were a noble’s clothes, and cost plenty of coin I didn’t have. I laid the things I had touched back on the bed, carefully folded. These were not for me. They were another reminder that this was not my world. My world was one of wool pants, fur-lined coats, and deerskin vests.

			“Lyse, I can’t take any of it,” I said softly, sitting back down on the bed.

			Lyse spun around, surprise on her face. She sputtered, “What? You don’t like any of them?”

			“They’re beautiful, but…I could never repay you.”

			“Repay me? But they’re a gift!”

			Perhaps if Lyse had offered only a single, worn shirt I could have accepted it, but this was too much to accept as a gift. Such generosity demanded some form of compensation, and I had nothing to give.

			Lyse frowned, and it pained me to see the expression of hurt and confusion, given she was being so kind to me, a stranger. Then a thoughtful look crossed her face. “What if I loaned them to you?” she asked, her eyes watching me closely.

			“It…would be very kind of you,” I said slowly. “Thank you. I would be sure to take good care of them.”

			“Then it’s settled!” She smiled triumphantly and pulled a satchel from the dresser’s top drawer. It was made of dozens of multi-hued fabrics sewn together. She began stuffing the clothing into the bag and when it was filled, she shoved the bag into my arms. Then she dropped to her knees and began scrounging under the bed, looking for something. That something turned out to be a pair of moderately scuffed, knee-high black boots, which she dropped unceremoniously on top of the satchel.

			“I hope they fit,” Lyse said, her hair flattened over half her face but still smiling triumphantly.

			I was utterly bewildered. Why was she being so nice to me? I replied, “I don’t know what to say but thank you. You didn’t have to do any of this.”

			Lyse sat down on the bed next to me, one leg tucked under her and the other swinging from the bed freely. She tossed her head, flipping most of her hair back over her shoulders, then used her hands to push the shorter pieces to the side of her face. She said, “It’s no trouble. Really.”

			“But you don’t know me! I’m a stranger.”

			She cocked her head to the side, considering me. “That doesn’t matter. Besides, you’re not a stranger anymore!” Changing the subject, she said, “I haven’t heard your accent before, and your skin is so exotically, wonderfully pale. Where are you from?”

			She reached out and ran her thumb along the sharp line of my cheek. My breath hitched at the unexpectedly intimate action. Her skin was brown. Not quite the brown of the earth, more like the bark of some trees. Her fingers were long and graceful.

			“Like snow, perhaps?” I smiled at my subtle hint, but Lyse still didn’t guess. “I’m from the Ice Crown.”

			Lyse whistled, her eyebrows arching. “I’ve never met anyone from the Ice Crown before. Your people, the Salyar, have a reputation for being…reclusive.”

			I flinched. My people. My people were gone. I had no people anymore. They were ashes; memories. Were my people still alive, I would be with them now, not here in this bedroom, in this strange world that was not mine.

			Lyse saw the shadow settle across my face. Perhaps she even saw the specter of death peering out from behind my eyes with its eyeless, grinning skull and its endless, insatiable hunger. She put her hand on my thigh, staring back unflappably at that death with her soft, sympathetic eyes. Her husky voice low, she asked, “Something terrible happened, didn’t it?”

			I nodded and looked out the window, not wanting to look at her. Snow would likely have fallen by now in Thamir, burying the bones of everyone I’d ever known and loved. I realized absently that my birthday must have passed, and I was now sixteen. It didn’t seem to matter anymore. No one was left to celebrate it.

			“I won’t ask you about it, but if you need someone to listen to, Timo says that there’s no better ear here at Windhall,” Lyse said softly, her hand still on me.

			I didn’t reply, and she didn’t say anything more. I focused on breathing, letting air into my body and out, into my body and out, breathing on counts of four. I couldn’t bear to think about anything but breathing. I wanted to bury my face in my hands and cry, but this was not the place and not the time. I needed to push forward. If I ran fast enough, the devastating loss couldn’t catch up to me. The unshed tears couldn’t choke me. Lyse stood. “I think it’s time to take you to your room. You must be tired.”

			I hadn’t thought about it until she mentioned it, but as soon as she did, a deep weariness settled in every part of me. So much had happened today that it felt like years had passed. Had it really been only this morning that I had bid goodbye to Sir Idras? Lyse led me from her room back down the stairs to the first floor. Where the stairs met the floor, we turned left and walked seven doors down. At the eighth, Lyse opened the door on the left. “This is your room,” she announced.

			The layout of the room inside was identical to hers, but in reverse, with the bed on the left side and the dresser on the right. There was no trunk at the foot of the bed, however, and the blanket on the bed was scratchy and made of undyed brown wool. No pictures hung on the wall, either. Rather than looking out over the field, the window looked onto the green.

			“It’s not home yet,” Lyse said apologetically, touching the blanket, “but it will be soon. I promise.”

			My heart ached, thinking about how lonely it would be to sleep alone in that room. I was used to other bodies around me, the clattering sounds of a household, and the soothing crackle of a hearth fire. I was used to burying my face in Wolf’s rough fur every night as I used his body as my pillow. This room was cold and devoid of even the smallest flourish of familiarity. Lyse’s hand rested on my arm, and I turned my head to meet her eyes. They looked into mine as though they could see everything within me, as though I could never have any secret Lyse wouldn’t instantly know. I wasn’t sure whether I welcomed it or resented it.

			“You miss your family.”

			I nodded before I was even aware I was doing it. All I could see were those beautiful, sympathetic eyes that were somehow reflecting my own sadness back at me. Then my own eyes filled with tears that rushed down my face like rain in a storm. The clouds had broken despite my best efforts to hold them together. My body shook and I made small hiccups as I tried to stifle the massive sobs that struggled to escape. I dragged myself to the bed and sat down upon it, worried that if I didn’t sit, I would collapse. I didn’t want to cry, not in front of a stranger, but I couldn’t stop my tears now that they had started.

			I was so lost in my own devastating grief I didn’t even notice when Lyse walked to the bed and sat next to me. Wrapping her arms around me, she held me, stroking my hair. I made strangled gasps as I sucked for air, and clutched her the way a drowning man grasps for a floating piece of wood. Everything was gone. I was adrift. How would I ever go on when I had lost everything?

			I cried for so long that I lost track of time. When the last of the tears had fallen, leaving me feeling desiccated and empty and my face red and puffy, I finally realized that Lyse had stayed the whole time. I sniffed, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…”

			Lyse cradled my head to her shoulder, and I let her, too weak to protest. “Don’t be. Cry as much as you need; I understand. I’m sure you’ve been through a terrible ordeal. When you feel like you want to talk about it, I’m here.”

			I wiped the tears off my eyelashes with the heel of my palm, then used the sleeve of my brown tunic to wipe the rest of my face.

			Lyse’s eyes brimmed with care and sympathy. “Will you be okay?”

			I nodded.

			Lyse vacillated, unsure whether to stay or go. Finally, she decided to go. “I’ll find Lethera and see what classes she wants you to take. You should be able to find your way to the dining hall from here, and the privies are at the end of the hall. Wash up, eat and get some sleep. I’ll come in the morning to take you to your first class. It won’t be too early.”

			“Thank you,” I whispered.

			She smiled gently, squeezing my hand as she rose. When she was in the doorway, she stopped and looked back. The light from the torches in the hallway framed her like soft, flickering orange fire. Her expression became serious. “One last thing: be careful of Raelan.”

			“Who’s Raelan?”

			“He’ll be one of your teachers. He teaches all of Ilirya’s war mages.” Her hands twisted against themselves unconsciously. “I don’t trust him. He makes my skin crawl.”

			“How will I know who he is?”

			“Oh, you’ll know. He has completely black eyes,” Lyse replied, shuddering. “Something is wrong about him, I just can’t put my finger on it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			“We must cherish and study history because the future of a people is predicted by their past.”

			— Father Merek

			“What is to prevent mages from becoming too powerful and overthrowing their rulers?”

			— Avagas, third king of the Lamid dynasty

			It’s easy to be brave when there’s nothing to be afraid of. A wolf, surrounded by her pack, is invincible, but separate her from her allies, make her lean and hungry, and in an instant she is scared and vulnerable. It’s in those moments when we are truly alone, with no hope of aid from any quarter, surrounded by fear and doubt, that true bravery is required. To be brave is not to be fearless, but to push on despite fear. Even then, sometimes moving forward is less an act of bravery than an act of habit. A deer will keep running even after it is mortally wounded.

			I didn’t sleep much that night. Instead, I lay on my bed staring at the alien ceiling above me. The bed didn’t suit me. Traveling with Sir Idras, I’d become used to lying on a bedroll under the black night sky, gazing up at the untold numbers of glittering stars. My company then was the songs of hundreds of insects and the soft snore of the big knight, not the indifferent silence of stone walls. I didn’t know where I belonged anymore. Not in Thamir—because Thamir no longer existed—but could I ever belong anywhere else? How could I live in a world of stone buildings and classrooms when my life before now had been a small house and vast forests?

			When at last the sun rose pink over the academic building and chased dark shadows off the green, I had already awoken and was sitting on the bed watching. I was scared—petrified even—but there was no alternative. This was my new home, at least for now, and I had to face what was to come. Gradually, the university came to life. Figures appeared and disappeared, crawling over the campus like industrious ants. Recognizing the need to change my clothing, I put on the blue tunic with the black jerkin and black trousers. The jerkin, which was leather, was tooled with various whorls and designs around the center, with a huge pair of wings that spread across the chest like an eagle in flight.

			What might have been minutes or an hour thereafter, there came a knock at my door. “Yes?” I called.

			“It’s Lyse.”

			I walked to the door and opened it. Lyse stood on the other side in a maroon skirt and matching maroon bodice capped by short white sleeves. Her brown hair cascaded in waves down her back, and silver pendants that matched her necklace hung from her ear. Her brown eyes reflected the sunlight that spilled through the window behind me, making them sparkle.

			“Good morning!” she said cheerfully, smiling with dazzlingly white teeth.

			When she saw my face, however, her smile immediately turned to a frown. “You look terrible.”

			I rubbed my cheek with my left hand and shrugged. I didn’t tell her that my stomach had knotted itself so tightly that it was all I could do to stand up straight. How could she understand the fear and trepidation felt by the daughter of hunters—who could shoot a squirrel through the eye at twenty paces but could barely read her own name—at starting a new life surrounded by strangers who had never even seen the Ice Crown? Lyse herself had probably been raised in a noble hall, surrounded by lords, ladies, and retainers. I, on the other hand, had only ever been around the same denizens of Thamir.

			“You’re missing your bracers,” Lyse said, pointing at my wrists.

			“What?”

			She swept into my room and pawed through the sack of clothing that lay at the foot of my bed, emerging with two pieces of black leather. Putting one under her arm to hold it, she took my left forearm and tied the other piece of leather to it. Then she took the first piece and attached it to my right forearm. She kept her hand on my arm once she was done. I enjoyed the feeling of contact with another person. Her voice dropping sympathetically and her eyes deep pools of brown, she asked, “How are you feeling?”

			I couldn’t muster an answer. There were too many emotions trying to claw their way free, and I refused to cry in front of her again.

			Lyse squeezed my arm. “The first day is always hard, but you’ll get through it. I promise. It all gets easier with time.” She shrugged a small leather bag from her shoulder. “Here, I brought you a quill and some parchment. You’ll need them later.”

			I took the bag from her and looped it over my own shoulder. “Do you always help new students?”

			“Why yes! Since I’m done with most of my coursework, Lethera has me settle in most of the new students. We get some ten or twelve a year. Have you eaten? We’ll swing through the dining hall on our way to the academic building, but we don’t have time to stop.”

			The dining hall was long and low, with unfinished wooden beams that wrapped around the walls and ceiling like the picked bare ribcage of a long dead beast. Dozens of students sat eating at the long wooden tables that stretched the length of the hall. The whirlwind of students in motion moving toward and away from the tables of food, coupled with so many people in such a small space, was dizzying. I thought of all the fish in the ocean that Sir Idras had told me about, and imagined this is what it must be like for them below the waves. Lyse and I followed the current as it directed us to the left side of the room. The tables there along the wall were heaped high with rolls, fruit, porridge, nuts, and delicate pastries, constantly replenished from the kitchen by nimble servants.

			Lyse grabbed several rolls while I quickly poured myself a glass of water, downing it thirstily. Then she motioned for me to follow and we exited by the same door through which we’d entered. As we walked across the green, I picked at a pastry, feeling too nervous to eat.

			“Did you hear the bell this morning?” Lyse asked. “The first bell is the wake-up bell. From then, you will have one hour to get to class, when the second bell rings. According to Lethera, your first class will be history, followed by reading and writing. A bell will mark the start of each class. You’ll have an hour for lunch, then you’ll have mage-specific training for the next two bells, ending with combatives. If you want to learn any languages, you can do that after the last bell, and you can eat dinner any time you like once your classes are over.”

			“What classes do you take?”

			“Herbs and poultices, and anatomy. I just finished mathematics. As most of my coursework is complete, now I’m in the practical phase of healer training. I spend most of my time tending to injuries on campus and around the university: broken bones, cuts, fevers, that sort of thing. Timo and I occasionally travel outside the university to see specific cases that need more specialized healing, too.”

			“How long have you been here at Windhall?”

			“Four years. I was only a little younger than you when I came here, I think. I missed home so much. My family has always been very close.”

			Lyse’s words hit me like an arrow to the chest, stealing my breath away. Lyse saw my face fall and her face flushed. She rushed to fill the silence that immediately threatened to swallow us both. “You’ll make friends here, like I did. It lessens the sting.”

			I tried to smile, but it must have looked wrong because Lyse winced and said no more as we entered the academic building. The building had a lofty, twisting spire that housed the great bell that tolled throughout the day, and long, narrow windows that looked onto the green. Lyse explained in a hushed voice, “The classrooms are on the ground floor; the administration offices are on the second floor. History is in this first classroom, here, and the teacher is Father Merek. He’s not a mage. He was an abbot in Gent before he came to Windhall a few years ago. When you’ve finished history class, reading and writing is the next door over, with Professor Kalmath. Be careful: I hear she’s prickly as a nettle. I’ll come get you for lunch after that.”

			I had perked up when Lyse mentioned Gent, remembering it as the homeland of Sir Idras, but now my ribs closed in on my insides, squeezing relentlessly until it was difficult to breathe. Lyse gave my shoulder an encouraging squeeze, then artfully wormed a bread roll from the dining hall into my hand. “You should eat more. You’re thin enough as it is. And no falling asleep in class!”

			Then she pushed me unwillingly toward the heavy wooden door that she’d said led to the history classroom. I dug my heels in right before I reached the door, my body feeling as wooden as a pine tree.

			Lyse smiled at me, warm and reassuring as ever. “Go,” she mouthed.

			I grimaced but obeyed, pushing the door open and entering. Inside was a small, wood paneled room. Four students sat on benches at two long, wooden tables, waiting for class to start. The two students in back carried on a quiet conversation, while the two in front were silent, staring ahead of them at a very short man, bald but for the thin crown of hair that circled his head above his ears. The man looked up from behind his heavy desk at the front of the room and smiled at me.

			“You must be Aeryn,” he said, rising. “I’m Father Merek.”

			The students looked, too, and I ducked my head to avoid their eyes. They were two boys and two girls, all approximately my age, so far as I could tell. Their faces were open and curious as they stared at me. Father Merek, who had left the front of the class to approach me, held out his hand in greeting. He was a head shorter than me, with a paunch like a ball tucked under his brown cassock. I shook his hand politely, looking down on his shiny pink head, which was beaded lightly with sweat even though the temperature in the room and outside was mild.

			“Welcome,” he said. “You have arrived at a good time. We’ve just spent the last week reviewing the foundation of the Lamid dynasty. Are you familiar with this period at all?”

			“No,” I said, staring at my feet.

			“Excellent!” Father Merek exclaimed, rubbing his small, fat hands together with relish. “It’s no fun teaching what is already too well known. Please, have a seat. Now that you’re here, we may begin.”

			Blushing, I took a seat at the end of the closest bench, near a boy with short black hair and narrow eyes. He nodded to me solemnly, and I tried to smile back, although the smile was small and weak. On his other side was a girl with blue eyes, long blonde hair worn in a single braid down her back, and a round face. Behind her sat a girl with skin dark as Gamiel’s, and to her left was a boy with equally dark skin. Father Merek returned to the front of the classroom, and the bell in the spire began to toll, shaking the room gently. The other students sat up straight with their eyes forward, preparing to pay attention. I followed their lead. My first day as a student at Windhall University was officially beginning.

			Father Merek faced us with a serious expression on his face. Then, with no preamble, he launched into his lecture. “After the execution of Terrin, first king of the Lamid dynasty, his son Boer was placed on the throne by a coalition of priests. Boer faced a difficult task, however. The kingdom was in upheaval after his father’s efforts to force his people to worship the One God, and several of the baronies were in open rebellion—”

			“Wait!” the blonde girl interrupted. “Why would King Terrin want the people to worship one god? That’s ridiculous. Everyone knows there are many gods. What about them? Did he think they disappeared?”

			“Ah,” Father Merek said. “No, King Terrin and his supporters didn’t believe there was only one god. They argued that Bahadil created the One God before the other gods and thus he should be respected above all others.”

			The girl frowned, her face wrinkling together into a pout of confusion. “I’ve never heard of this ‘One God.’ If he was the first, why don’t we talk about him?”

			“The answer is complicated, Maiara. Certainly, much was done by the priests—under Boer and his successors—to erase the mention of this particular god in our records. But perhaps more importantly, the One God cannot enter our world, unlike the others. Because he is stuck on the plane of the gods, he is largely eclipsed by what one might term his nieces and nephews, who can and—although very, very rarely—do intervene in human affairs.”

			“So this One God really is real?” the boy sitting next to me asked with alarm, sitting straighter.

			“Oh yes, certainly.”

			“I don’t understand why King Terrin wanted him to be worshipped in Ilirya,” the dark-skinned girl behind me snorted. “We barely worship the gods as it is. Ah, with respect, Father.”

			Father Merek gave the class an owlish look, “Well it’s not officially recorded, but it has long been assumed by scholars that in return for help crossing into the human plane, the One God promised to give King Terrin something that the other gods would not: immortality. But, mind you, that is only conjecture among scholars. As you can see, those who knew the truth were all executed and thus no record was left behind. In any case, it seems likely that King Terrin expected to receive some sort of recompense.”

			“Why did the One God want to cross into our world?” Maiara asked. “And how could King Terrin help him? King Terrin obviously wasn’t a god.”

			Father Merek looked pained. “I suppose the One God was trying to gain power in our world that he didn’t possess on the plane of the gods, but I don’t know.”

			The boy asked, “What did the other gods—”

			“Students!” Father Merek interrupted. “Please. We really must move on so that we can finish today’s lesson on the baronial war. We can continue this discussion another time.”

			He peered around at the students, who fell silent. “Good. Now where was I? Ah, yes. Boer’s options were few, given that these baronies—the most powerful in the kingdom, naturally—had withdrawn their troops from the King’s Army and were outfitting their own militias. Boer could not fight on multiple fronts at once, but he also could not fight one foe at a time because he would be vulnerable to attack by the other baronies while his forces were engaged. If Boer could not bring the baronies back to heel, there was every chance the kingdom would fracture into warring enclaves, with the larger baronies seeking to absorb the smaller baronies in the absence of a strong central authority.”

			Father Merek took a breath and looked around. “Boer’s solution came in the form of a particularly talented Great Mage with the ability to create Gates. Using these Gates, Boer was able to send the King’s Regiment and a group of knights and regular soldiers behind the front lines of each barony and to the heart of their capitals. Faced with the flower of the King’s Army at their unguarded doors, the baronies capitulated immediately, ending the rebellion. Thereafter, the baronies were held in check by the knowledge that the King’s forces could be deployed against them at any time and at any place. Resistance to imperial rule was impossible.”

			The boy beside me raised his hand.

			Father Merek nodded to him. “Yes, Draks.”

			“Father, why didn’t the baronies rebel again once that Great Mage was dead?”

			“For two reasons: first, forty or more years is a long time to wait to renew a rebellion. By then, all of the original rebellious barons had passed on and their children now ruled. They saw little incentive to fight a long and costly war with the King when the outcome was unlikely to be in their favor. In addition, the baronies had long ago returned their troops to the King’s Army, and withdrawing them would have tipped their hand to the King that they were preparing to rebel.

			“Second, the Great Mage Haldir wasn’t the only Gate mage. It is a singularly rare gift, but it nevertheless occurs once or twice in every generation. Since Haldir’s death, every king has kept a Gate mage at his side: the King’s Shadow. Rebellion is impossible so long as there is a King’s Shadow. For this reason, the King’s Shadow is the King’s most valuable asset.”

			“What if a baroness or baron had their own Gate mage?” the dark girl behind me asked.

			Father Merek nodded, smiling. “That is why all mages who display an affinity for Gating must be turned over to the King’s Regiment upon identification. The punishment for failure to turn over such a mage is extreme. In this way, the Crown is able to ensure that the only Gates in the kingdom are under its control.”

			“But surely someone tried to cheat,” Maiara said.

			“Oh yes, the House Gaddrell did under Avagas, third king of the Lamid dynasty, and succeeded for just under a year at hiding its mage. However, Gate magic is very easy for the King’s Scryer to detect. That secret Gate mage could not practice her magic without being found out, so when she did…”

			“House Gaddrell?” Maiara puzzled. “I haven’t heard of it.”

			“Quite so. All members of the house were executed, down to the very last child,” Father Merek said, his expression melancholy. “It was succeeded by the House Jafrey.”

			“No, that can’t be right!” Draks exclaimed, half rising out of his seat in agitation. The room seemed to swell with the indrawn breaths of all the students around me. I had no reaction, however, because neither name meant anything to me. As much as I was trying to understand what Father Merek was telling us, there was so much I didn’t understand. Could a god really grant immortality? Why did House Gaddrell try to keep a Gate mage given the risk?

			“Yes, Draks, your House was given the Barony of Qarys after the complete extermination of the House Gaddrell. The records are quite clear on the subject; you’re welcome to review them yourself in the library after class. I’m not surprised, however, that this story is not widely told to the members of your House. It is not a particularly pleasant one.”

			Draks sat down, his face almost green. I felt sympathy for him. I would hate to find out that my family only had what it did because another family had been wiped out. A memory of my own family started to rise and I quashed it. Father Merek continued his exposition on the history of Boer, oblivious to Draks’ ongoing unease, and I struggled to focus. The stories that Father Merek told were interesting, but there were so many names and details it was hard to keep track of it all. My mind started to wander. What would Lyse be doing right now? Was she bracing a student’s broken arm? Sitting at a bedside, applying a cold compress? I wondered what it would feel like to have healing magic. Did it tingle in her blood like my fire magic did?

			Finally, after more than an hour of lecturing, Father Merek said, “That’s all for today. Tomorrow we will be discussing the role of Lady Chancellor Iafryn during Boer’s rule and her efforts to develop the kingdom’s cross-border trade. You are dismissed.”

			Draks bolted from the room like a hare startled out of the brush. Maiara, who I had noticed had been taking notes on parchment while Father Merek talked, carefully rolled the parchment into a tube that she stuck into a leather satchel that she carried. The quill that she had used to write with she stuck behind her ear.

			“You must be from the north,” she said, peering at me.

			“Yes, from a village called Thamir,” I replied, trying to smile.

			“Mm,” she grunted. She tossed her blonde braid and walked past me without saying anything more, clutching her satchel to her chest.

			“Maiara thinks she’s better than everyone because she’s from one of the Houses in King’s City.”

			I turned and saw that it was the other girl speaking. Her lips were pursed and she was looking disapprovingly in the direction in which Maiara had gone. The girl’s hair was shorn completely to her head, leaving no more than a nail’s breadth in length. She wore a long, maroon velvet robe with a waist-length black leather jerkin over it. The boy who had sat next to her added, “And also, she is being jealous that she is not having much magic, no? Perhaps she is hearing that you are being a war mage and she is being jealous of this.”

			His accent was so strange that I found myself staring at him without meaning to. Clearly, this was not his native tongue. I wondered from what far corner of the kingdom he had come. Then I realized what he had said. I sputtered, “But I only arrived here yesterday! How would anyone know that?”

			“The fastest animal in the world is rumor,” the girl said with a smile.

			“Oh.” Had Lyse told them? I couldn’t imagine she would.

			“There are no secrets in Windhall,” the girl continued, her smile growing. “Tell someone a secret and you’ll hear it back from someone else within the hour.”

			“True,” the boy said, laughing. “People are being like birds—always they are talking.”

			“I’m Kaylara,” the girl said, sticking out her hand. “That’s Pavo.”

			“Greetings,” Pavo said, waving from his seat.

			I waved back and felt myself relax slightly. These two students seemed nice. I said, “I’m Aeryn. Have you both been here at Windhall long?”

			“A year,” Kaylara said, shrugging modestly.

			“I am being here three months!” Pavo exclaimed enthusiastically. “This is being much nicer than my home! We are having beds here to sleep on! And also, there is always being fresh water.”

			“Oh, Pav,” Kaylara said, with clear fondness. “He’s from the last of the nomadic hunting tribes in the far southwest of the kingdom. Everything here is exciting to him.”

			Pavo’s face lit up. “Are you having reading and writing class with Pavo?”

			Kaylara laughed and shook her head. “He and Professor Kalmath…one will be the death of the other.” Waving to Pavo as she walked out the door, she said, “Bye, Pav. See you tomorrow. Please be good to Professor Kalmath for once.”

			Pavo waved back, then stood up from the desk. Turning to me, he said, “Now we are going to the next class. Professor Kalmath is being angry if we are being late.”

			The bell started to chime and he danced a little on his feet, indicating that we should hurry. A wave of relief washed over me that I knew someone in my next class, and that it was the happy, grinning Pavo. He led the way to the next classroom, which looked identical to the first. Except rather than short, fat Father Merek standing at the front of the classroom, there was an extremely tall, thin woman with gray hair pulled into a tight bun at the top of her head. She wore a long, purple, velvet gown whose sleeves reached to her wrists and whose collar reached almost to her jaw. She glared at Pavo, her hands on her hips.

			“Pavo, you are tardy,” she accused sharply. “As usual.”

			“It is being a mistake, Professor Kalmath. I am being sorry for this mistake, but you see I am bringing our new student, Aeryn, yes?”

			“Pavo, the history classroom is adjacent to this one. I expect you to be punctual in arriving to my class,” Professor Kalmath scolded, not in the least mollified by Pavo’s excuse.

			“Yes, I am knowing this, and I am being sorry,” Pavo said, scuttling to the front desk and taking a seat directly in front of her.

			Professor Kalmath sighed. Throwing up her hands, she huffed, “Until tomorrow, when you’re dilatory again. You are incorrigible, you ruffian. This is what comes of letting your people into Windhall.”

			“I am thinking this word is meaning I am being an excellent student,” Pavo said with a wide, oblivious smile.

			Professor Kalmath glared at him. Then, turning her attention to me, she snapped, “Well, sit down, you. I’m Professor Kalmath. I suppose you can’t read or write either?”

			Obediently, I sat down next to Pavo, which put me uncomfortably close to her. “Just my name.”

			“Professor Kalmath is being a most excellent instructor,” Pavo told me energetically. He drew parchment and a white quill from the bag he carried. I reached into the bag Lyse had given me and pulled out the same items, noticing that small glass inkwells sat on the desks. “I am learning how to write all words. I am being certain that you, too, will be doing these things.”

			Professor Kalmath said, “Pavo, please write the following sentence: ‘The swift tan fox leapt over the indolent hound.’ Aeryn, please write your name.”

			I took the quill and scratched out my name as best I’d been taught. I thought the result looked alright, although some of the letters were larger than others and my hand had been unsteady. Looking at Pavo’s sheet, he had a similar problem and, in addition, the words appeared to slant in all different directions rather than on a level plane. Professor Kalmath watched us hawkishly as we wrote, and when Pavo finished, she took each of our parchments and looked at what we had written.

			“Legible,” she pronounced of mine. “Pavo, you have misspelled every word on this paper and half your letters are backward. Have you done any of the work I have given you for outside of class?”

			“Yes, Professor Kalmath,” Pavo said with sincerity. “Every night I am working hard trying to write the words that Professor Kalmath is giving me.”

			Professor Kalmath returned the parchment to us, muttered something under her breath and turned to the wall behind her, to which was affixed a massive sheet of parchment containing all the letters of the alphabet in large, black letters. Tapping the sheet with her quill, she commanded, “Please write all these letters, as carefully and as cleanly as you can, pronouncing them as you write. You must know how to read and write the alphabet before we can move on to words and sentences.” Pavo winked at me mischievously while her back was still turned.

			We spent the next hour slowly and carefully mimicking the letters and words that the sour professor dictated to us. By the end of the class, I was proud that my letters seemed, at least to my eye, to match those written by Professor Kalmath, although when I looked at Pavo’s, it seemed as though I was looking at them through water—the letters bent and waved with unexpected animation. Professor Kalmath drew out two scrolls from her table at the front of the room and handed one to each of us. She said, “Tonight I expect you each to write the alphabet ten times all the way through. Do it perfectly, mind you, and bring it to class tomorrow.”

			She returned to her table and, sitting, proceeded to pointedly ignore us. Pavo capped my inkwell with a cork, then scooped it up, together with my quill, and handed them both to me, saying with a smile, “You will be needing these tonight.”

			Taking my elbow, he led me out of the classroom, calling over his shoulder, “Thank you, Professor Kalmath!”

			We were met outside the classroom by Lyse, who was waiting patiently in the hall as she’d promised. My body filled with a warm, happy glow upon seeing her. With so many new faces to learn, it was nice to see a familiar one. She smiled back, her brown eyes crinkling at the corners, and linked her arm through mine, saying, “Hello, Pav.”

			“Lyse! It is being nice to see you! We are being hungry from so much learning today!”

			Lyse laughed, a sound that reminded me of wind rushing through a hundred icicles on pine needles. “Is that so? What did you learn today?”

			Pavo dramatically relayed the highlights of the morning classes as we strolled together across the green toward the dining hall. When he spoke, his whole body moved, like a brush moving fluidly across a canvas, painting a picture of the story his mouth told. I was surprised to see how much Pavo had remembered. Whereas I’d only caught parts of what Father Merek was saying, Pavo remembered all of it.

			All around Windhall, students were spilling out of classrooms and making their way toward the dining hall, where the kitchen’s five chimneys churned out gray smoke as they labored to keep up with the surging wave of hungry stomachs. The sun was high in the sky now, and the air was much warmer than fall in the Ice Crown. Lyse squeezed my arm and I turned to look at her.

			“Well? How was it?” she asked.

			“I think I’ve got a lot to learn,” I said, giving her a small, shy smile.

			Lyse steered me and Pavo through the doors into the dining hall. Pavo grabbed a round wooden plate and began to load it with everything his nimble hands could grab. Lyse followed suit, although with more discrimination in what she selected. I took some grapes, half a roasted game hen, and two pastries. Pavo led us to the end of a table far from the door by which we’d entered. The sound of knives on plates and the murmur of voices talking in the dining hall was almost deafening, but the sound abated somewhat in the corner he chose. Pavo motioned for me to sit next to him, and Lyse took a seat across from us.

			“The food at Windhall is being delicious!” Pavo raved, shoving a messy combination of bread and hen into his mouth at once.

			“We have excellent cooks here,” Lyse agreed. Her eyes wandered briefly as though looking for something, then sparked with recognition and pleasure. She stood and waved, calling loudly, “Timo! Over here.”

			I turned to look, but saw only a dense mass of students until one figure detached itself and began to move in our direction. It was a man in his late twenties, with a shock of perfectly silver hair that curled around his ears. His face was long and handsome, with a cleft chin and bright blue eyes. He wore dark, knee high black boots, deep blue breeches, and a loose white shirt that highlighted his trim figure. He smiled at Lyse with a mouth full of perfect white teeth and sat down beside her, nodding at me and Pavo.

			“Timo, this is Aeryn,” Lyse said.

			“Hello,” Timo said. He put his arm around Lyse’s shoulder comfortably. A twinge of a vague, nameless emotion tugged at me, which I chalked up to the memory of how Kem used to do the same to me. I brushed the feeling aside. Lyse leaned into Timo unconsciously, with the ease of a couple that has been together for a long time. So they were bonded by more than magic.

			“You must be new here. How are you liking Windhall so far?” Timo asked.

			“It’s very nice,” I replied. Then, unable to resist, I asked, “Are you a student?”

			He seemed far too old to be a student. He was a full adult, and I struggled to imagine him taking classes with the likes of Pavo and Maiara.

			Timo chuckled. “No, not anymore. I’m temporarily assigned to the infirmary here. I do some instruction, too, although not much. At the end of this residency, I’ll likely be attached to the royal household.”

			Pavo piped up, “He is meaning that he is waiting for Lyse to graduate.”

			Lyse blushed and dropped her eyes to the table, but neither she nor Timo denied the charge. I struggled to contain a frown. Timo was devastatingly handsome by any measure, but to my mind he was too old for her. He should have been with someone his own age.

			Timo kissed Lyse on the top of the head and rose, disentangling himself from her. “I’m sorry to leave so quickly, but I really can’t stay. I only stopped by to grab a meat pie. There’s been a minor outbreak of the pox in one of the city’s quarters in the last week and we’re setting up an investigation of its origin. Aeryn, it was nice to meet you. Pavo.”

			He strode away and Lyse watched him go fondly, a half smile on her face.

			“I am being late if I do not leave now,” Pavo said, rising, his plate now so bare one might never have known it had been used at all but for a few long bones and the residual grease of the game hen. He held out his right palm toward me and a rainbow patchwork of magic immediately danced over it. The magic condensed into a miniature storm cloud, through which tiny bolts of lightning flashed. Minute raindrops so small I almost couldn’t see them began to fall and collect in his palm. He closed his fingers into a fist and the tiny tempest disappeared.

			Pavo laughed at my shocked expression. “I am seeing you later, my friends. If I am not creating a flood and being carried away!”

			He walked away and within seconds was lost within the swarm of students now trying to leave the dining hall. I turned back to Lyse, my eyes wide. “That was extraordinary! I didn’t know magic could be more than one color.”

			“I’ve never seen rainbow magic other than his either,” Lyse agreed. “Pavo is a very gifted weather mage. In fact, of all of us, Pavo might be the most important. He comes from the southwestern desert, where it rarely rains and they often have famines. As a weather mage, he can stop the droughts and bring back life to the desert. Here, I’ll take you to your next class. I assume Professor Kalmath gave you work to do tonight?”

			“Yes,” I replied sheepishly, remembering what Lyse had said about many mages becoming scribes. If she saw my crooked letters, she wouldn’t say that.

			Lyse smiled a big, friendly smile. “I can help you! It’s not hard.”

			“I’m sure you have better things to do,” I mumbled. I didn’t want her to see my childish letters. Then again, I wanted her to come, too. I didn’t want to spend more time alone in my room. Having someone else there would be a good distraction, and I liked Lyse.

			“I’ll stop by your room after dinner, okay?”

			“Okay.”

			Lyse led me to a small table near the kitchen where we left our plates and knives to be washed by the kitchen workers. Then we walked back across the green to the training building, where we’d met the day before. There were five doors that opened onto the green from the training building. Lyse stopped in front of the door farthest to the right and crossed her arms. She seemed to be hugging herself.

			“Raelan is considered an excellent teacher of war mages,” she said. She bit her lip, as though to stop herself from saying more. “Well, see you later this evening. Good luck.”

			With an anxious glance at the closed door, she fled, leaving me alone. Lyse’s nervousness was contagious. A sense of foreboding settled heavily on me like a smothering cloak. What was it she’d said last night about him? “Something is wrong about him.” What did that mean? The bell sounded its brassy note, and the time to consider what lay on the other side was past. Taking a breath, I pushed the door open.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			“Burn it all. Let no record remain of my father’s plans. We don’t want anyone trying to unleash the One God on the world again.”

			— King Boer, second king of the Lamid dyasty

			“Although the gods are often cited by the people of Ilirya—for example in imprecations and supplications—these should be considered reflexive figures of speech rather than actual appeals to the gods. The gods are not considered to have interfered dramatically in human affairs for time immemorial.”

			— A Kingdom and its People, 4th edition

			I was momentarily blinded by the contrast between the sunshine outside and the darkness of the room inside. I stepped through the door, closing it behind me, and waited for my eyes to adjust. The room, so far as I could see, was small and square, dimly lit by a single flickering torch near the far door, which I knew from the day before led to the corridor that contained the Gate to the city office. At first, I thought the room was empty. Then I noticed a figure at the center of the room, its back turned to me. The person—I couldn’t tell whether it was a woman or a man—wore all black robes. Having expected a class full of other students, I wondered for a moment if Lyse had led me to the wrong room. Was I intruding on this person’s privacy?

			“You must be Aeryn,” the figure rasped without turning around to face me. His voice, for I understood now that it was a man, was like two blacksmith’s rasps rubbing together.

			“Yes, I am.” I took a step to the side, trying to see the man’s face, but I couldn’t. His hood completely concealed his face.

			“Welcome. I am Raelan. I am the teacher of Ilirya’s war mages.” He turned to face me and I stifled a gasp with my hand, too late. Raelan’s face was so thin it looked emaciated, with cavernous hollows in his cheeks and a forehead that seemed to bulge beneath the hood that concealed the rest of his head. That was secondary, however, to the disturbing appearance of his eyes. As Lyse had said, they were a black darker than night, a black that swallowed all light without letting any escape. I took an involuntary step backward before I stopped myself.

			“It has been reported to me that you are to be considered as a war mage,” Raelan said, stepping toward me. “Would you allow me to test your affinity for myself? Lethera is good, but, well, this is my specialty, after all.”

			My tongue was stone in my mouth and my legs started to tremble. Everything in my body screamed for me to run, but I forced myself to stay. Surely I was overreacting to his appearance, which I told myself must be made more startling by the deep shadows of the room. Lyse had said he was an excellent teacher, and even if she, too, found him unsettling, evidently Windhall’s administrators believed he was the best instructor for the job. I shouldn’t rush to judge him just because he looked a certain way. Black magic sparked in Raelan’s hands and then billowed away like smoke as he fed it like into the walls around us. Previously unnoticed torches that lined the walls came to life, painting the two of us in a sickening, lurid gray color that did nothing to ease my nerves.

			Raelan explained in his rasping, grating voice, “As you may know, war magic is not a single skill but rather a collection of skills, any of which would be useful to a war mage but that have…limited other practical uses, shall we say? Skills such as the ability to create fog so thick it’s impossible for an opponent to see through, or fog that sends the enemy into confusion; the ability to build illusions of phantom armies, or to shield friendly armies from a rain of enemy arrows.”

			He moved closer. With his feet covered by the long folds of his robe, he seemed to float like an ominous, menacing black wraith. Unconsciously, I called magic to my hands, ready to defend myself from him.

			Raelan’s face turned down toward it, the blue shimmer reflecting in his black eyes, and a smile snaked across his face. “Yes,” he hissed, “show me what you can do with that.”

			I was unnerved. My body was reacting to him the way a dog would to an intruder. It didn’t matter what I told myself, there was something deeply unsettling about him, something that radiated danger. I didn’t think about whether he could shield like Lethera or not. All I cared about was getting him away from me. I threw up my hands and sent all the magic I could summon at him. Instantly, he threw up a gray shield to protect himself. The geyser of blue flames curled around his shield in a sparking shower, leaving him untouched. While my magic hammered at him vigorously at first, it quickly petered out as I exhausted my strength. When I had nothing left, Raelan dropped his hands, letting his shield dissolve.

			“Good. Now, Lethera tells me that you cannot shield yet, so I will not test your shield. Only…”

			He trailed off, looking at me intently. Then, to my utter horror, he was in my mind. I had never felt anything so repulsive or invasive. It was like a rodent had crawled into my head and, after looking around to see what was there, had taken up residence behind my eyes was now staring out through them at the world. I wanted him out, but I didn’t know how to evict him. I didn’t even know it was possible to enter someone else’s mind.

			Raelan, that grotesque, phantasmal skeleton, raised his left hand, and like his reflection in water, mine raised as well. I screamed in my mind and tried to fight him, but without the least effect; Raelan had total control of my body. I was no more than a passenger, an observer. Raelan put his hand down and mine followed. He tilted his head and grinned, and I grinned back, more of a rictus than a smile. Then, as easily as he’d entered, he was gone, leaving a sickening, slimy feeling in his wake. I promptly bent over and retched.

			“No mental shield either.”

			“Why did you…You’re a monster!” I gasped, wiping my mouth and backing away from him.

			“I didn’t hurt you,” Raelan scoffed. “I simply tested to see if you would be able to resist me. When I discerned that you could not, I withdrew. As a war mage, you’ll have to learn to develop a mental shield in addition to a magical shield or else any warg like me will be able to control you.”

			“You could have warned me, at least! Or asked! I would have told you I couldn’t stop you!” I was both furious and disgusted. My stomach was still roiling.

			“Your enemy will not warn you. If you cannot shield, you cannot be a war mage. Learn to shield and you won’t be defeated by a warg. It is a good lesson, one that I’m sure you will remember.”

			I gritted my teeth together and glared at him. I could still feel the residue of Raelan’s presence in my mind like the slippery trail left by an earthworm. This was too much. This was no way to treat someone, no matter the reason.

			Raelan said coldly, “You are free to leave Windhall at any time if you disagree with my methods, although I don’t suppose your affinity for mage fire will find a home for you anywhere else here in King’s City. Any non-mage with a flint can create fire.”

			He strode past me and stormed out of the room by way of the door through which I’d entered, leaving me alone. At least, I assumed I was alone until a female voice said, “He’s as charming as a snake that’s slithered through the privy, but unfortunately, he does have a point.”

			I blinked. “What?”

			To my amazement, a girl materialized to my right from the air like a ghost. She was sitting on the ground with her legs crossed, wearing an outfit remarkably similar to mine, only her tunic was blue rather than red. With a casual flick of her hand, the gray torchlight was replaced with her magic, which was a pale red. The room immediately felt brighter and warmer.

			She stood and said, “I’m Cayleth. I’d apologize for Raelan, but that’s him on a good day. You’ll know when it’s a bad day because even the birds don’t want to fly near Windhall then. He wargs all of us, you know. It makes you feel like you’ll never be clean again, doesn’t it? Faegan vowed he’d die before he’d get anywhere near Raelan after it happened to him the first time, but he came round eventually. Took a few weeks of sulking, but he came round. Raelan’s got all the friendliness of a porcupine, but he’s the only mage I’ve heard of who can teach all the affinities of war magic. Plus he’s right: warging is a rare affinity, but you don’t want to meet a warg and not be able to stop them.”

			“Are you a war mage, too?”

			“Yep!” Cayleth beamed proudly.

			“You aren’t unsettled by Raelan? He’s…” I trailed off, unable to articulate the dread and horror that welled up when Raelan approached me.

			Cayleth laughed. “Raelan looks like a painting of Death I saw once. I know, he’s…well, scary…but he’s manageable if you ignore his bluster and refuse to take him too seriously. Underneath his robes, he’s got two knees and ten toes like the rest of us.”

			I squinted at her skeptically. Cayleth shrugged. “Raelan is a good teacher. He’s also the only war mage professor in all of Ilirya. You’ll get used to him. After our first meeting, I took the longest bath of my life, then decided I’d do whatever it took to never let him into my mind again.”

			“And did you succeed?”

			“Mostly. Raelan is a powerful enough warg that he can go through anyone’s mental shield if he really wants to, but even he has to be standing next to you to do it if you can shield well. If you ever encounter a warg as strong as he is, run away and eventually you’ll be safe. That affinity doesn’t work well over distance.”

			“Your affinity is invisibility,” I said, my words both a question and a statement.

			“Illusion, actually, although in a pinch it can double as invisibility. I’d love to have your mage fire, though. My fire is weak; all I can do is light candles.” She smiled cheerfully. She had bright white teeth that contrasted brightly against her dusky brown face and black hair. Her eyes were narrow, and in them sparkled dark, kind eyes.

			I told her, “I met a King’s Mage once whose affinity was illusions. He was passing through my village.” Mention of Panwel stirred up memories of home. My stomach clenched and I fought the memories back down.

			Cayleth nodded. “It’s a relatively common affinity. My uncle had it, too.”

			She started to send out her pale red magic from her hands. Slowly, flowers began to grow out of the floor around us: great red, orange, and pink blossoms. Long, thick, twisted vines crept down the walls from the ceiling and curled around spongy green moss. Within a minute, we stood in a lush forest totally unlike the forests of the Ice Crown. Small trees with gnarled roots seemed to gently shake their branches in a non-existent wind. I exhaled a breath of amazement and tried to touch the leafy frond of a bush that had grown at my feet, but my hand passed straight through the illusion.

			“According to Raelan,” Cayleth said, an edge to her voice, “illusion is the weakest of the war magic affinities. He doesn’t like it much.”

			“How could he say that? It’s wonderful!” I marveled, watching a colorful lizard run across the branch of a tree.

			“Raelan is a goat,” Cayleth replied, sticking out the tip of her tongue.

			A black butterfly with orange spots landed on her palm and batted its wings before taking off again. She watched it go with a fond half-smile. I murmured, “You could be working for any of the noble families. This illusion is exquisite art!”

			“Yes,” Cayleth agreed, “illusion isn’t just a war magic. That’s why Raelan doesn’t like it. Maybe I’ll go and be the pet of a noble family some day like my uncle, but…”

			She trailed off and out of the green forest in front of us, three soldiers rose up from the ground, each wearing an infantryman’s heavy armor. They were short and stocky, with faces like Cayleth’s beneath ridged iron helmets. One of the soldiers, the farthest on the left and obviously the oldest, drew his sword and began to fight an invisible enemy. He was swiftly cut down by his unseen foe, and as his body hit the ground, it evaporated. The middle soldier began to fight, too, and pantomimed being speared in the stomach before falling to his knees and disappearing. Finally only the soldier on the right remained, trying to stand bravely at arms though fear clouded his eyes.

			I looked at Cayleth. “They’re your brothers.”

			“Yes. Only Baran is left now. I can’t be the plaything of rich nobles in King’s City or the baronies while my last brother fights alone. I don’t have mage fire or the ability to warg, but I’ll do anything I can to keep him safe.”

			The armor dissolved off Baran like melting snow and now he was a young boy of ten with a round, cherubic face. A young girl almost the same age was beside him. A litter of small white and brown spotted puppies jumped and cavorted around them. Cayleth watched the scene, obviously a memory from her childhood, intently, then waved her hand and boy and girl both collapsed away back into the grass. A moment later, everything from the vines to the moss melted into nothing and the room was completely bare once more.

			“Well, that’s why I’m here,” she said. “What about you?”

			I realized I didn’t have much of an answer. I was at Windhall University because there was nowhere else for me to go. Thamir no longer existed and two members of the King’s Regiment had told me I should be here, so here I was. I was existing from day to day, carried around like a seed in the wind, trying to find some of the purpose and direction I had lost when Thamir had been snuffed out. Trying to find a place to grow roots, if that would ever be possible again.

			I didn’t have an opinion yet on being a war mage. My people were not soldiers, and it was hard to wrap my head around the idea of fighting in a war on the southern border against the Southerners. I had been raised to fear the Northmen, not the Southerners. Nor did I have family that I was protecting. I shrugged and avoided Cayleth’s eyes. “My family was killed and my village razed to the ground a few weeks ago. I was found and sent here.”

			Cayleth’s eyes softened. “I’m sorry. Faegan lost his family, too. War mages seem to attract bad luck. And death. They don’t live very long. Sorry if no one told you.” She was somber for a moment, then said, “I’ll introduce you to Faegan. He’s a pyromancer like you.”

			“Pyromancer?” I repeated the new word slowly.

			“That’s what fire mages are called. Come on, I’m sure Faegan is skulking around here somewhere.”

			“Shouldn’t he be in class? With us?”

			“Raelan hasn’t been teaching much lately. He comes and goes as he pleases, and lately it’s pleased him more to go. I guess Faegan figured today would be another no-show for Raelan.”

			“But shouldn’t Raelan be teaching regularly?”

			Cayleth shrugged. “Raelan does what he pleases.”

			She opened the door back out onto the green and snuffed the magic from the torches, then turned left and circled around the side of the training hall. Behind it was a mews where several kestrels were kept. The falcons sat calmly on their perches, watching with their intense black eyes as we approached. In front of one of the cages was a tall, thin boy with a shock of curly red hair. Perched on his left forearm was a small falcon whose gray head he stroked gently with the finger of his right hand. He was watching the bird so intently that he didn’t notice our arrival.

			“I thought you’d be here!” Cayleth exclaimed.

			Faegan looked toward us. Freckles ran from one side of his face to the other by way of his nose. His eyes were a light green and his skin was almost as pale as mine. His mouth quirked with irritation he didn’t bother to hide. He intoned coolly, “Cayleth.”

			“Faegan, this is a new war mage: Aeryn. She’s a pyro, like you. Aeryn, this is Baron Faegan of Ardeth.”

			“Hello,” I said, trying to smother my surprise while simultaneously wondering how one should properly greet a Baron. I added clumsily, “My lord.”

			Faegan looked down his nose at me, then gave a pinched smile that was more like a grimace and said with clipped politeness, “Good day.”

			“Won’t it be fun to have another pyro to train with, Faegan?” Cayleth chirruped brightly.

			Faegan looked at me with aloof eyes, his face expressionless, then he carefully put the falcon back in its cage and removed the thick leather glove he wore on his left hand, tucking it under his arm. He sighed. “I suppose any training will have to wait until Master Raelan pleases to hold class again. If you will excuse me, I have affairs to attend to.”

			Without waiting for a response, he brushed past us, walking swiftly toward the dorm. Cayleth watched him go while sucking on her front teeth thoughtfully. When he was out of earshot, she shrugged and said, “Well, that’s Faegan, at any rate.”

			“He’s a Baron?”

			“Oh yes. When he was ten years old, his entire family was killed during a dispute between Ardeth and Parvel. A small army of assassins was able to scale the walls at night and…” She faltered and looked away. “Only Faegan survived. They found him the next day hiding in a closet. Since everyone else was dead, he became the Baron of Ardeth. For the first six years, the Lord Chamberlain of Ardeth took care of things for him, but when Faegan came of age last year, he assumed his full baronial responsibilities. He rules from Windhall when school is in session.”

			I remembered Landrell, the assassin that Sir Idras and I met. Landrell had been sent by someone in Parvel, too. Evidently, the nobles in Parvel viewed assassinations as a good way to resolve their differences. Cayleth continued, “All students here at Windhall are meant to be treated equally regardless of family title, but given that everyone knows he outranks even the head of the University, Chancellor Vandys, he’s mostly left alone to do as he likes. Rather like Raelan, I guess. He’s not much friendlier, either.”

			“Why doesn’t he return to Ardeth? Surely it’s more important that he rule Ardeth than attend school. The King would never send him into battle, so why train as a war mage if he’ll never be able to use it?”

			Cayleth said, “He asked and received permission from the King himself to stay on until graduation this year.”

			“Why?”

			“If you could avenge your family’s death, would you?”

			I hadn’t thought about it. After all, I could hardly track the Northmen back over the border and find the ones who killed my family. But yes, thinking about it now, I hated the idea that the Northmen raiding party could get away with what it had done. I wanted the Northmen to be punished for it. I wanted them to feel the pain that I’d felt, for someone to mourn them like I mourned my family. Yes, if I could avenge my family’s death, I would. Even thinking about it now, I was becoming angry. It felt like spring was finally thawing the winter ice that had frozen over inside me, and rage filled the spaces left by the retreating water. I took a breath to calm myself.

			“You think he wants to be a war mage so he can…take some kind of revenge?” I asked.

			Cayleth frowned and chewed on her lower lip for a moment. “If he talks to anyone, it’s not me. But he knows exactly who ordered the assassinations. I can’t imagine him walking into Parvel Castle and unleashing mage fire, but then, he must have some reason for mage training. I just hope he knows what he’s doing.”

			I looked at the quietly dozing falcons. Would I have done something similar in Faegan’s shoes? It seemed so coldblooded. And yet I would never have been able to forgive the murderers of my family. I would not forget, nor would I forgive. I would want to avenge. The assassins sent by Parvel had doubtless killed innocents, just as my brothers, my parents, and everyone in Thamir had been innocent. Justice demanded that blood be paid for with blood.

			Thinking about my family and the injustice of their death made the magic surge in my blood, burning so hot it made my skin tingle. Cayleth looked at me askance and took a step back. Out of the corners of my eyes, I could see that my hands were starting to glow bright blue, and I smiled, relishing the rage as it boiled within me. It felt good to finally feel something other than crushing sadness and fear. It was the first time I felt in control since waking up in the rest house in Ithaka.

			Cayleth started to say something, but was interrupted by a sound like thunder. The cloudless indigo sky above us ripped apart, spitting out a black blur that hit the ground at our feet and lay lumpen and misshapen. Immediately, the sky knit itself together again as though it had never been torn. The black shape resolved itself into the form of a mangled raven, its feathers matted and singed, one wing clearly broken.

			“Oh no!” Cayleth exclaimed, running to the bird and dropping to her knees before it. She scooped it up carefully in her hands and held it up to me, crying, “It’s Marandir!”

			My magic dissolved and I ran to join her. Marandir? Could it really be the King’s Mage from the King’s Regiment who had called Gamiel and Jale to the southern front? What was he doing here? And how could Cayleth tell it was him? Looking at the raven in her hands, it was impossible to judge whether it was alive or dead. If it was Marandir, I hoped he was still alive. Cayleth cradled the broken creature to her chest and began to run toward the green. Not knowing what else to do, I followed.

			“What was that?” I asked as we rounded the training hall. “It sounded like the sky was tearing in half.”

			“A Gate, but something was wrong with it. It shouldn’t have looked or sounded like that. Gates don’t have sound!”

			“I thought only the King’s Shadow could create Gates,” I said, remembering Father Merek’s lesson from that morning.

			“Yes, the Shadow would have made it. That’s why something must be wrong. The Shadow would never have made such a weak, ill-formed Gate unless something was amiss.”

			We began to cut across the green, Cayleth’s short legs pumping and my longer legs taking the distance in a loping stride. Cayleth was starting to breathe heavily, a combination of exertion and panic. I cut a glance at the raven, clutched tightly but gently in Cayleth’s hands, but it wasn’t moving at all. I wondered whether she carried a corpse.

			“Where are we going?” I asked as we swerved around the far side of the academic building.

			Cayleth panted, “Infirmary. Timo’s there.”

			“Do you think the King’s Shadow sent Marandir through the Gate so Timo could heal him?”

			“Maybe.”

			Cayleth burst through the wooden door of a low, rectangular building as though launching an invasion, with me at her heels. Inside were two rows of six beds, all of which were unoccupied but for one, upon which a boy with short blond hair sat talking to Timo. A pair of crutches leaned against the side of the bed next to him, and his knee was wrapped with white cloth.

			Instinctively, my eyes searched for Lyse. She stood at the far end of the room, rolling a bandage. The sun, which shone through the window next to her, seemed to frame her perfectly in a rectangle of golden light. Her eyes met mine and the surprised delight in them immediately turned to concern when she saw Cayleth beside me.

			“Is that…?” Timo asked.

			“It’s Marandir. He’s hurt!”

			The room erupted into movement. Lyse dropped the bandage and Timo ran past the boy, calling to him, “Get the Chancellor! And for gods’ sake, send for Vardan!”

			The boy leapt from the table and rushed past us out the door, his ailment obviously healed. Meanwhile, Timo carefully took the raven from Cayleth’s hands. The bird was limp and lifeless, its broken limb at a terrible, grotesque angle. Timo laid the raven gently on the pillow of the bed closest to the door, deft fingers probing the body for more injuries.

			“Is he still alive?” Cayleth asked, her voice barely a whisper.

			“Yes,” Timo replied, “but barely. I can heal him, but I can’t bring him out of the raven’s body. That he has to do himself.”

			Timo placed his hands above the raven’s body and closed his eyes, concentrating. White magic flowed down over the bird like liquid sunlight. A sense of serenity fell over me, even watching it, and knew it must be powerful magic. The raven’s wing moved itself back into a natural position. I glanced at Lyse, who was standing beside Timo, rubbing her hands together anxiously. Her eyes flickered to mine and she tried to smile, but the smile barely caused her lips to twitch. I smiled back, trying to reassure her. Timo’s magic faded, but still the bird didn’t move.

			“It’s not working!” Cayleth cried, her voice a high whine.

			“It worked,” Timo assured her. “He’s sleeping now.”

			He ran his hand through his thick silver hair, and I could see that it was shaking, belying his outward calm. If I hadn’t seen it, I would have thought that Timo was totally composed. I wondered how close to death the raven had really been. Timo said, “Tell me what happened.”

			“We were by the mews,” Cayleth explained. “A Gate opened in the sky and Marandir fell through it. Then the Gate closed immediately. No one else came through.”

			Everyone stared at the limp black body on the white pillow. Lyse’s face was a mask of worry. She looked back and forth between Marandir and Timo, and when she finally looked at me, there was apprehension in her eyes.

			Then the door flew open and a portly woman in billowing black robes burst into the infirmary. Her dark face was flushed and she’d obviously been running, her black hair wind-blown. “What’s going on?” she bellowed, looking around and panting slightly.

			“Marandir has returned from the front injured, Chancellor Vandys,” Timo explained.

			The chancellor looked down at the small, frail bird on the bed. She frowned and looked back at Timo. “What happened?”

			“He came through a Gate. So far, that’s all we know. Cayleth and Aeryn were there when the Gate opened and then immediately closed.”

			Chancellor Vandys looked at Cayleth. “There was nothing else?”

			“No, Chancellor.”

			“You didn’t see the King’s Shadow? You saw nothing?” Chancellor Vandys interrogated, her voice like a bellows.

			“It was so quick,” Cayleth explained nervously. “But it didn’t feel right. It felt like the Gate was…broken.”

			Chancellor Vandys pursed her large red lips and cocked her head to the side, her eyes narrow. “What do you mean, broken?”

			Cayleth dropped her eyes nervously.

			Timo said, “I’ll wake Marandir.”

			A tendril of white magic snaked out from his hand and nudged at the raven. The bird turned its head without opening its eyes, then one eye, blacker than night, slowly opened and looked at us. Everyone held their breath, even me.

			“Master Marandir, please revert to your human form,” Chancellor Vandys said.

			The raven looked at her, then began to shift. In a few seconds, the bird was replaced by the tall, red-haired member of the King’s Regiment. His beard was longer than when I’d last seen him, and slightly scraggly. His face was extremely pale, with dark purple circles under haunted eyes. He tried to sit up, but was too weak to do it himself, so Timo grabbed him around the chest and gently pulled him so that he sat with his back against the wall.

			“Report!” A harsh voice barked from behind us.

			I turned in surprise and saw a short man wearing the black armor of the King’s Regiment striding into the infirmary. A long, wide sword rested in its black scabbard at his side, and he wore the medallion of a King’s Mage over his ridged breastplate. Although his hair was gray and his face lined by years, he moved spryly. Marandir visibly quailed before him.

			“Captain Vardan!” Marandir squeaked.

			I didn’t blame him for sounding nervous. The Captain of the King’s Guard exuded an overwhelming, palpable air of authority. His fierce brown eyes drilled into Marandir. “Go on, Marandir, what news from the front?”

			“Captain, I was sent by the Shadow. He is…no more.” Marandir hung his head.

			An audible gasp rose up from everyone in the room but the Captain, who did not so much as blink. Chancellor Vandys’ fleshy hand went to her throat in an expression of extreme surprise. “It can’t be,” she muttered. “Not the Shadow.”

			“There was an ambush. Many of us were hurt, but the Shadow was mortally wounded. Before he died, he created a Gate for me so that word could be sent,” Marandir said. “There was nothing I could do for him. We had no healer.”

			“How can this have happened?” Chancellor Vandys asked.

			Marandir’s jaw clenched as anger flashed across his face. “Treachery.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			“Why are you crying for the dead? They can’t hear you; they’re dead.”

			—Vardan Ironwill, Captain of the King’s Regiment

			“By tradition, Iliryans have referred to their neighbors through simplistic nomenclature—Northmen and Southerners—reflecting their self-centric geographic conception. This is not, of course, how these nationalities refer to themselves.”

			— A Kingdom and its People, 4th edition

			“You three, out,” Vardan barked, looking at me, Cayleth, and Lyse. His hawkish brown eyes glared intensely into mine and my feet began to obey before my mind even understood the words, propelling me out of the infirmary with Cayleth and Lyse hot on my heels. The door slammed loudly and with great finality behind us, reminding us that the tale about to unfold was not for our ears to hear.

			“Ye gods,” Cayleth breathed. “Things must be worse at the front than has been let on.”

			“What does it mean now that the King’s Shadow is dead?” I asked.

			“They’ll have to find a replacement. It could take years for another Gate mage to emerge. It took twenty to find the…the Shadow who just died.”

			“What do you think Marandir meant by treachery?”

			“We should go,” Lyse said abruptly. “It’s almost the next bell, and you two shouldn’t be late for combatives training.” She added in her best adult tone, “Besides, there’s no use speculating. I’m sure we’ll find out what happened soon.”

			“I doubt that,” Cayleth said, but she nevertheless began walking back in the direction of the green. I wondered what she meant. Did she think Captain Vardan and Chancellor Vandys would try to keep the death of the King’s Shadow a secret? Or did she mean that it would be difficult to uncover what had happened at the front?

			As we walked, I began to hum softly under my breath.

			“What are you humming?” Lyse asked.

			“It’s a dirge. It’s a song about the dead returning to darkness, like the god Bahadil did after he’d created the world. We sing it in Thamir whenever someone passes away, to honor them. I suppose we sing it for others because we hope some day someone will sing it for us: a way of remembering those who have passed so that they’re gone but not forgotten.”

			“The melody sounds sad,” Lyse said.

			“Isn’t death itself sad?” I asked, thinking of my family and neighbors in Thamir. It felt wrong for me to be the only one to sing their dirge. One person was insufficient to honor an entire village.

			When we reached the dorm, Lyse separated herself from us to return to her room. She warned, “No fighting too hard today, you two. I don’t want to be called out to wrap up bruised heads and arms. And Aeryn, remember I’ll come to your room tonight after dinner.”

			A thrill of happiness pulsed through me as her eyes met mine. There was something exciting and inviting about her. I wanted to know more. Where had she come from? What was her home like? I couldn’t wait to see her again. She waved to us and disappeared into the main door, leaving us to continue on without her.

			Cayleth led me past the back of the dorm toward a massive, flat field that wasn’t visible from the green. On the side of the field closest to the dorm was a moderately sized wooden building that Cayleth told me was the armory. On the far side of the field were round targets for archery practice. A dozen or so students wielding swords, some with shields, sparred all over the field in a dizzying spectacle of uncoordinated motion. It was as if a small pitched battle was being fought at Windhall’s margins.

			“We’re lucky: only the students who are likely to end up in the King’s Army or serving a noble family train with weapons,” Cayleth explained. “You’ll see how much fun it is! Come on, I’ll introduce you to Maz and Trick. You’ll adore Trick. Everyone does.”

			Cayleth led me down a slight slope to the armory as the bell signaling the start of class rang. Inside the building, the light was dim and the air stale with the smell of steel and leather. The walls were covered floor to ceiling with hundreds of instruments of war: helmets, shields, broadswords, longswords, rapiers, halberds, poleaxes, maces, flails, axes, javelins, and pikes, not to mention daggers and a few morningstars, all of which glinted dully in the insufficient light. I only recognized the weapons I did because of what Kyan had told me, and there were several weapons I didn’t recognize at all. The armory was exactly the sort of place Kyan would have loved. I felt a stab of sadness at Kyan’s memory, and reminded myself that I would avenge him one day. In some way, somehow, I would find a way to honor his memory and ensure that his death was repaid.

			Cayleth called out, “Maz!”

			An enormous man stood up from where he had been crouching on the ground stacking helmets. He was so large I marveled that I hadn’t noticed him before. His dusky brown biceps were as large around as my thighs, and his chest was as broad and deep as that of a horse. His thick black hair tumbled down his shoulders and merged into his long, full beard. He wore a tan, sleeveless shirt, and his breeches were stained by black streaks. I guessed he had a smithy at the back of the armory that he used to repair weapons.

			“Maz, this is Aeryn. She’s a new war mage,” Cayleth said.

			Maz reached out a hand twice as large as mine and I shook it in greeting.

			“Ho, Aeryn,” he said in a deep voice like echoes off a mountain.

			“Maz is the armorer at Windhall,” Cayleth said. “There’s not a weapon in Ilirya he doesn’t know and can’t sharpen or fix. For now, however, Trick will want you to start with just a practice sword. Maz, may we have two practice rapiers, please?”

			Maz nodded and gathered two wooden rapiers from a rack that chanced to be by his right hand. He handed one to me and the other to Cayleth. Thinking back to all the times I played with Kyan and Kem in the woods, I almost laughed. I was sixteen now, but it seemed I was still playing at knights using wooden sticks. Cayleth thanked Maz, then grabbed my free hand and led me back to the field, where she stood for a minute surveying the chaos around us, her hand over her eyes to shade them from the afternoon sun.

			“Does Maz teach weaponry as well sometimes?” I asked.

			Cayleth looked at me agog. “Didn’t you notice?”

			“What?”

			“He’s blind, Aeryn.”

			I hadn’t noticed. Nor, thinking back, did he move in a way that would suggest anything but perfect vision. I frowned. “Then how can he be an armorer?”

			Cayleth sighed impatiently. “Because he’s very, very good at it.” Something on the field caught her eye and she pointed. “There!”

			With me in tow, she set off across the field, dodging and weaving through pairs of fighting students, making her way to the middle of the field where a woman stood watching two boys, neither older than fourteen, clashing furiously against each other with heavy steel blades. The woman wore stylish gray dragonscale chainmail with plates at the shoulder and thigh and matching silver bracers and greaves. The sword at her waist was wider than a rapier, but still light, with a large bell guard. Her tawny hair was pulled into a tight bun at the back of her head.

			“Trick!” Cayleth exclaimed happily.

			The woman turned to look at us and Cayleth beamed. Trick was approximately my height, and although she was certainly older than me, I couldn’t guess her actual age. Her face was unwrinkled, but her eyes, which appraised me levelly, belied many years of experience.

			“We have a new war mage! This is Aeryn,” Cayleth said.

			To the sparring boys, Trick called, “Continue. And Hieronius, watch that you don’t expose your chest so much.”

			Turning back to us, she said, “Welcome, Aeryn. There are three rules here in my training field: one: safety comes first at all times. If you so much as think about behaving recklessly, I will throw you out of this field so quickly you’ll hear wind in your ears. Two: no use of magic is allowed at any time. You must learn to fight without it. Three: listen to and obey any instructions that I give you. Can you follow these three rules?”

			I nodded. Her rules seemed practical enough. And I hardly intended to behave recklessly. I’d never even held a sword before.

			“Good. Now,” she continued as she began to walk away from the boys, with us following, “you will not be given a bladed weapon until you have learned how to handle a bladeless weapon to my satisfaction. I don’t care if you grew up the daughter of a master at arms or were a squire before your magic manifested and you were sent to Windhall: you didn’t learn from me. Understood?”

			I nodded again. When we reached a bare spot on the field where no other students were practicing, Trick stopped and took from me the wooden rapier I was carrying. She held it out in front of her, demonstrating how she gripped the hilt, the point in the air, then handed it back to me. Over the course of the next hour, she taught me to parry, thrust, and slash using Cayleth as my sparring partner. Although it was not a hot day, sweat ran down my chest and back by the end. My right arm ached and blisters had formed on my palm from holding the hilt.

			Cayleth, on the other hand, was not tired at all. She danced around on nimble feet, easily swatting away my clumsy blade whenever I tried to attack. At last, Trick took the wooden rapier from me and ordered Cayleth to stand at ready. Cayleth’s posture changed immediately. She fell into a wary crouch, her eyes fixed on Trick’s blade, waiting for the attack she knew would come.

			When it did, it happened so quickly that I almost missed it. Trick’s blade shot like an arrow toward Cayleth’s face, and Cayleth was barely able to divert it over her head at the last minute. Trick turned her wrist and used the momentum of her thrust to maneuver the blade around the tip of Cayleth’s blade and down toward her neck. Cayleth scrambled to drop the handle of her rapier and parry with the blade now vertical. Trick withdrew her blade, then immediately leveled a series of crushing blows at the top of Cayleth’s head, which she parried with great difficulty, each step falling back from the brutal onslaught. As she recovered from the attack, Trick stepped forward unexpectedly and used leg to sweep Cayleth’s legs out from under her. Cayleth tumbled backward, landing heavily on her back in a pile of arms and legs. Handing the wood rapier back to me, Trick helped pull Cayleth to her feet again.

			“You’re talented,” Trick told Cayleth, “but don’t be cocky. Just because Aeryn hasn’t learned to fight with a sword yet doesn’t mean you should drop your form. You don’t want to develop bad habits.”

			“Sorry, Trick,” Cayleth said, grinning.

			Trick took my hand and turned the palm over, frowning at the red blisters there. She said, “For the next week, wear a thin leather glove on that hand. Maz will have some. Eventually, you’ll build callouses, but until you do, you have to at least be able to hold the sword. Cayleth, have her continue with parry-riposte drills. I’ll check in on you again in a few days.”

			Trick nodded to us, then disappeared in the now-thinning melee of students. Half the students had left, and most of the others were straggling back to the armory. “Come on,” Cayleth said, “let’s hurry back to the dining hall before everyone else gets there. Nothing worse than having to fight someone for a warm bread roll.”

			As we walked back toward the armory, I asked, “Is Trick the only combatives instructor?”

			“Oh no, there’s Derrin and Maerys as well. Trick teaches swordsmanship, Maerys teaches archery, and Derrin teaches pretty much everything else. You’ll meet Derrin tomorrow. He was a knight before retiring to Windhall. Trick likes to say he took too many blows to the head and that’s why he’s no good at swordplay, but the truth is knights are used to heavy blades and plenty of armor, so Trick is better at teaching regular swordplay. Maerys is an archer from the army who’s been seconded here temporarily.”

			“And Trick?” I asked.

			“Trick was an assassin.”

			“Oh!” I exclaimed in surprise. There seemed to be many assassins in Ilirya. “But not anymore?”

			Cayleth snorted and ignored the question. “When you think about it, assassins have to be the best fighters in the whole kingdom, because they might have to take on knights, soldiers, masters at arms, or anyone else who might care to wield a blade. That’s why Trick is such a great teacher.”

			“I suppose that does make sense,” I agreed, still feeling nonplussed. How did Faegan feel about it, given his history with assassins?

			I thought for a moment how different life was outside of Thamir. There was so much I hadn’t known before; hadn’t even known I didn’t know. We entered the armory and Cayleth collected my rapier, which she handed back to the mountainous Maz. I watched in astonishment as he easily returned it to the rack of other training rapiers. Cayleth nudged me to keep moving. Once we were outside the armory she admonished, “Don’t stare! Maz has been here forever. He knows where everything in the armory goes. Nothing is ever out of place.”

			“But how can he be a blacksmith as well?”

			“He knows the right sound and feel,” Cayleth answered with a shrug. “Call it a magical affinity of its own, if you will. Now, come on, I’m hungry!”

			[image: ]

			After dinner, I waited impatiently in my room for Lyse to come. The sun had set, leaving my room dark, so I lit it with a hundred blue flames that danced on the ceiling and lay on my bed watching them. I was so entranced by them that I almost didn’t hear the quiet knock on my door that signaled Lyse’s arrival.

			“Come in!” I called, sitting up. I pushed down the tiny thrill of excitement that Lyse had kept her word.

			The door eased open and Lyse poked her face in, followed shortly by the rest of her body. Under the light of the flames, her brown hair glowed with a blue sheen. Her eyes widened as she saw the flames, which bobbed and wove between each other like enthusiastic dancers. “Oh! How beautiful!” she marveled.

			I waved my hand, and the flames rearranged themselves into constellations of small, twinkling stars. Lyse stepped into the middle of the room and stood transfixed by the sight, her face tilted back. “This is what you saw from your home, isn’t it?” she asked after a minute.

			She looked at me, her eyes large and dark and full of wonder, and I nodded. The Monkey, with a few extra stars to fill out his form, began to wave his tail and arms. Then he made his way to the Horse, mounted, and began riding around my miniature night sky. Lyse was entranced, her mouth hanging slightly open as she watched. I smiled. It pleased me to bring her so much enjoyment from something so simple. I liked watching her face as she watched the sky that I had made for her.

			We had work to do, however, so after a few minutes I dissolved the stars, leaving the room to be lit by the yellow-orange flame of a few candles that had been left in the room by a previous occupant. Lyse collapsed onto my bed, her eyes full of awe. “I’ve never seen anything like that,” she said.

			“Today I saw an entire forest spring up before me, plants and animals and all,” I replied modestly. “What I did is nothing in comparison.”

			“Cayleth,” Lyse said.

			I nodded.

			“Cayleth’s illusions are incredible, it’s true. She’ll one day be a Great Mage. But your magic isn’t any less beautiful.” Lyse smiled sweetly, her eyes warm.

			I shrugged, but inside my heart was singing, swelling until I don’t know how it would fit in my chest. I looked away to hide my smile. Sitting on my bed with me, Lyse crossed her legs and poked my arm. “So, tell me about your first day!”

			I covered my face with my hands, rubbing my eyebrows with my fingertips. “How could so much possibly fit into a single day? How can every day possibly be like this? There’s not enough room in my head for it all!”

			Lyse laughed, and I was again reminded of the sound of icicles knocking together in the wind. Her smile was radiant. “Go on. Every detail, spare me nothing! I want to see Windhall through new eyes.”

			“Well, Pavo already told you about the morning. I can’t believe anyone can remember all those names! And there will be more tomorrow! And the day after, and the day after…” I laughed, and Lyse laughed with me.

			“Pavo is much smarter than his teachers and the other students realize, I think,” Lyse said. They hear his way of speaking and make assumptions about him because of it, but…he knows much more than he lets on. Now tell me about your magic class!”

			“It was awful!” I shuddered. “I’d never even heard of a warg before today. I never want him to take over my body again.”

			Lyse rubbed her arms in sympathetic horror. “I can’t even imagine what it must feel like.”

			“Lyse, what do you know about him? You said he made your skin crawl. Why?”

			Lyse squirmed on the bed, re-crossing her legs and unconsciously wringing her hands. She wouldn’t meet my eyes.

			“You know something, don’t you?”

			Lyse said, “He’s well-respected by the University administrators and considered quite adept in his field.”

			It was a diplomatic answer, but a hollow one. She knew something she wasn’t telling me. I could tell by the way she still refused to look at me and she wrapped her arms around herself. “You told me to be careful of him,” I reminded her.

			“Yes,” Lyse agreed, the word drawn out of her unwillingly. She shuddered.

			“What is it, Lyse?”

			She looked around, as though confirming no one else was present, then said in a voice barely above a whisper, “It’s his eyes. Those black, horrid eyes like bottomless pits. The only way to have eyes like that is to have practiced Dark Magic.”

			I stared at her blankly. “What’s that?”

			“Dark Magic is a forbidden, evil magic also called Blood Magic. Years ago, a mage named Nagyar discovered that under certain conditions, magic could be made more powerful when fed by pain: that of the mage or someone else. A small group of mages began practicing this magic, hurting themselves or, more often, torturing others in order to become more powerful. Obviously, the King didn’t want mages running around Ilirya abducting people and torturing them, so the practice was quickly banned on pain of death.”

			She said after a moment’s hesitation, “I think someone who would cause themselves or others pain to become more powerful is already inhuman enough, but the magic itself, too, was corrosive; corrupting. The most corrupted mages had to be executed. They were beyond redemption. Those who had not yet been lost too deeply to the magic, however, were reformed and pardoned. Only, their eyes never returned to their original color. They stayed permanently black, a reminder of the Dark Magic they’d practiced.”

			A wave of horror washed over me. “Raelan was a Dark mage!”

			Lyse nodded. “He would have been very, very young at the time, possibly no older than we are now. According to Timo, Raelan was pardoned and paroled with the condition that he never leave the university grounds. It’s true that his skills are unique as a teacher, but one look at him and…well, his very face looks evil, doesn’t it? Could they really have gotten all the Dark out of him?”

			I fought the urge to shudder. If Dark Magic made mages stronger, Raelan must have once been impossible to keep out at any distance. No amount of shielding could have stopped him. The thought was terrifying. I exclaimed, “But we never heard about Dark Magic in the Ice Crown!”

			“No, it was a very well-kept secret, even within King’s City. The King and his advisors didn’t want other unscrupulous mages to try it. You can imagine how otherwise, every few years some new mage would be tempted to use it.”

			“Then how do you know about it?”

			Lyse winced. “The mage who discovered it, Nagyar, was my great-uncle.”

			I gaped. Staring at the floor, Lyse explained, “After Nagyar’s execution, all potential magic in my family was bound permanently as a precaution, in case he tainted our lineage.”

			“How is that possible? How can magic be bound?”

			“It is possible to permanently bind a mage’s magic, including magic that hasn’t manifested yet, although it’s almost never done. It’s only happened a few times in the history of the kingdom, or at least that I’ve found in my research. In the case of my family, Ilirya’s five greatest mages cast a spell to bind any magic that would manifest in anyone from our House. It’s a spell that would require even stronger mages to break, which of course is impossible. So far, I’ve been the only mage other than Nagyar in our family, so I’ve been the only one affected by the spell.”

			Now I understood what Lyse meant when she told me that she had magic but couldn’t use it. It was a terrible punishment, more of a curse than a spell. I blew out a breath and leaned back against the wall. My brain ached from all the learning I had done that day. Surely at this rate I would know all there was to know in the world in the space of a week. Remembering Father Merek’s lesson from earlier in the day, I said, “At least your family line wasn’t snuffed out entirely like the House Gaddrell.”

			Lyse’s lips quirked in a sour grimace. “Only because what Nagyar did, he did in secret and in dark basements in King’s City far from home. Had any of the rest of the House known and protected him, even a single person, we would all have been executed on the scaffold with him.”

			“Did you know him?”

			“No. I met him a few times as a very young child but that was all. So much the better. May he never find peace in the afterlife for what he did, the monster.”

			I thought for a moment, feeling overwhelmed by all this new information. “Who here at Windhall knows about Raelan and Dark Magic?”

			“I don’t know. Chancellor Vandys and surely some of the professors, like Father Merek, but as to the students, I imagine none but me know. How could they?”

			“And now me, too.”

			“I thought you deserved to know.”

			I didn’t ask her why only me and not Cayleth or Faegan, since Raelan was their teacher, too.

			Lyse continued, “At least the scandal of Nagyar’s Dark Magic has been effectively covered up. Otherwise the whole House would have been ruined. None of the other Houses would have married into a House tainted by Dark Magic.”

			“I suppose that’s what matters most to Houses: noble marriages.” Admittedly, my understanding of Ilirya’s nobility was a bit skewed. After all, everything I knew about the kingdom’s nobles came from the soldiers of Thamir’s garrison, and the soldiers had strong and definitely negative opinions about the members of the Houses and their activities.

			Lyse chuckled. “I suppose it is. I guess I’m lucky that I’m only one of the distant cousins in the House or else I’d be married off by now to the gods know who.”

			“Not Timo?”

			Lyse blushed a little. I could see the crimson flush even in the dim blue light. “Timo comes from no House, but as Ilirya’s only Great Mage healer, he will be assigned to the King personally as his physician. That’s far more prestigious a match than my family could otherwise have hoped for.”

			Unable to help myself, I said, “In the Ice Crown, all marriages are for love, not for titles or alliances.”

			Lyse, who had been looking at where she was picking at the blanket on the bed, snapped her head up and looked at me with surprise. “I do love him! He’s kind and gentle and cares about others. Not to mention he’s handsome and charming. All the girls think he’s the most handsome man on campus.”

			My heart ached slightly out of jealousy for his good qualities that could so totally capture Lyse’s affection, and I looked to the candle beside me to ground myself. I heard rustling next to me and when I looked back at Lyse, she had laid out parchment and a quill on the bed.

			Smiling, she said, “Now, no more of this grim talk. You have work to do or Professor Kalmath will scold you tomorrow.”

			An hour later, when Lyse judged I’d made suitable progress on my letters, she stood, stretched, and rubbed her eyes.

			“Will you come again tomorrow?” I asked, trying to keep the hope from my voice.

			The request was selfish. Surely she had more important things to do than spend her evening helping me, still barely more than a stranger, learn to read and write. The thought of not knowing when I would see her again, however, left me anxious. Lyse smiled so brightly it rivaled the shine of my own magic. “For as long as you need, Aeryn, although I’m sure you won’t need my help soon!”

			She hugged me and then left, leaving me alone in my room. Having nothing else to do, I decided to go to bed early. Sleep didn’t come easily, however. My mind raced faster than a falcon in full dive, churning over all I had learned in the course of the day. I was like a foreign visitor seeing Ilirya for the first time. Certainly, the little I had learned in Thamir had not prepared me for the vast intricacies of the rest of the kingdom. Would I be able to remember everything that Father Merek was teaching about Ilirya’s complicated politics? Who killed the King’s Shadow and why? Why had the Baron of Parvel had all of Faegan’s family killed? Why had Raelan practiced Dark Magic and how could they trust him now to teach students?

			When at last sleep came, it brought with it terrible nightmares. In the worst of them, the Dark mage Nagyar had me lashed to a chair and was threatening me with a wicked array of gleaming knives. I screamed and thrashed in fear, straining against my restraints. Then Nagyar disappeared, replaced by Lyse. She gently untied the ropes around me and bade me to follow her to safety, but we were separated in the labyrinthine passageways of Nagyar’s hideaway. Lost in the dark, I stumbled into Raelan, whose black eyes burned like coals in his bone white face. He grabbed me and held me with an iron grip. His hands were burning hot and his nails long like claws.

			“One day,” he said in his rasping voice, “I will enter your mind and never leave. And you will not be asleep.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			“Dark Magic is a cancer that will poison our society if it goes unchecked. I pray we’ve eradicated it all. Gods help us if we haven’t.”

			— Ivar, Lord Chancellor

			“There is no such thing as prophecy. Consider: if I knew that the manner of my death would be by drowning in the sea, I would simply never get close to the ocean, thereby cheating Death of its prize.”

			— Reddek the Wise, first Chancellor of Windhall University

			In the Ice Crown, it is believed that some dreams contain clues about the future. Thus it is a pastime among Ice Crowners to try and guess the secret significance of a dream. Does a rabbit mean that a hunter will have a good year hunting rabbits, or does the rabbit symbolize the impending death of a loved one? It is only in hindsight that one could retroactively deduce, with much stretching of the truth and bluster, the original meaning of the dream. My father used to say it was a fool’s game to try and divine the future, and after Thamir was destroyed, I realized that he was right: of the dozens of villagers who died in Thamir, not a one had known their fate in advance. No one was left alive to say they had dreamed it.

			The day after Marandir returned broken and half alive to Windhall, the university was abuzz with the news of the death of the King’s Shadow. Like a hive filled with too many bees, the very campus seemed to hum with the whispered murmurings of the students. I remembered Kaylara’s words from the day before: “The fastest animal in the world is rumor.” Fast and untamable. The students were animated by the news, enlivened by the prospect of gossip and intrigue. A pall had fallen over the professors, however, who crept around the news the way the living do a corpse, concerned by the danger and uncertainty that accompanied the death of the kingdom’s most powerful mage.

			“It’s not unheard of for a King’s Shadow to pass unexpectedly,” Father Merek muttered during our history class, half to himself, half to his students. “Elendir, for one, died after being thrown from his horse.”

			“But it’s not quite the same is it, Father?” Maiara asked. “When was a Shadow last killed on the battlefield? Has it ever happened before?”

			“No,” the abbot replied, patting his bald head anxiously. “It has never happened before.” He continued, in a tone he probably hoped was encouraging, “But it’s nothing to be concerned about. Ilirya stands strong even without the Shadow. Have no fear.”

			“I heard he was stuck in the back with a knife,” Maiara said, her voice smug. “Killed by someone on our side.”

			I gaped at her. Where had she heard that?

			“Well,” Father Merek said, nonplussed. “I’m sure there’s an explanation.”

			“I don’t think he knows what happened. He’s so nervous he’s sweating,” I whispered to Pavo, who was sitting next to me.

			“We are asking Kaylara about this at lunch,” Pavo said under his breath to me with a confident nod. “She is knowing more for sure.” I looked over my shoulder at Kaylara, who was listening with interest to the exchange between Maiara and Father Merek. Why would she know anything?

			There was no time to talk to her after class, so we had to wait until lunch. Pavo found her in a corner of the dining hall, sitting with Draks as they poured over work for a different class. Pavo dropped his plate loudly on the table, startling them. Draks’ head bounced up and he blinked at us in surprise.

			“Kaylara,” Pavo declared without preamble, ignoring Draks. “Everyone is talking about this big news, but we are knowing nothing about the Shadow. We are needing your help.”

			“No, Pav.” Kaylara’s expression was uneasy. Her eyes flickered to Draks.

			“It is being necessary!” Pavo insisted. “There is being no other way.”

			“I don’t understand,” I said, looking from one to the other. “What do you want Kaylara to do?”

			“Kaylara is having the ability to listen to conversations far away,” Pavo explained. “This is being her magic. If many people are talking about this news, then she can be listening to them and finding out the truth.”

			“Some conversations,” Kaylara corrected. “If there’s a mage present who’s sensitive to the presence of eavesdroppers, they’ll be able to detect that I’m there. And then I’ll get in trouble.”

			Pavo waved his hand dismissively, as though swatting a fly.

			“When I was caught before, I was dragged before Chancellor Vandys,” Kaylara said, her face flushing a bit. “She said if I did it again she’d kick me out of Windhall. Pav, I don’t want to get kicked out of Windhall.”

			“This time,” Pavo said, “everyone is being too busy to notice. I am being sure of this.”

			Kaylara chewed the corner of her thumbnail for a moment. It was a big risk, one I wasn’t sure I would have dared to take. She nodded. “Okay, I’ll try. But if there’s a mage there who can catch me, I’m stopping immediately, no matter what.”

			“Yes!” Pavo cheered.

			Kaylara shut her eyes and took a deep breath. I wasn’t sure what would happen next, but Pavo was unconcerned. He began cutting his potatoes into pieces that he shoved into his mouth with gusto, not even bothering to watch Kaylara. I guessed that whatever she was doing, it would take some time. Her eyes moved beneath her eyelids, as though she was seeing things. I realized she probably was. A few minutes later, she said, “Here!”

			“Who is it?” Draks asked in a low, eager voice, leaning toward her.

			“It’s a meeting of the King’s Council,” Kaylara replied, her eyes still closed. “Iowin, the Captain of the King’s Guard, is there, as is Captain Vardan of the King’s Regiment and the Lord Chancellor. There are some others there, too, who I haven’t seen before. They must be other councilors.”

			“The King is there?” I asked, amazed. The King was like a character out of a fairytale to me: more legend and fantasy than reality. I wondered what he looked like. Was he tall and handsome?

			“The King is angry about the death of the Shadow. He says it could be years before they find another Shadow. He wants to know what happened, but no one seems to know. He’s blaming Captain Vardan. He says that the King’s Regiment should have kept the Shadow safe, that it was their job. Captain Vardan says they’re trying to find out what went wrong, that he’s been talking to Marandir.”

			As an aside, Kaylara said, “I shouldn’t be able to listen at all, you know. There should be a mage present who can detect and prevent eavesdropping, but I don’t think there are any mages in the room other than Captain Vardan.”

			She said nothing more for a few minutes, during which time Pavo, Draks and I exchanged curious and impatient glances. Finally she continued, “Iowin says they’ve stripped the palace of most of its soldiers. She says it’s dangerous for the King to have so few soldiers to guard him, particularly now that the Shadow is dead. I guess that’s why they don’t have a mage in the room to stop eavesdroppers like me. She’s concerned about her ability to protect the King. She says she wants more soldiers. Captain Vardan wants to pull some mages from the Regiment back to the palace, but the King wants them to stay at the front. The Lady Marshal has arrived now. Oh, her armor is so nice! She’s so tall, too!”

			Kaylara stopped again. This time the silence lasted so long that Pavo and I both finished our meals. Finally she said, “Captain Vardan has left. He seems angry. The Lady Marshal says that since no one else has a Gate mage, King’s City itself isn’t in any danger. The King seems satisfied. Now they’re talking about other, boring things and Iowin and the Lady Marshal are leaving. There’s nothing else about the Shadow.”

			Kaylara opened her eyes, rubbed them, then yawned. “So,” she said. “No one knows anything about who killed the Shadow or why.”

			“That seems odd,” I said. “Marandir was there. He seemed to know what happened and wanted to tell the Chancellor and Captain Vardan.”

			Kaylara shrugged. “Whatever he told Captain Vardan, Captain Vardan didn’t relay it to the King. Maybe it was just an accident. Accidents happen all the time, right? Maybe Captain Vardan wanted to protect the Shadow from something embarrassing.”

			“Marandir seemed pretty certain it wasn’t an accident though. He said it was murder.”

			“Maybe that’s why Captain Vardan thinks the King needs more mages around him: in case the Southerners are planning something,” Draks suggested. “Then again, there have never been any Southerner Gate mages. If the Southerners were going to attack the palace, they’d have to march north all the way from the border.”

			Mention of our southern neighbor reminded me of a question that had been bothering me since yesterday. “Why didn’t the King’s Shadow ever Gate the army behind the Southerner line, the way Boer did to the barons? Couldn’t that have ended the war?”

			“The Southlands have magical protections all along the border that prevent any Gating into them,” Draks answered. “King’s City has similar protections. The Shadow created Gates to bring troops from the rest of the kingdom to the front, but he couldn’t Gate past it.”

			“The Southlands don’t have Gate mages, but they can prevent Gates?” I asked.

			“I can’t listen past the border, either,” Kaylara said with a shrug. “Their protections are very good. Probably hundreds of mages for hundreds of years added to the protections.”

			I asked Kaylara, “Can you eavesdrop on anyone in the kingdom?”

			Kaylara smiled brightly. “Not anyone. For now, I can only do it for people in the same city, but maybe one day I’ll be able to reach further. I have to be careful though: there are some delicate times you know, like when folks are using the privy. When I was caught, it was the first time I tried to listen in on the palace. I wasn’t listening to anything important, I just wanted to see if I could do it. A mage there ratted me out to Chancellor Vandys, so what you heard from the King’s Council goes no further. It’s for your ears only.”

			“We are hearing nothing and saying nothing,” Pavo said, covering his ears and then his mouth with his hands.

			“I didn’t know eavesdropping could be an affinity,” I said to Kaylara. “What will you do when you graduate?”

			“Don’t you know the King’s spymaster is always looking for mages who can eavesdrop? I’m worth almost as much as you are, War Mage Aeryn.” She jerked a thumb at Pavo and grunted, “Of course, he’s worth five of us put together, in drought years.”

			Pavo grinned broadly. Cayleth walked up and stood quietly by our table, waiting politely for a break in the conversation. I was surprised to see that she was lightly armored, with a hardened leather breastplate, bracers, and shining plate mail over her thighs. A very short broadsword hung at her side. When Pavo and Kaylara began joking with each other, she waved at me, motioning for me to join her. I took my leave of my new friends, and accompanied Cayleth out of the dining hall and in the direction of the training building.

			“You’re in for a treat today!” she said with excitement. “Raelan sent word to be ready for full combat sparring. Now you’ll get to see what it looks like when two war mages fight.”

			“Oh, so that’s why you’re in armor!”

			“I stopped by the armory and had Maz kit me out. I like to be mobile when sparring. In a real battle, though, I’d be wearing much more armor.”

			Rather than going to the training room where we’d been the day before, Cayleth opened the door to a different room. This one was twice as large, with padding that ran the length of the walls and a row of high windows along the side facing the courtyard so the room had natural lighting. As she entered, Cayleth poured some of her pale red magic into the room’s shielding. The walls pulsed as they absorbed the new layer of magic. The room was empty but for the two of us, and I guessed that we had a quarter of an hour before the bell signaling the start of class. Cayleth began to stretch, then drew her short sword and engaged in a series of movements to limber up. I sat on the floor, watching. As short and square as she was, she moved fluidly. She was a born fighter.

			Just before the bell sounded, Faegan and Raelan entered one after the other. Faegan moved to the opposite side of the room from Cayleth, where he stood waiting. He wore a metal cuirass made of two pieces, front and back, with chain mail sleeves and no armor on his legs, and a rapier. Raelan, wearing the same black robes as the day before, walked to the center of the room and stood between them, his back to me. He held out his arms, as if to either separate the two opponents or call them to him.

			“As always, we go until one combatant submits, or until I call a halt,” he said, by way of rules. Unlike Trick, he made no mention of safety. Somehow, I wasn’t surprised. “Begin!”

			He stepped backward, toward me, and immediately Faegan and Cayleth’s shields went up. Cayleth’s, of course, shimmered pale red, while Faegan’s was a surprisingly pastel shade of purple. His hands glowed the same shade as he built a ball of mage fire in them. Cayleth’s magic, meanwhile, coursed discreetly from her hands to the ground, slinking around Faegan and starting to build into something to his right.

			Faegan’s first fireball crashed against Cayleth’s shield with a shower of sparks, but didn’t penetrate. Meanwhile, Cayleth’s magic coalesced into the shape of a tiger. The tiger growled, drawing Faegan’s attention, then lunged at him with a tooth-rattling roar. Even knowing that the tiger was an illusion, the instinct to get away from the predator was so strong that Faegan fell back a few steps. In that split second of time in which Faegan’s attention was distracted, Cayleth used illusion to mask her location, and when Faegan turned back, all he saw was an empty room.

			I thought it was an amazingly clever trick, but Faegan immediately demonstrated how ineffective it was after the first few seconds by sending out fireballs in several directions, one of which crackled when it struck Cayleth’s shield, revealing her location. Having found her, Faegan began to drive hard against her shield with bolts of magic, trying to drill a hole through it that would cause it to crack like an egg. Trusting the shield to hold, however, Cayleth advanced fearlessly on him, her sword drawn. The closer she came to Faegan, the faster he tried to send his bolts, but the shield never wavered.

			“Stop her!” Raelan screeched at Faegan, his voice shrill.

			There was a flash of red magic and in an instant the room was full of a hundred shrieking red birds and thousands upon thousands of flapping orange butterfly wings that made it impossible to see anything. The cacophony, illusion though it was, was deafening. I knew that somewhere within the vortex of the illusion, Cayleth was using the cover the birds and insects provided to move closer to Faegan, who shot wild, desperate bolts at where he had last seen her. It was impossible to see whether he was striking her shield or not, however, and when the birds disappeared, it was because Cayleth had passed through Faegan’s shield. Her sword was pointed at Faegan’s neck, and Faegan was fumbling to undo a dagger at his belt.

			“Enough!” Raelan bellowed.

			Both students froze in place. The silence following the screaming of the birds made my ears throb.

			Raelan stormed over to where the two students stood and glared at both of them, hands on his hips. “Horrible!” he screeched. “Absolutely awful.”

			I didn’t understand Raelan’s anger. I thought the match was breathtaking. It highlighted the potential of each magical affinity, and challenged how I’d thought about illusion as a weapon. I’d even felt proud to be a war mage while watching it. These were my fellow mages; this was the beauty and power over which we had domain.

			“Haven’t you learned anything I’ve taught you? Your shields only work against magic! I could have thrown a rock and hit either of you in the head at any time. Mages cannot and should not fight exclusively with magic. I’ve told you time and again. Faegan, if you had thrown your dagger at the beginning, when Cayleth was distracted, you might have ended the engagement almost immediately. Instead, you both wasted untold amounts of magic trying to out-magic each other. Use your minds first and foremost, your magic second!”

			Cayleth and Faegan both hung their heads like scolded children. Raelan spat under his breath, “The Shadow might still be alive if the fool had carried weapons. His magic couldn’t keep him alive in the end, could it?”

			The three of us gaped at the mention of the recently deceased. What did Raelan know? Did he know more about the Shadow’s killer? I hoped he might say more, but he returned to lecturing his students instead.

			“Cayleth, your illusions may work against an inexperienced mage who frightens easily, but an experienced mage will blow them apart like the dry seeds of a dandelion flower. When the tiger bites him, your opponent must not know it’s an illusion. He must believe he is in pain. That is the illusion you need to create: the illusion of pain.”

			“Yes, sir,” Cayleth said, her head still bowed.

			“You are done for now. Faegan…” Raelan shook his head in disgust and said nothing more. “Aeryn, come here.”

			Cayleth scurried past me and folded herself into a small shape against the wall while I nervously dragged myself to the center of the room. Raelan grabbed me by my shoulders and roughly pushed me to face Faegan. He didn’t intend for me to spar as well, did he? I was completely unarmed, with no armor! “Now, Aeryn, you are going to practice shielding. In your mind, I want you to create a barrier made of stone that Faegan cannot push through. Imagine that it is the strongest wall in the entire kingdom. Then, when you are ready, send your magic out around you to create that wall.”

			I did as he said, and in my mind I pictured a great wall made of ice so thick it could never be melted. Stronger than stone, Faegan’s mage fire would peter out uselessly against it. I released from my hands a thick layer of sparkling blue magic and tried to raise it up in front of me like a real wall. It wasn’t as transparent as the shields Cayleth and Faegan created, but I thought it might be a good start. The shield crackled and shimmered, and Faegan looked like he had blue skin when I looked at him through it.

			“Faegan, test her shield, please,” Raelan commanded.

			I saw Faegan raise his hands and magic gather there, and then I saw darkness.

			When I came to, I was staring at the ceiling, with sunlight gently falling on my face. My head was cradled in someone’s lap. I sighed and closed my eyes again. “This feels familiar,” I remarked dryly.

			Lyse’s laughter danced across the air, like bells tinkling. “Twice in three days! You shouldn’t make it a habit. Besides, most people prefer consciousness to unconsciousness.”

			“We Ice Crowners do things our own way.” I grunted, opening my eyes.

			“So I’m learning,” Lyse said, smiling. “I need to make sure you’re okay. What day is it today?”

			“The third day of the week.”

			“What is two and two?”

			“Four.”

			“What is your teacher’s name?”

			“Raelan,” The name tried to stick dryly to my mouth. “Have the others left?”

			“I’m here!” said Cayleth’s chipper voice from some distance away.

			“Cayleth retrieved me from the infirmary,” Lyse explained. “Raelan disappeared, unsurprisingly. I’d guess that Baron Faegan has gone off with to be with his beloved hawks.”

			I groaned and rubbed my eyes. “Do you have room in the infirmary for a non-mage? Someone to sweep up, perhaps? Roll bandages? I’d be a great assistant.”

			“Stop that,” Lyse admonished. “Cayleth tells me that was your first attempt to shield. True, it didn’t work, but you’ll get better. No one is perfect the first time.”

			“Although,” Cayleth piped up, “that shield of yours wasn’t a shield at all, it turns out. When Faegan hit it with a small fireball, it evaporated like smoke. You went flying backward. You’re lucky Faegan can pull the heat from his fire or you’d be needing some new skin.”

			“Cayleth, why don’t you go tell Timo that I’ll come by a little later to grind some of the medicines? I can take Aeryn with me to the medical garden and teach her a little something since your class with Raelan appears to be done for the day. You can come collect her before combatives.”

			Lyse’s voice carried a slight edge to it, and I heard Cayleth leave with a quicker than normal step. I tilted my head back and stared into Lyse’s eyes. Like the first time I saw them, they were soft and warm and gentle. They drew me in and sent shivers of excitement down my spine.

			Lyse smiled down at me. “Hey there,” she said.

			“You’re sure you don’t need an assistant?” I asked, doing my best to put on a pleading expression.

			“I am the assistant, and you are going to be a war mage. Now come on.”

			Everything in my body protested against moving, although nothing hurt. I thought I wouldn’t mind spending forever lying there on the floor, so long as Lyse stayed there with me. Lyse had other plans, however. She moved my head out of her lap and stood up, straightening her purple tunic as she did so.

			“At least getting knocked unconscious hurt less this time,” I grumbled, getting to my feet, too.

			The medical garden was located behind the academic building, I suspected so that anyone on the second floor, where the administrators’ offices were located, would have a good view of it. When the flowers were in bloom, as they were now, it was quite lovely. The garden was large, with dozens upon dozens of different kinds of plants and flowers. Lyse directed me to a patch of small plants that looked like little yellow sacs topped by dark red flowers. She plucked one and held it out to show me.

			“This is yellow lady’s slipper,” she explained. “It can be used in tea for toothaches and headaches.” She pinched off a purple-pink flower with five petals immediately next to it. “And this is Robert’s geranium, which also can be used for toothache.”

			Lyse harvested several handfuls of the lady’s slipper, which she tucked into the brown leather satchel at her side. Moving along the row of flowers, she checked each new species for signs of disease or insect invasion, nodding when she found none. “Do you have many plants in the Ice Crown?” she asked.

			“No, not many. In the summer we have bunchberry and blueberries, wormwood and yarrow. We have lots of ferns, too, but I suppose not much else. It’s too cold for most things to grow. What does grow dies in the winter anyway. Our season for growth is short.”

			“But those are good! Yarrow can be used for fever, colds, and loss of appetite. Wormwood and bunchberry can be used for upset stomach and fever. Did your mother teach you any of that?”

			I frowned as I considered. “I don’t think so. Certainly nothing for fever. I doubt she knew.” I thought back to all the fevers I’d endured and wished she had. Would the fevers have been less terrible if I’d been given bunchberry or yarrow? A wave of sorrow washed over me at remembering my mother, and forced myself to think of something else lest I become lost in the memory.

			Holding up a white flower with a dozen petals and a big yellow center, Lyse said, “Most flowers can be used for fever and stomachache. Like this feverfew. But feverfew can also be used for insect bites.”

			She gathered a few bunches of the white flowers, which she put into her satchel. She said, “Tell me about your home.”

			The memories I’d just tried to suppress came boiling back up. But Lyse deserved an answer to her question, and I needed to learn to talk about my home without losing myself in the crippling sadness that came with remembering what I’d lost. I would have to learn to live with this truth: my family was gone, now and forever. I took a breath to steady myself. “It’s…was…a village called Thamir. It was the furthest village in the northwest of the kingdom, but…it’s not there anymore.”

			“Not there anymore?” Lyse repeated, confused. She stopped walking and looked at me, frowning, trying to understand.

			“It was destroyed by a Northman raid. I was brought here immediately after. I was the only survivor.”

			“Oh Aeryn, I’m so sorry,” Lyse said, taking my hand and squeezing it. “I didn’t know. I can’t imagine how it must feel.”

			The contact of her hand on mine created a minor spark of lightning and I jumped backward from it. Lyse looked surprised too, and rubbed the palm of her right hand with her left thumb. I worried for a minute that I’d lost control of my magic and shocked her with it, but then immediately dismissed the idea. My magic was no longer wild. I waited for Lyse to mention it, but instead, she ran her hand through her thick brown hair and said, “I can’t believe the Northmen crossed the border again! It’s been so long, and all the news we get here in King’s City is always about the southern front, not the north. We didn’t hear about a raid in the Ice Crown.”

			“I don’t remember any of it. The last memory that I have of my family is everyone alive and well.” I let out a short, bitter laugh. “I still think I’ll go home and see them sitting there at the table waiting for me, wondering where I’ve been. Our dog Wolf will come lick me and everything will be right again. I can’t…to me they’re not dead. I’ll think about my brother or my mother and all the sudden I remember that I’ll never see them again.”

			Lyse’s eyes were full of sympathy and sadness. “There’s nothing I can say that will take away that pain. But if it helps at all, at least you didn’t see them suffer. You’ll always remember them alive and happy. They’ll live on that way in your memory forever.”

			“I’d rather not talk about my family anymore,” I said abruptly, looking away.

			Talking about it was making me nauseated, as if I’d eaten too many blueberries that weren’t yet ripe. As much as I was trying, I still wasn’t ready yet to talk about it. I had lost too much, too fast, including parts of who I was. The happy child of the Ice Crown, the future trapper with a family who loved her, was gone. Aeryn the war mage was all that was left, and I didn’t know who she was going to be.

			Lyse didn’t object or press, just nodded her understanding. She knelt down and plucked a different white flower, which she held up to me as she had the others. She asked, “Do you know chamomile?”

			I shook my head.

			“This flower is for sleeplessness and anxiety. We brew chamomile tea often here at Windhall, mostly for the harried teachers. It has a lovely taste, if you’d like to try it.”

			“Do you have a flower that can help me create magical shields?” I asked wryly, trying to chase away the black clouds around me with humor.

			Lyse stuck her tongue out at me playfully. “You mages,” she said. “Always complaining about something.”

			“You like mages,” I teased. “You’re almost one yourself.”

			Lyse met my eyes for a second, then ducked her head. Catching sight of something, she exclaimed, “Aha! Ground ivy! It’s the last of what we’ll need today. It’s another treatment for coughs. What with winter coming fast, we want to store plenty of this in advance so that we’re ready. Last year a cough went around and we saw sick students for two months.”

			I frowned. “Why gather flowers and plants at all? Can’t Timo heal all of the sick students with his magic?”

			“He could, but why bother using his magic when a few flowers will work almost as well? Students should learn they can’t always run to a healer whenever they have a cough or a fever. If they’re in a city, they should go first to the apothecary and try to heal themselves. If there is neither healer nor apothecary at hand, they’ll have to learn to do what they can based on the plants they find around them. Healers are uncommon outside Ilirya’s big cities.”

			Lyse paused, then asked, “Do you want to come into the city with me on our free day?”

			I wanted nothing more. The more time I spent around her, the closer I felt to her. She was like a warm fire at the end of a long day in the cold. At the same time, the city scared me. I’d seen only a small part of it when Sir Idras and I had arrived, and that had been overwhelming enough. I couldn’t imagine walking through the mazes of streets, surrounded by hundreds of other people. I chewed on a fingernail nervously, torn between my desire to be close to Lyse and my fear of the big city.

			“Come with me,” Lyse pleaded, taking my hands in hers. “I’ll protect you, oh brave war mage. I want you to see the city. Besides, we’re going to help people. You can be my assistant.”

			She put her arm around my shoulders and in that moment I would have braved any danger for her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			“What if the seeds of Dark Magic weren’t all destroyed? Yes, I suppose that would be very bad. Very bad indeed.”

			—Father Merek

			“War mages were supposed to make wars shorter. Instead, they made them more awful.”

			— Unknown War Mage

			Gamiel had said that war mages were Ilirya’s safeguard; the bulwark between the preservation of our way of life and the ruin of our kingdom at the hands of the Southerners. Raelan was no less dramatic in describing us. To him, we were the hallowed guardians of Ilirya, whose affinity made us singularly responsible for the kingdom’s protection. I supposed both were right—after all, they should know—but I could in no way see myself as a soldier. Certainly not one who bore the weight of the kingdom on her shoulders. What did I know about war? True, I knew about killing animals, but killing other humans was another matter entirely, my simmering fury at the Northmen who had murdered my family aside. My people were gentle hunters, not hardened warriors. As a result, I found myself unconsciously treating everything as a game, ignoring that the deadly skills we were learning from Raelan, Trick, Maerys and Derrin were meant to be used in real combat and not just controlled sparring. In that way, I could ignore for now that one day it would be Lyse’s job to save lives, mine to take them.

			My first week at Windhall passed quickly. With no new information to feed it, the gossip surrounding the death of the King’s Shadow died out. Raelan somehow found it within himself to treat his students more gently for a time, and although I made all but no progress on building a magic shield that would hold against even the meekest assault, at least I had my first real goal to work toward since I gained control of my magic months ago in Thamir. I quickly developed a daily rhythm: waking up, attending classes, studying, and then sleeping. It allowed me to focus on all the new things I was learning without having to think about my family. If the door was closed forever on Thamir, then my future would have to be at Windhall, and there were enough new things to learn to keep me distracted.

			I woke early on the day of my trip with Lyse into the city, donned my short red tunic, and waited for Lyse to come. Although I was still nervous about going into the city, I told myself that it would be an adventure. Who knows what we might see there? When I heard a firm rap on my door, I sprang to my feet and opened it, smiling through my apprehension.

			“Ready?” Lyse asked. She wore a soft brown jerkin that matched the color of her eyes. Under it was a puffy white shirt ruched at the neckline. Her long dark hair was in two braids that came together in a bun at the back of her head. There was never a time Lyse didn’t look beautiful. I took a deep breath and nodded. With her to guide us, I could do this.

			“It’s not the shortest walk into the city,” Lyse explained as we set off, “but at least it’s a lovely view. There are a dozen or more apple orchards on the road to the western gate. The apples are finishing their season now. Some of the leaves have already turned orange and red and are preparing to fall.”

			“There are so many farms in the kingdom!” I marveled. “It’s impossible to farm in the Ice Crown because the ground is frozen for so much of the year.”

			“Where I come from in the south, Rath, the farming is mostly dates,” Lyse said. “Where there are rivers, some rice is grown as well, but we’re not really farmers either.”

			“Are your people hunters like mine?” I doubted it. I couldn’t picture Lyse as a hunter. She was too gentle, too kind hearted.

			“Oh no, mostly traders and artisans.” She smiled. “No, you Salyar are unique, Aeryn.”

			“Do you like it better there? Will you return home after you leave Windhall?”

			Lyse shook her head, looking out into the fields around us. “I love my family, but my place is here in King’s City. Today we’re going to go help the poor, those who can’t help themselves. It makes me happy to know that I can do things to make others’ lives better. If I were home, there would be no such opportunity. Rath doesn’t need me; not in the same way. Besides, Timo is here.”

			I had forgotten about Timo, who I hadn’t seen since my first day at Windhall. I asked, “What if you hadn’t been bonded to Timo? What if you’d been bonded to another type of mage, like a war mage?”

			Lyse shuddered. “I’m glad I’m not. Being able to heal feels so wonderful! I would never want to give that up. A weather mage might have been alright, I suppose. At least we could have brought rain to the people who need it. But war magic…no, that would have been terrible. What an awful—”

			Lyse saw my face and quickly tried to backpedal. “Oh! I don’t mean to say…we need war mages, Aeryn. War mages are a key part of our army. I’m glad you will be there to keep us safe. It’s just not a magic to which I’d be well-suited.”

			Her words stung. It wasn’t my fault my affinity was pyromancy, and that pyromancy was a war magic. I hadn’t asked to be a war mage. I stared at the ground, feeling gutted, but then Lyse threaded her fingers through mine and the small thrill of happiness the action created acted as a temporary distraction. “You’ll be a great war mage and you’ll do great things,” Lyse said.

			I smiled despite myself.

			We walked for half an hour before we reached the western gate into King’s City. The road was the same one that Sir Idras and I had taken a mere week before. I couldn’t believe it had been so recently. It felt like a lifetime had passed since then.

			Lyse explained, “King’s City is divided into quarters, each of which is like its own small city, full of smithies, bakeries, breweries, carpentry shops, markets, taverns, and inns. The King and his nobles live in the northeast quarter. The rich merchants live in the southeast quarter, which is also where Windhall’s city office is located. Most artisans and poorer merchants live in the southwest quarter, while the remainder—servants, laborers, former soldiers and the like—live in the northwest quarter, which is where we’ll be headed.”

			“Have you heard of Boar’s Tusk Tavern?” I asked, thinking of Sir Idras.

			“Yes, although I’ve never been to it. It’s in the southwest quarter, right next to the northwest quarter. It has a reputation for rowdiness, but it’s a favorite of some knights. Or maybe the knights make it rowdy, I don’t know.”

			“Are there many knights in the city?”

			“No. Only fifty at most now, I would guess, and the majority of them are busy training squires. I can’t think of a time when the city has been so empty. The rest are fighting on the southern border, with a few traveling throughout the kingdom to keep order.”

			As we walked north into the city from the gate, the houses and buildings that lined the street began to look smaller and shabbier. The white plaster covering their brick walls was often crumbling and discolored. Some houses had broken windows, while others had no windows at all but only curtains made of thin fabric. The cobblestones, too, were broken and in many places missing.

			“Are we going far?” I asked, trying not to sound anxious as we went deeper into the city.

			“No,” Lyse replied, removing a piece of parchment from her leather satchel, unfolding it, and then examining it. “An apothecary in this quarter sent me a list of a few families to visit. The inhabitants of the northwest quarter can almost never afford healers, so when there’s a very serious illness or injury, she passes the names and locations to me and Timo to take care of, although Timo is almost always too busy to come. If a case is too severe for me to treat on my own, I’ll tell Timo and he’ll stop by when he can. Although magic is normally forbidden in the city, Timo has permission to heal.”

			I looked at Lyse uncertainly. “Oh…”

			She frowned. “What is it?”

			“Will we get sick?”

			“No, nothing today is contagious. But being a healer means being willing to face the risk of contagion. Do you know that when plague strikes cities without mage healers, often most of the non-mage healers die? They help the sick knowing that they, too may die.”

			“That’s very noble,” I said.

			Lyse shrugged. “Healing is a calling. I would happily die to save others. Not everyone feels that way.”

			Her words were a bitter reminder that our two roles in life were opposites.

			“What happens if a mage uses their magic without permission?” I asked.

			“The magic will set off wards laid on the city and within minutes they’ll have the Lady Marshal herself and her city guard breathing down their neck, swords drawn. They need to make sure the mage isn’t a threat to the King. Then the mage will be banned for life from the city. It’s happened to more than a few careless Windhall students, much to the administration’s chagrin. Hot pie?”

			The sudden change in topic threw me. I blinked at her. “What?”

			She had stopped in front of an open-faced shop, and on the counter before her were dozens of small round pastries. Lyse said, “I don’t know if you’ve eaten yet today. I know I haven’t. Would you like a hot pie? It’s minced meat.”

			“I’ve never had one.”

			“Well then, two please,” Lyse said to the woman in the shop, handing her two coins. “You are about to experience a true miracle, Aeryn.”

			Lyse selected two of the pastries from the counter and handed one to me. It was warm, but not hot enough to burn my fingers. I sniffed it curiously. It smelled good. I took a bite. The pastry was gloriously delicious, with a flakey crust and a spiced, flavorful filling. Lyse hummed happily into her pie, a small drip of the juice running down her chin. I tried to indicate to her the juice, but she didn’t understand, so I gently wiped it off for her, feeling unaccountably nervous about touching her in so intimate a way. Lyse didn’t react, however.

			She said, “Timo is constantly warning me that I’ll be sick after eating food in the northwest quarter because the meat is often spoiled, but I’ve come here for years. Ada’s cookshop has never let me down.”

			She looked up at me from beneath her long eyelashes and a smile danced across her lips. Winking, she said, “It will be our secret.”

			My breath caught for a minute and my stomach became light, but Lyse was already wiping her hands on her breeches and pulling out the list of names again. She conferred for a moment with the woman behind the counter, perhaps Ada herself, who pointed back in the direction from which we’d come. Lyse waved for me to follow. “This way. It’s close.”

			Our first patient lived in what Lyse called a boarding house: a large building comprised of multiple rooms in which several families lived separately. Lyse found the desired door and knocked. We heard a crash and two sets of feet running, and a moment later the door opened, revealing two almost identical young boys who must have been no more than five years old. They were wearing only long shirts that went past their knees and their faces were flushed as they stared up at us with open-mouthed curiosity.

			Lyse, unaffected by the boys’ lack of pants, crouched to address them. “Is someone sick here?”

			“Oh, that’ll be Colen,” one of the boys said, his blonde hair falling into his eyes.

			His twin echoed, “Yep, that’ll be him.”

			“May we have a look?” Lyse asked. Her voice was gentle and calming. “I’m a healer.”

			The two boys looked at each other for a moment, then without having spoken aloud to each other shrugged in unison. The first boy opened the door wider so that we could enter while the second boy scampered away from us to watch from a distance.

			“Is your mother or father at home?” Lyse queried, stepping through the doorway.

			“Da’s at work,” the first boy said.

			“Hain’t got a Ma,” the second added.

			“I see. Is that Colen there on the bed?”

			Lyse gestured at an older boy of approximately twelve and the first boy nodded in response to Lyse’s question. He was sitting on a thin straw mattress that lay on the floor, his legs positioned in front of him and his back against the wall. He was watching the young boys with a face turned ashen by pain. It was evident he was the boys’ brother: all three had blond hair so light it was almost white and large, pale blue eyes.

			Going to him, Lyse said, “Hello Colen, I’m Lyse. I’m a healer. I’ve come to help you. What’s the matter?”

			“Broke my right leg three days ago,” Colen said through gritted teeth. Small beads of perspiration dotted his forehead. I knew he must be in significant pain.

			“How?”

			“Horse pulling a cart kicked me.”

			“Did you walk on it?”

			“Had to. No other way home, was there?”

			Lyse winced, obviously thinking about how badly it must have hurt him to walk on the broken leg. I couldn’t imagine how he had done it. I wasn’t sure I’d even have been able to crawl on my hands and knees after such a painful injury.

			Lyse said to him, “You were very brave to do that, Colen. Now I’m going to feel your leg to see how bad the break is. We don’t want it to heal wrong. I’m sorry; it’s going to hurt. But I promise it will feel better soon, okay?”

			Colen’s eyes were full of pain, but he nodded bravely. The muscles in his jaw bulged as he clamped his teeth together in anticipation. Lyse ran her hands along his shin as carefully as she could, but he still groaned loudly, thrashing his head backward into the wall as she touched the break. Lyse frowned and I knew there was a problem.

			“It’s a compound fracture, with both bones broken mid-shin. It’s a wonder you even made it home. It must have felt like walking on knives.”

			She stood up and drew me away from Colen. His young brothers were wrestling with each other in another corner of the room, what little interest they originally had in us entirely evaporated. Lyse dropped her voice so that Colen couldn’t hear. “It’s a bad break. The place where the horse struck feels like sponge when I should be feeling solid bone. Gangrene will set in within the next few days and I don’t know when Timo will next have time to come to this part of the city. If I don’t try to fix the boy’s leg myself, he’ll lose it from the knee down…or worse. I have to try.”

			“What do you mean, try to fix it yourself?”

			“Since Timo is allowed to work magic in the city, the warding spells aren’t activated by his magic. If I heal this boy, it’s Timo’s magic that I’d be using, so it shouldn’t set the spells off. I think I can pull enough magic to heal him.”

			“But what if it does set off the wards and you’re banned from the city for life? That seems like a big risk, Lyse. You won’t be able to help anyone else.”

			Lyse’s mouth turned down at the corners, a mixture of determination and unhappiness. “Well, if it sets off the wards, perhaps Timo can convince the Lady Marshal to show lenience since I was healing in his name. I only hope I can do what needs to be done. I’ve never tried to borrow this much magic from Timo before. I’ll have to draw out the gangrene, knit the bones back together, and then smooth the muscle over them.”

			“Anything you can do will help,” I reminded her, although I still felt uneasy about the risk she was taking.

			She nodded, then returned to Colen’s side. Looking him in the eye, she told him seriously, “I’m going to do everything I can to heal you, Colen, but no matter what, you can’t tell anyone about what I’m about to do, okay?”

			Colen nodded, hurt but just as determined as Lyse. Lyse put her hands over the location of the break in his leg and took a deep breath. Closing her eyes, she called Timo’s white magic to her hands. I could tell it wasn’t easy magic for her, however. Sweat began to gather on her brow and I knew what would have been an easy healing for Timo was laborious and much more uncertain for her.

			While I watched her work, fascinated by the healing magic, I couldn’t help but keep an ear cocked toward the door, waiting for the Lady Marshal and the city guard to burst through. I tried to ignore the image of the two of us being marched out of the city by spear point, our hands tied behind our backs like criminals that swam before my eyes. Silently, I urged Lyse to hurry. Luckily for us, the Lady Marshal never came, and after several minutes, Lyse fell back exhausted from Colen.

			“I was able to fix the worst of it,” she said in a weak voice, pushing a stray hair that had fallen from a braid back behind her ear. “The gangrene is gone, but the bones aren’t totally stitched together. You will probably always limp. I’m sorry. I wish I was a mage healer; then I could have healed it entirely.”

			“But it’s fixed?” Colen asked.

			Lyse nodded. Colen moved his leg tentatively, then looked excited when he realized that it didn’t hurt anymore. “Feels better already!”

			Lyse smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t get too excited. You still have healing to do. When your father returns tonight, he’ll need to get you a crutch. He can make one himself, if necessary: a long piece of wood to put under your arm that will help take the weight off your broken leg. It will take a month for your leg to be healed enough for you to put your full weight on it. If you try walking on it now, it will get worse again. Do you understand?”

			“Yes, Miss. Thank you! Thank you! You’re a real gift.”

			We left the three boys in the small room in order to go to our next patient. Lyse was obviously exhausted from channeling Timo’s magic, but also elated. “Aeryn, I did it! I almost healed him! I took more magic from Timo than I ever have before and it worked!”

			“You did a good thing,” I told her. I shook my head in awe. “You care so much about these people. About everyone. It’s really impressive. I can see why you’re such a good healer.”

			Lyse smiled at me in thanks, her eyes still glowing with happiness and pride. Then she took the patient list from her satchel again. Her eyes became sad. “I know our next patient. I’ve been seeing her for a year. She’s dying.”

			“Dying?”

			“She has tumors. She was too far along for Timo to save by the time we met her, so now we help ease the pain for her. It’s the best we can do.”

			Lyse led me what felt like halfway across the kingdom to the northeast of the quarter. There, the houses were spaced more widely apart. Some even had small vegetable gardens. Lyse knocked on the door of a house that had been painted a cheerful, light yellow and waited patiently. A moment later, a woman in her forties opened the door. Her hair, which was turning gray, was half out of its bun, and the white apron tied around her waist was stained with brown splotches. A streak of white flour ran down her cheek. Altogether, she looked more than a little disorganized.

			“Lyse!” she exclaimed. “I didn’t expect to see you so soon.”

			“Fala,” Lyse said warmly, stepping forward and hugging her. “I got word that Sayle is doing poorly this week and I wanted to stop by.”

			Fala nodded, her face sad. She said in a low voice, “There are more bad days than good now, I’m afraid. Sayle tries to put on a brave face, but I can see that it hurts her.”

			“I understand. Will you take me to her? This is my friend, Aeryn. She’s accompanying me today.”

			Fala opened the door to allow us to enter the small house, which had two rooms: the main living area and a small kitchen. A woman who looked to be in her fifties, though she had only a few white hairs in her otherwise perfectly black hair, lay on the house’s bed. She turned her head slowly to look at us as we stepped into the living room.

			“Lyse,” she rasped. “Every time you come I think it’s the God of Death come to take me home.”

			Fala clucked and sat next to Sayle on the bed, taking care not to disturb her. Fala brushed Sayle’s her black hair back from her forehead and took her left hand—dark as the soil of the earth—in hers. Sayle gasped softly as her body shuddered with pain. Fala winced and kept stroking her hair. Lyse’s healer-eyes analyzed Sayle’s condition: the withered hand, the hollow cheeks, the matted hair. She was doing poorly.

			“Tell me how the pain has been,” Lyse said.

			“Once I fell from a horse and was dragged for a mile before my foot broke free from the stirrup. Took two healers to put all my pieces together again inside. Feels like that, only this time there are no healers that can fix me,” Sayle replied, trying to chuckle but instead coughing.

			“Have you been eating?”

			“She has not!” Fala replied indignantly, “And I even made her favorite meals.”

			“It’s alright, love,” Sayle said, sandwiching Fala’s hand between her two. “The smell of it is enough for me.”

			“And sleep?” Lyse asked.

			“You know I haven’t slept more than a few minutes at a time for the last year,” Sayle snorted. “It’s a wonder this one hasn’t run off to find someone better looking than this old scarecrow. You might not know it now, but I used to be considered some kind of beauty.”

			Sayle looked up at Fala, and the look of adoration that passed between them made it clear that the idea of parting had never crossed the mind of either of them. But when Sayle looked back at Lyse, she didn’t see the tears that formed in Fala’s eyes and fell like silent rain down her cheeks. That was a sight for mine and Lyse’s eyes alone.

			“For ten years I was in the King’s Army,” Sayle said, looking at me. “Back when I wasn’t much older than you are now, that is. For ten long years, I fought on the southern front. I’ve seen more men and women die than a midwife will ever see babies born. I don’t fear death. It was always the living death I feared: slowly moldering in my own skin. Forgetting my own name and soiling my breeches like a babe. I’m glad I’ll go still knowing who I am, and that’s a fact.”

			“But what about me?” Fala cried. “You’ll leave me behind! If you go, I won’t last a month without you.”

			“My sun, my stars, my moon,” Sayle said in a pained voice, looking at her. “I would fight the God of Death himself to stay with you, but we both know no one can defeat that god. Some fights are unwinnable, after all. We’ve had a good run though, haven’t we, my darling?”

			I worried I was about to start crying, too, so I stared into the fire, which was next to the bed. It was stoked high, probably to keep Sayle warm.

			“Fala, would you do me a favor, please?” Lyse asked, cutting in smoothly. “I would like to speak to Sayle alone. Would you give us a few minutes?”

			Fala nodded, sniffing. She wiped her nose on her sleeve, kissed Sayle on the forehead, then departed out the front door, leaving us alone with her dying partner. Lyse sat down lightly on the bed near Sayle’s knees and laid her hand on Sayle’s leg. Now that Fala was gone, Sayle seemed smaller than before, a shrunken version of the powerful woman she must have once been.

			“Take care of her when I’m gone,” Sayle said, her dark green-brown eyes on Lyse. It was a command, not a request.

			“You know, some swans die when their mates do,” Lyse said. “It’s possible to die of a broken heart. I don’t know how Fala will do without you.”

			Sayle turned her face to the wall and said roughly, “Then don’t let that happen. No use both of us dying. It’s a waste. Did you bring it?”

			Lyse opened her satchel and removed a small black square, which she handed reluctantly to Sayle.

			“If Fala asks, it’s for the pain.”

			“She’ll never know I have it,” Sayle said, tucking the square into a slit she’d made in her pillow. “Now before you go, Lyse, I want to tell you about a boy who’s gone missing in the neighborhood. Fala and I have known him since the day he was born. He’s a good boy, and his family is worried about him. We reported him missing to the city guard, but you know those potato heads. If it’s not a noble, they don’t care. Timo will have the ear of important people in the palace. Could he put in a word about the matter? This boy’s poor mother is about to worry herself to the grave sooner than I’ll be there. She’s been over a few times this week alone asking Fala if she’s seen or heard anything and I swear it will break my heart yet.”

			“What is his name?”

			“Tomass. He’s been missing for a month now. On my life, he didn’t run off, but I don’t know who’d take a child of ten. It’s a real mystery.”

			“I’ll mention it to Timo. There’s always hope.”

			“You’d best get off now before Fala gets back or she won’t let you go until she’s fed you twice over,” Sayle warned, looking past Lyse toward the door.

			“I know,” Lyse replied, squeezing Sayle’s hand gently.

			She took a small cloth sack the size of a closed fist from her satchel and placed it beside Sayle on the bed. “You know the dosage. Any more and Fala will complain to me that you don’t know who you are, much less who she is.”

			“I would never forget Fala! Not if I forgot everything else in the world. She means the world and more to me. She’s all I have.”

			“Take care, Sayle,” Lyse said fondly. “I’ll be back to see you soon. I’ll find out whatever I can about Tomass and let you know. I’m sure there’s some explanation.”

			Back outside and on the way to our next patient, I asked, “What did you give her?”

			“Something for the pain. She doesn’t sleep much, but it buys her a little sleep here and there.”

			“No, not that; the other packet, the one she hid.”

			Lyse looked at me sharply. Her shoulders rose defensively. “Don’t tell anyone about that packet!”

			“What? What is it?” I stepped back, startled at her tone.

			Lyse bit her lip. “The healer’s creed is to always help, never harm patients, but what is more harmful: allowing someone to suffer terrible pain until it eventually consumes them entirely, or allowing them to stop the pain themselves when it becomes too much to bear? Both end in death, it’s just a question of how much it will hurt before then.” Her eyes looked at me entreatingly. “I don’t think it’s fair to make someone suffer, not when I have a way to end it. I gave her belladonna. When the time comes and she believes she can take the pain no more, she can make the choice to stop it. It’s a mercy.”

			Lyse needn’t have worried. “In the Ice Crown, no one would judge Sayle for choosing the manner of her own death. After all, even dogs know when it is time to crawl into the forest to die. Some of our hunters, too, lost in the Ice Crown’s terrible snowstorms, have chosen not to freeze to death. There are much worse things than death.”

			I remembered the other thing that Sayle had said. I asked, “Will you tell Timo about the missing boy, Tomass?”

			Lyse sighed. “I will, but this isn’t the first time a patient has told me about a missing person. In fact, it’s the fifth I’ve heard this year so far. All over the city, people go missing every day. Some run away, some are escaping creditors or angry spouses, and some, like Tomass, seem to evaporate into thin air.”

			“Have you ever marked the disappearances on a map?”

			“No, why?”

			“Because what if there’s a pattern? What if the disappearances are related?”

			“That’s silly,” Lyse said. “Who would be abducting people and why?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			“The poor in King’s City go missing all the time. If we were to investigate every time a boy got lost, we’d never have time to do real work.”

			—Bogdan Hookhand, Captain of the city guard’s northwest quarter

			“We do what must be done. That is all. There can be no question of morality, only necessity.”

			— Ivar, Lord Chancellor

			When I was ten, a boy went missing in Thamir. Lian was only four, and he had wandered away from the house while his mother was sewing him a new coat for the winter. The entire village turned out to search for him. We formed long lines and moved carefully through the forest around Thamir, searching under every log and bush and calling his name. Being a young child with short, stubby legs, he didn’t get very far, and we found him within an hour. Had it been necessary, however, we would have spent days searching for him. We wouldn’t have given up until he was found, alive or dead. Every life is precious, every life matters.

			Over the next few weeks, I kept thinking about Tomass. Perhaps I discerned in Tomass a reflection of my own self: someone who was lost, separated from their family and needing to find a way home. If I could help find Tomass, I could reunite a family broken apart. Mine would never be whole again, but his could be. My lunch companions—I believed now, after the weeks that had passed, I could call them friends—however, had a different opinion about the missing boy.

			“Life in the city is different from life where you’re from,” Kaylara explained patiently at lunch after I’d brought it up for the fourth time in a week. “People go missing; it happens all the time.”

			“But surely it can’t be that hard to search for them!” My voice was high, strained by frustration. I looked around me for support and found none. “Tomass was only ten. He couldn’t have vanished without a trace. What if he was your brother? Or your neighbor? Or your son? Wouldn’t you do everything you could to find him?”

			“Aeryn, it’s not that no one cares. Of course we all hope he’s found. But sometimes bad things happen and we never find out why. That’s just how it is.”

			“Big cities are the perfect place for all types of crime,” Timo added. “It’s sad but inevitable. The city guard can’t stop it all. They do their best, but some things fall between the cracks.”

			“Do nobles ever go missing? Or the rich merchants?” I demanded, crossing my arms. “How about members of the King’s family? If they did, would anyone hesitate for a second to search for them? Would anyone talk about how dangerous the city was and how ‘that’s just how it is’? Why do we accept the disappearance of the poor so readily?”

			My friends were silent. Kaylara picked at the food on her plate with her knife, not meeting my eyes.

			“Lyse said that all five missing people about whom she’s been told were from the northwest quarter. Maybe these disappearances happened there exactly because the city guard doesn’t investigate them and doesn’t care,” I continued.

			“Or it may be that people leave the northwest quarter because life there is difficult,” Timo argued. “Perhaps some of these ‘disappearances’ are nothing but departures from the city in search of a different life outside the city. Have you considered that?”

			“You don’t believe that!” I cried, aghast. “These people had families who loved them or they wouldn’t have asked you and Lyse for help! These aren’t the type of people who one day decided to leave without giving word. And certainly not a boy of ten!”

			“If you’re right,” Kaylara said, her face serious, “are you suggesting that they’ve been kidnapped? By whom, Aeryn? And why?”

			“That’s the point! The city guard should be investigating who is kidnapping citizens from the northwest quarter! How would we know?”

			My friends shifted uncomfortably in their seats, and a look passed between Kaylara and Timo. I ground my teeth together in frustration. It was clear they thought I was being irrational and emotional, and they weren’t being subtle about these thoughts, either. Did they think I was a country bumpkin who couldn’t possibly understand city life since I’d lived all my life in the Ice Crown?

			Lyse’s hand came to rest on my thigh under the table and for several heartbeats, I couldn’t breathe. Wild tingling ran up and down my arms. I slowly turned my head to look at her, and her soft, gentle eyes looked sympathetically into mine. “We can talk to the city guard,” she said. “I’m sure someone there can tell us something about the disappearances. People do care, Aeryn. I promise.”

			I promise. The way she said the words made my heart race. I wondered if Lyse could tell; if she could see the way I was breathing too quickly and my hands trembling. Unexpectedly, I thought of the painting in her room of a field of yellow flowers all turning to face the sun. I was like one of those flowers now, and Lyse my sun. My entire being stretched itself toward her, craving her warmth. I knew I shouldn’t want it. Lyse was bonded to Timo and would marry him soon. And yet, that didn’t change how I felt whenever I was around her: a feeling of being inexorably drawn to her, as though we were the only two people in the world.

			Although we had just met, there was something different about our friendship, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that Lyse, too, knew it. Her eyes held mine for a second too long when she looked at me, and her hands, as they did now, seemed to always find some part of me to touch. When she saw me, she inevitably lit up like the sun coming out from behind the clouds. But did she realize it? Did she feel the same draw to me that I had to her? Did she think of me at night, when she was falling asleep, or in idle moments while rolling bandages or grinding herbs? Did she feel the same thrill I did when we touched? If so, what did she think about it? When we were alone in my room, lying on my bed and staring at my constellation of stars on the ceiling, I could convince myself that there was something more to our friendship than what was on the surface, but it was hard to know what was real and what was my imagination.

			“I’ll walk you to class, Aeryn,” Lyse said, moving her hand and standing.

			She squeezed Timo’s shoulder affectionately. He smiled up at her, and I smothered my jealousy at their relationship. I had no right to feel jealous. They were a bonded pair who had been together for years. I was a newcomer; an outsider. I nodded to Kaylara and Pavo, and together Lyse and I walked out of the dining hall. The sun was shining fiercely in the bright blue sky, and I had to shade my eyes for a moment as my eyes adjusted. It still amazed me how dazzlingly green Windhall was, so different from the shaded forests of Thamir.

			“We can go into the city this week, Aeryn,” Lyse said. “We can talk to the city guard if it’s so important to you. You can see what is being done.”

			“How many people do you think have disappeared over the years, Lyse?”

			Lyse took a few seconds to respond, clearly choosing her words before speaking. “I think you’re very good to be worried about King’s City’s missing, but I hardly think there’s a nefarious plot behind it. Kaylara is right. These things happen in cities. You were raised far from cities so you don’t know, but those of us who have spent time in them know it’s not unusual. It’s not right, but it’s not uncommon.”

			“It’s only that way because people have let it become that way! You were the one who told me that the Dark mages used to abduct people! Doesn’t it worry you at all that this could be connected? What if these disappearances are unusual?”

			Lyse stopped dead in her tracks and looked at me as though I’d sprouted three heads and a pair of wings. Perhaps that would have been more comprehensible to her than what I was saying now. “Aeryn!” she hissed, looking around to make sure no one had overheard. “If I’d known you would start suspecting Dark mages behind every bush, I wouldn’t have told you about it at all! What a ridiculous idea, Dark mages in the city.”

			“So you haven’t thought about that possibility? Not even once? You don’t look at Raelan and suspect he never truly gave up Dark Magic?”

			Lyse’s face twitched and a shadow of doubt passed across it. “I have thought that,” she admitted unwillingly, her mouth quirked into a frown.

			“You told me that Dark Magic was a well-kept secret. Would regular members of the city guard know to question whether the kidnappings could be related to Dark Magic?”

			“No,” Lyse replied, “probably not, although the Lady Marshal would know about the history of Dark Magic.” She paused, then asked in a softer voice, “Do you really believe that there is a Dark mage in the city abducting people? There can’t be! The city wards would catch any unsanctioned magic, Dark or not.”

			“The mage or mages could be smuggling their victims out of the city to avoid triggering the wards.” I sighed, looking at my hands. “But no, I don’t believe anything for sure. All I know is that it’s not right to shrug off the disappearance of a child. In Thamir, no stone would be unturned. And if five people in one year, people with families that love them, go missing, that doesn’t seem like coincidence to me. And those are only the ones you know. Perhaps there are many more.”

			“We must seem harsh and unfeeling to you,” Lyse said, sounding apologetic. Her eyes were deep pools of brown as they looked into mine.

			“No, I would never think that of you.”

			Without my being conscious of it, somehow we had moved so that now we were standing almost nose to nose. We were so close that everything in my body tingled slightly, as though my magic was rising to meet her. I would never have stood so close to Cayleth or Kaylara.

			Lyse blew out of puff of air and looked away. “Things have certainly been more of an adventure ever since you arrived at Windhall.” When she looked back, she was smiling wryly.

			“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

			She cocked her head and her smile was happy. “It’s a good thing.”

			In that moment, the pull between us was so strong that it was impossible Lyse couldn’t feel it. She had to feel it. It almost crackled, like invisible magic. If I didn’t fight it, I would crash into her like a wave against a boulder. And I didn’t know what would happen after that. Lyse, showing no awareness of our unusual proximity, however, said, “Now get that shield of yours working. I don’t want to be treating you for burns again.”

			She was referencing the week before, when Faegan had easily collapsed my pitiful effort at a magical shield. When he proved unable to retract the heat from his fireball in time, I’d been singed a bit on the arm I’d thrown over my face in defense. The hair was still gone, but the skin had healed perfectly, with no lingering trace of the burn. Lyse took my arm and felt it, checking the skin. She already knew was like new again, having assured herself of that days before. Now the feeling of her hand on my bare skin felt unbearably intimate.

			Rolling her eyes, she declared, “Gods help me, I might as well sit in your class if you insist on always getting hurt. I don’t know if Windhall has another student so prone to getting herself into trouble.”

			“I’m not a very good war mage, am I?” I said, half joking.

			“Cayleth tells me your fireballs are half again as powerful as Faegan’s and that you never miss in archery practice with Maerys. Bad luck for you, you’re a war mage through and through.”

			“So there’s no hope for a position as assistant’s assistant in the infirmary?” A sly smile crept across my face.

			Lyse narrowed her eyes at me. “Are you…flirting with me?”

			My eyes widened in surprise. Was I? It had been so natural I hadn’t even realized I was doing it, but now that she’d said it, it was like she’d opened a door, and I had to find out what was on the other side. I asked, “Would you like it if I flirted with you?”

			Lyse looked startled. Whatever she’d expected, it hadn’t been my response. She took an unconscious step backward and blinked a few times, her face subtly flushing. Frowning and shaking her head, she said, “I… I’m with Timo. Everyone knows that.”

			“Just because you’re magically bonded to Timo doesn’t mean—”

			Lyse cut me off immediately. “I love Timo. He’s a good man. He’s kind.”

			Lyse rubbed her hands together, then tossed her hair back behind her shoulders nervously. Putting on a brittle, unnerved smile, she said, “I think you’ll do fine in class today. Are you getting better at mental shielding?”

			I didn’t miss that she hadn’t said no to my question. Whatever she felt, whether she admitted it to herself or not, it was more than just nothing or else she would have shaken off my response with a laugh. I didn’t want to push her, however, so I said lightly, “We’ll see. Raelan has been pushing us hard lately on our shields.”

			I shivered, thinking about it. There wasn’t enough water in the world to get clean after Raelan tested our mental shields. Cayleth had learned to keep him out entirely, but Raelan still somehow seemed to find chinks in the walls that Faegan and I built.

			Lyse nodded. “Good luck,” she said, her eyes still full of swirling emotion. She turned back, leaving me to finish the walk to the training room alone. I would have to think more about what had just happened, but it would have to be later. For now, I needed to focus on class.

			Cayleth, as always, was already in the training room, and surprisingly, Faegan was as well. I stepped into the room and bled out some of my magic into the walls, which pulsed blue for a moment before the color subsided.

			Cayleth looked up at me from where she was sitting, a smile on her round face. “Ready?”

			“No,” I grumbled, rubbing my eyebrows. It was hard to imagine ever being ready to fight a warg.

			“I’m going to try sticking barbs on my wall,” Cayleth said optimistically. “See if Raelan will impale himself on them. That would be a nasty surprise for him.”

			I shook my head. It still amazed me that the act of thinking about creating a wall could be enough to create a real wall, and thinking about putting defenses on that wall might actually hurt or at least delay a warg. If anyone could do it, however, it was Cayleth, whose affinity was creating things from nothing. I imagined her mental wall bristling with spikes, and the image gave me hope. Each week, I was getting better at mental shields, if not magic shields. One day, I hoped, I’d be able to keep Raelan out. The sooner, the better.

			The door flew open behind me and Raelan stalked in. I still felt cold dread every time his too-thin white face and his inhuman black eyes turned toward me. He looked like Death, come to personally reap the souls of the living. Raelan’s eyes flickered over his three students, then he snapped his fingers at Cayleth.

			“You,” he rasped.

			Cayleth stepped boldly forward, her chin raised. Raelan’s eyes narrowed as he attempted to warg her. Cayleth stared back at him, steely determination in her dark eyes. She never flinched, although I knew what she was feeling as Raelan poked around in her mind. Minutes passed and the two remained locked in their invisible standoff, neither face betraying the slightest flicker. In the battle of wills, my money was on Cayleth.

			“Good, good,” Raelan murmured at last. “Good improvisation. A hasty warg might prick himself on those stakes if he hurtles forward too hastily. Enough. Faegan, come.”

			Faegan, his face slightly paler than usual, stepped forward, replacing Cayleth in front of Raelan. I could see a light sheen of sweat on his face. He had a look of stubborn determination on his face, but I could see the faintest shadow of fear and doubt in his eyes, and Raelan could, too. Raelan narrowed his eyes, and Faegan’s breathing quickly changed. His breath became ragged, and his nostrils flared. He was clearly trying to fight, but I guessed he was losing based on the growing look of dread and desperation on his face.

			Minutes later, sweat now pouring off his face, Faegan went still as water in a lake. He let out a sigh as his body stopped struggling. Then he slowly turned his now expressionless face to look at me and Cayleth, and I knew it was Raelan looking out at us from Faegan’s eyes. Raelan had turned Faegan into his life-sized puppet, because Faegan, never strong enough to stop him, couldn’t keep him out.

			Faegan blinked as Raelan withdrew, leaving Faegan’s body to himself once more. Now free of Raelan’s presence, Faegan started to tremble violently, and although he was cold and aloof, I had sympathy for him because I knew exactly how he felt. Moreover, if I failed again today, I would be equally badly shaken. A wave of nausea washed over me. Of everything at Windhall, fighting Raelan was my least favorite activity.

			Raelan nodded at me, silently ordering me to take Faegan’s place. I walked forward on wooden legs as Faegan staggered away. Before Raelan could act, I imagined an impenetrable wall sealing me off from him. It was a wall made of ice so thick nothing could pass through it, not even light. It was everything I could draw from the Ice Crown, the place of my birth, the home of my ancestors. I hoped it would be enough.

			I could feel Raelan begin slithering around on the other side of the wall like a snake, poking at it the way I imagined a snake’s tail might seek out crevices. My breathing sped up involuntarily, and I willed myself to remain calm. His poking was a minor annoyance, not a threat to the wall. Raelan wrapped himself around the wall and squeezed, trying to crack it that way. The wall held.

			I could feel his frustration; he hated to be kept out. He began to poke again, more insistently. I didn’t know how much time had passed, but I was starting to feel hope that my shield would hold. Perhaps I had finally found the solution to stopping wargs. Then, somehow, he found a crack.

			Before I could do more than register the opening, he was through it. Horror and dismay and revulsion settled into the pit of my stomach. I could feel Raelan’s glee at having succeeded. I tried to fight him, to push him back behind the wall, but he swatted me away like an irritating fly. My mouth smiled. He smiled. Raelan was satisfied with his victory. Then he was gone. I immediately doubled over and dry heaved.

			“Better,” Raelan said tonelessly. “You have almost completed your mental shield. At least that’s one thing you can do passably well.”

			If I hadn’t been bent over swallowing bitter bile, I might have felt insulted by the slight. Faegan, who had regained some color in his freckled face, asked, “How can you tell if a person is controlled by a warg? On the front, for example.”

			Raelan’s eyes bore into his. “You cannot. That is why you must build a wall through which no warg may pass, lest you become the one controlled. All you can do is protect yourself.”

			I shivered and looked away. Of all the war magics, warging was beyond a doubt the most abhorrent. Illusion was, as Cayleth had said, neutral, pyromancy deadly but straightforward. Warging, on the other hand, stole another person’s body and turned them into marionettes whose strings were held by the warg to do with as they saw fit. It was only because of powerful warding spells placed on the King and his closest confidantes that it was impossible to warg them, otherwise a warg could control even the kingdom’s most powerful leaders. Ilirya was lucky that only Gate mages were more rare.

			“The Southerners have wargs in their army,” Raelan rasped, looking at his students. “You cannot be sent to the front until you are able to create a mental shield and hold it. The kingdom cannot afford to have one of its own mages turned against it.”

			“Could that be what happened to the Shadow? Someone in the army was warged and killed him?” Cayleth asked.

			Raelan looked at her sharply. “It is likely. Non-mages have no way to keep a warg out of their minds. The only way to stop them if they’re being controlled by a warg is to kill them.”

			Cayleth winced. I didn’t know if I would be able to kill someone who was warged. They couldn’t help it, after all. Raelan snapped his long, white fingers, which looked like frail white sticks. “Aeryn and Feagan! Fight until one submits or I call a halt.”

			The timing was unfair, and I knew Raelan meant it to be. Neither Faegan nor I had fully recovered from having been possessed, and we staggered shakily into position facing each other, drawing our fire to our hands in preparation for sparring. Neither Faegan nor I were dressed for combat. We carried no weapons, nor were we wearing armor. It was pyromancer against pyromancer, a fight based only on our magic.

			Because I couldn’t shield properly yet, Raelan built me a shield using his magic. It flowed up around me, its sickening black shade—had his magic always been black, or was the color a remnant of his association with Dark Magic?—coloring my world gray. Faegan’s pale purple shield appeared to envelop him as well. Faegan and I had each learned how the other fought: Faegan liked to use precise bolts to drill through magic shields. I preferred to throw massive waves of magic to try to overwhelm my opponent’s shield. Faegan was measured and strategic; I was wild and spontaneous. I was more powerful than Faegan, however, and I knew I could win.

			Raelan called start. Before Faegan had time to throw his first bolt, I shoved a giant wall of pure blue power at him. It crashed so hard against his shield that he was pushed back several feet. As he fought to maintain his shield, he launched his first bolt, which stuck my shield and was easily absorbed. I returned his fire with a massive fireball that burned blue flames all over the front of his shield, preventing him from seeing out. Faegan throw a barrage of bolts in response, some of which hit and others missed as he struggled to regain a clear view of me. I began to lob a series of intensely hot fireballs at him. They were hot enough that I knew he’d feel them even through his shield, and a thrill of satisfaction coursed through me when I heard him grunt in response.

			“Too slow!” Raelan roared from somewhere in the room. “Reinforcements would have arrived by now. Finish this fight!”

			Raelan had explained to us how in the heat of battle, it was easy to become too narrowly focused on a single opponent. He likened it to walking through a tunnel and only being able to see the spot of light at the end, without being able to see the tunnel walls. Raelan had warned, “Enemies come in pairs. If you only see the first, you’ll never see the second.”

			I sensed that I was dangerously close to falling into the tunnel vision trap, so I forced myself to look away and see Raelan, who was standing behind me, his hands clasped behind his back. If he’d been an enemy, I could have easily had a knife in my back before I’d realized he was there. A bolt hit my shield and my teeth rattled. My shield wouldn’t last much longer. The color was already starting to flicker with every blow. I launched a blitz attack against Faegan, intending to hammer him over and over again with the biggest bolts that I could produce, as fast as I could create them. It was a calculated risk: because I would deplete all my magic, if his shield held, I would be completely defenseless. I was confident, however, that I could crack though his shield before then.

			The sparkling blue of my magic danced over his shield, a small inferno. Sweat poured down my face and back while my skin crackled with so much magic that the hairs of my arms stood on end. I was drawing down my magic at an unsustainable rate, panting as I hurled bolt after bolt at him. At last, his shield shattered and dissolved, leaving Faegan exposed as a newborn chick. I stopped attacking immediately. In a real battle, I would have finished him with a final, killing bolt. Here, the bout ended when the shield of one of the war mage students was destroyed.

			I was too exhausted to feel triumphant. I couldn’t hold my hands up any longer; they fell limply to my sides. Salty sweat blurred my eyes. Faegan glared at me, his red hair wild and his face pale and strained. I knew he resented that I was a stronger pyromancer, even if neither of us would ever be Great Mages like Cayleth. And Faegan hated, hated to lose.

			He knelt down as though to adjust the lace of his boot, and before I could react, he’d thrown a knife that he must have had hidden in his boot. I looked down to see its dull brown handle sticking out of my chest. As I watched, a small ring of bright red blood began to form around it, growing larger every second. What was happening? My mind struggled to understand the meaning of the knife. The blade hadn’t impaled my heart or I wouldn’t have lasted a minute, but it definitely was no small scratch, not based on where it had hit. Was it possible to survive a knife to the chest?

			I looked back at Faegan, whose face had a small, victorious smile upon it. He didn’t care how badly I was wounded. What had he done? My knees gave way and I collapsed to the ground. Raelan rushed to my side, holding my torso up, and yelled something, but already I couldn’t make out the meaning of the words.

			I coughed and the same bright red blood spattered against my chest. That can’t be good, I thought dreamily. I shouldn’t be spitting up blood. Then I worried about the tunic. It was one of Lyse’s. I had promised to take care of her things. I would have to find a way to clean it. I would never want to disappoint Lyse.

			Darkness was closing in around me. I wondered if it was going to rain. Were the clouds covering the sun? The darkness felt comfortable, however, and I embraced it. I could see my family again. It turned out I could still go home.

			[image: ]

			Sir Idras told me that if you stand on a beach and put your ear to a shell, you can hear the ocean. I wished I’d learned to swim. When he described the ocean, it sounded so vast and endless that I could imagine floating forever on it. I was floating now, somewhere above the ground, my body weightless. Nothing hurt anymore, not even when something jostled me. Everything was peaceful. Only, I wished the yelling would stop. If the voices would be quiet, I could hear the ocean. I needed silence to hear it.

			“Hold on, just hold on, Aeryn.”

			It sounded like Lyse. Did Lyse know how to swim? Rath was far from the ocean. Lyse and I could swim together. She could teach me to swim. I would like that. Would she like that? What if she didn’t know how to swim?

			“We’re losing her. There’s too much blood. We’re losing her!”

			That was definitely Cayleth. Sweet Cayleth. I hoped she found her brother. I hoped she got to keep that one. Maybe Cayleth could find Tomass, too. Then they could all go live somewhere safe.

			“No, don’t touch it! Leave the knife or she’ll bleed even worse than she already is. Get that door open!” That voice was definitely Timo.

			I wondered why the voices sounded so panicked. Didn’t they know it was already too late? It was far, far too late. All it would take now was for me to let go and allow the waves to carry me away, back to my family. They should just let me go. Let me find my family. Let me be with them again. My body stopped floating as it was laid down on a cloud. Who captured this cloud for me? Pavo?

			“Aeryn, stay with us. Stay with us, please.” Lyse’s voice was tight with fear, and close to my ear. Was that a tear that fell on my forehead? But Lyse couldn’t keep me here. I was beyond that pull she had over me. I couldn’t stay with her and also be with my family. It would be selfish to keep me.

			“Pull the knife now, we’re running out of time.”

			I felt a tug and then a flash of searing pain. It made me cough, more liquid coming up and running down my cheek. They should have left the knife in. None of it mattered anyway. You can bury a person with a knife in her chest.

			“Do something, Timo.” Lyse’s panicked voice, but so far away I could barely hear it. I wanted to tell her that if she would just be quiet, she could hear the ocean, too. We could listen together. We didn’t have much time left.

			I felt something warm settle in my chest, like someone had shrunk the sun and set it there. It chased away the cold that was settling out of my body. It was nice. Was this death?

			Then I felt nothing.
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			I woke up to the sound of Lyse yelling. Even half-dazed and with my eyes closed, I could recognize the distinctive tones of her voice. The room spun when I tried to open my eyes, so I kept them squeezed shut as I tried to figure out where I was. There was a soft cushion beneath my head and sheets over my legs, so I guessed I was in a bed somewhere. With the memory of where I’d last been slowly trickling back to me, I guessed I must be in the infirmary. They must have carried me there after…after Faegan almost killed me. I tried to remember what had happened between when his knife had struck me and now, but it was all a blur. How badly had I been hurt? I tried to bring the words around me into focus.

			“…unacceptable. There is a blatant lack of safety in your classes,” said Lyse’s voice. “She could have been killed! This is no way to run a class. I will be speaking to the Chancellor about this.”

			“War magic is dangerous,” came Raelan’s rasp. “She lived, and that is what matters. The Chancellor will understand.”

			“And the next time?” Lyse’s voice was high and tense. “We’re lucky Timo is a Great Mage or she’d be dead right now. How could you have let this happen? It is irresponsible.”

			There was no response from Raelan. I knew Lyse must be livid in order to challenge Raelan, given how scared she was of him. Then I remembered that if provoked, he could easily warg her out of spite, so I forced open my eyes and coughed out, “I’m fine now. It’s okay.”

			The words were barely louder than a whisper and my tongue felt like dry ash, but Lyse somehow heard it and rushed to my side immediately. She took my right hand and clutched it in her two hands so tightly I winced. There was fear and concern in her eyes. I tried to smile at her to reassure her. If I were to die, I wouldn’t mind her face being the last thing I saw. Half turning to Raelan, Lyse hissed, “Faegan should be punished for what he did.”

			“Aeryn should have paid attention rather than assuming the fight was over simply because she had broken Faegan’s shield,” Raelan replied coldly. “It’s a lesson she will never forget.”

			Lyse started to pull away from me to challenge Raelan, so I squeezed her hand to make her stay. Her attention returned to me, and Raelan chose that moment to turn on his heel and leave, his black robes billowing behind him. Lyse growled, “If I had Timo’s magic, I would give Faegan a gruesome pox. How could he hurt you? That brute!”

			“It’s alright. I’m alright now,” I murmured, rubbing my thumb against her hand to settle her.

			She looked at me and her brown eyes were full of nameless emotion. She whispered hoarsely, “I thought you were dead when they called me. Cayleth was…she couldn’t even say the words, and I knew. I knew it was you. I’ve never been so scared in my life. You were so lifeless lying there with that knife sticking out of your chest. And all that blood…”

			I looked down and saw that the front of my tunic was completely soaked with wet blood, as were the white sheets on which I was lying. It was Lyse’s tunic, and I’d ruined it. I’d find a way to replace it for her, somehow.

			Tears filled Lyse’s eyes, then started to fall. “I’m so glad—” She was overcome by emotion and couldn’t continue. She sniffed loudly and I squeezed her hand to comfort her. “We’ve become so close that I can’t imagine…But Timo saved you. He healed the wound. You would have died if not for him.”

			I looked around for Timo and saw him talking to Draks several beds away. I wondered briefly why Draks was there, but my immediate interest was Lyse, who was still trembling with emotion. I murmured, “It’s all better now. It doesn’t hurt. I promise.”

			Curious, I looked down the front of my tunic. There was only a small, puckered pink scar showing where the knife had lodged in my chest. I supposed that while Timo could pull me back from the brink of death, he couldn’t stop a scar from forming.

			Lyse moved her hand to the top of my head. “No one had better touch a hair on your head from now on,” she said vehemently.

			I couldn’t help it; I started laughing. The tension from my brush with death was broken like the rush of water through a failed dam. “Next week I’ll be in with something else broken. That’s the life of a war mage: nasty, brutish, and short. Didn’t they tell you?”

			Lyse looked horrified. “Don’t say that!”

			It looked like she was about to cry, so I hastened to say, “I’m sorry. I don’t mean it. I promise not to get hurt again, okay?”

			She pouted, wrapping her arms around herself. “You had better not.”

			After a pause, I risked the question, “Even if it would mean I see more of you?”

			She reacted to the question with a start. The emotions she could neither acknowledge nor voice, whatever they were exactly, fought a quick battle. She said softly, “I’m with Timo.” But there was something in her voice that hadn’t been there this morning.

			The infirmary door opened unexpectedly and Chancellor Vandys entered. She was accompanied by another woman, who was unlike anyone I’d ever seen. To start with, her armor didn’t match anything in Ilirya’s armory. It was a tan, burnished metal that was molded possibly to look like the leaves of a tree. The chest plate covered only her upper torso, while large shoulder guards protected her upper arms. Her lower arms had brown leather bracers, and she wore no armor on her legs at all. She wore tight black pants with tall brown boots, and the sight of two sword handles over her shoulders told me that she was wearing crossed swords at her back. A black hood covered most of her head, but some long, black strands of hair escaped the front and cascaded over her armor. Most extraordinary, however, were the bright, almost glowing, yellow eyes in her small white face.

			“Who is that?” I asked.

			“That’s the Northman ambassador to Ilirya,” Lyse replied.

			“The what?”

			She’d said the words so casually that I knew this wasn’t the first time she’d seen the ambassador. Why did the Northmen have an ambassador in Ilirya when they’d recently destroyed Thamir? Why hadn’t we immediately declared war on them? Why was this enemy, in armor, to boot, walking freely on Windhall’s campus? Why hadn’t she been imprisoned?

			Indignation and anger can boil instantly in the blood. The Northmen were responsible for the death of dozens of people. They had callously wiped out my entirely family as well as my village, one fewer jewel in the Ice Crown. They must have thought they could get away with it, too. Their ambassador had no shame, walking freely as she obviously did through Ilirya. It wasn’t right. In fact, everything was wrong with it. I wasn’t going to sit there and do nothing.

			I was barely conscious of Lyse’s hand grabbing hold of my wrist. Without even thinking about it, I had already begun to summon every remaining ounce of magic in my body. Not much remained, but what was there I called to my hands. It would have to be enough. I was a war mage; this was what I did: I eliminated Ilirya’s enemies. And the Northmen were definitely our enemies.

			Anything in my mind that might have formed words or coherent thoughts turned off, leaving only the overpowering, animalistic desire to attack and eliminate. My family, my entire village, were all dead because of Northmen, and here was a Northman now in front of me. It was my chance, at last, for revenge. I wasn’t going to waste it.

			In one fluid motion, I sat up and lunged off the bed upon which I had been lying, easily escaping Lyse’s hold. For a fraction of a second, I was woozy, but the feeling was fleeting. Time slowed down and everything in the room periscoped to the ambassador, who seemed to slowly turn to look at me as I started to charge her. My magic sizzled around me. From the outside, I must have looked like I was glowing all over with a bright blue light. I threw my hands out in front of me and began to charge the biggest fireball that I could. I was probably still half dead, but I could feel I had enough. All I needed was one fireball. Dimly, I heard Lyse yell, “Draks, stop her!”

			Instantly, it was like a wet blanket fell upon me, snuffing out my magic. One moment, I was buzzing with magic, the next there wasn’t a drop of magic left in my blood. It was as though I had been born without magic and never became a mage. I was so surprised that I skidded to a stop for a minute. Two words swam to the surface of my clouded mind: mage bane. I had never bothered to ask about Draks’s magical affinity. But if he was a mage bane, why didn’t he train with the war mages?

			I looked back at him and he had his hands up. They glowed a deep indigo. Beside him, Timo looked alarmed. I snarled at them both. If I couldn’t use my magic, there were other ways to destroy the Northman woman. Rage and pain were powerful motivators. Besides, Raelan always told us not to rely only on our magic.

			I returned my focus to the Northman and took one stride, then two. Chancellor Vandys and the ambassador hadn’t moved. Confusion and surprise were written on the Chancellor’s face, but the ambassador’s face was blank and unreadable. She hadn’t bothered to draw her swords, a fatal mistake. She could have defended herself, but now I knew I would be able to reach her before either sword could clear the scabbards on her back. I’d never dreamed I could be a murderer, but this was not murder. This was justice. My family deserved as much.

			Lyse’s voice screamed, “No, Aeryn!”

			Then I was falling, and Lyse and I were on the ground together. She’d tackled me from behind, pulling me down by my legs. Now she crawled up my back, pinning me down with all her body weight and trapping my hands with hers. My mind split in two. Half was struggling; kicking and fighting to break free of Lyse to get to the ambassador, driven by the need for revenge. It was a vortex of emotion, screaming incoherently for retribution. It was furious at being ensnared, and like a wild animal it wanted to lash out at anything keeping it from its goal.

			The other half was quiet but burning intensely, focused entirely on Lyse. Every place her body touched mine tingled, thrilling with excitement. My breathing was uneven, my heart pounding. Every inch of my skin clamored to be touched by her. Despite everything that was happening around us, my body welcomed the contact. If I stopped fighting, I could enjoy the feeling of Lyse’s body pressed to mine. It felt deeply right.

			The two competing desires were at war with each other, neither one able to overcome the other. Everything around me was starting to spin. My magic, no longer suppressed, started burning so hot that it hurt, and I fought the urge to writhe in pain. Through the rushing in my head that drowned out all thought, I barely heard the words Lyse whispered in my ears.

			“Your family lives.”

			[image: ]

			To be continued in book two, Daughter of Fire: The Darkness Rising.
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