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“Life shrinks or expands in proportion to one's courage.”

Anais Nin

 



Chapter One: Trouble
 

 

 

Ugh! Grassland.

I hate open, exposed areas like this. I have never been particularly comfortable in the countryside. It makes me feel vulnerable and magnifies the feeling of being utterly alone. I’ve always preferred cities with their crowds of busy people and familiar marketplaces. As I sit here surveying the endless sea of waving grass, I am especially uncomfortable right now. I can’t be sure if there are soldiers hunting for me or not. That open space won’t give me any sort of cover to hide in if they are. Still, there is no other choice. I must go forward.

I have to get to the capitol of Hain and I have to do it as quickly as possible. My abilities have been growing by leaps and bounds for the past several weeks. They are rapidly becoming too much for me to control and I won’t be able to hide them for much longer. I’d had a bad dream last night and my instinctive reaction nearly uprooted the forest around me. The whole ground shook under me so violently that it nearly vibrated me right into my campfire. I barely managed to calm the magic before it did any permanent damage. But what about next time? I was certain there would be a next time.

No, the sooner I get to any magical academy in Del’Hain for help, the better. I absolutely must have training and I must have it now. I touched the money pouch hidden in my pocket and prayed yet again that it would be enough. My father had shoved it into my hand before I left the house. Was it really only four days ago? It was supposed to pay for my training, but we had no idea how much that training would cost. There are no schools anywhere in Chahir that teach magic, so there was nothing to compare it with. I shoved the pouch deeper into my pocket and straightened my shoulders.

Worrying about that now wouldn’t do me any good. I needed to focus all of my energy on getting into Hain first. I’d passed through the Blackover Mountains, which were on the border of Chahir, but I wasn’t entirely sure if I was safe yet.  Precisely where did the border of Chahir end and Hain begin? There were no markers out here, and my map was a little vague, making it difficult to predict minor details like distance. I have rarely been out of my hometown of Tobadorage before, so I wasn’t even sure if I was going in the right direction. I’ve been known to get lost in my own neighborhood.

Massaging my throbbing temple with one hand, I pulled my map out for another look. Okay, I had passed through mountains, and I had flatlands in front of me as far as the eye could see. According to the map—and I was taking this with more than a grain of salt—I was nearing the border of Hain. Was I clear of Chahir now?

Did it matter if I was?

My country was single-minded in obeying the edict to eradicate all magic within our borders. Not only would my life be forfeit because of my awakening magic, but my family that produced me as well. I’d left secretly in the dead of night, with what little I could carry, to avoid raising questions we didn’t want asked. My father would make it known that I had traveled to another town to apprentice with a distant relative. There was no other choice. Judging from the magnitude of the magical accidents I was experiencing, my potential was huge. It was just a question of time before someone would notice.

A question weighing heavily on my mind: would Chahiran soldiers, once on my trail, cease their pursuit at the border, or would they run me down at all costs? If they killed me beyond the borders of Chahir, out here in the wilderness, who would know?

Exasperated with this pointless speculation, I refolded the map and shoved it back into my pack. “Worry about that sort of stuff later,” I scolded myself. Unbidden, my father’s strong voice echoed in my mind: “Don’t waste your time looking for trouble, son. It can find you all on its own.”

The memory of his words almost made me smile. I’d certainly found plenty of trouble without meaning to.

Enough stalling. My only hope for a future awaited me beyond those plains. Hopefully I’d see the Elkhorn River soon, which would be a nice landmark. At least then I’d have something definite to follow.

Twin suns beat down on my head, and as the day progressed, the warm spring day rapidly became an unbearably hot spring day. My hometown of Tobadorage was four days north of here and usually much cooler than this, even during the height of summer. Apparently I would have a new climate to get used to. I shrugged out of my heavy coat and tied it to the straps of my traveling bag. Still a little too warm, I then rolled up my sleeves for good measure. At least the wide brimmed black hat I was wearing kept the sun out of my eyes, even if its color did make my head even hotter.

I was considering the prospect of finding some shade, a laughable possibility since there weren’t even any bushes, when warning bells started screaming in the back of my head. I froze on the spot with the sure conviction that I was not alone out here. As strange as it might sound, I could sense something nearby, very nearby.  That was very unexpected and I wondered if it was an effect of my magic. I had never experienced this before. It was so erratic, coming in brief sensations, but enough to get my full attention.  For a split second I had to wonder—what kind of predators live in Hain? Granted, it was foolish in the extreme to venture forth with so little knowledge, but there was little information to be had about the country of Hain.

Slinging the quarterstaff off my shoulder, I crept forward with all of my senses extended. I couldn't see anything, but with this thick grass, I wasn't expecting to see anything until I was right on top of it. You could probably conceal a large griffin in this kind of grass without any trouble! I was depending on my acute hearing to warn me if something was coming my way.

Minutes slowly dragged by before I heard it; the soft gasp of pain and a grunt of effort. There was an unmistakable odor of blood, barely discernable above the pungent smell of earth and vegetation. Shrieking hinges, this didn't bode well!

I was truly torn between locating the source, or steering well clear of it. On the one hand, it might be a trap, but on the other, I didn't like leaving an unknown behind me. In the end, my propensity for getting into trouble kicked in and I went searching for the source of the smell. I covered the area carefully, following my nose and my ears until I nearly stumbled right over what I was looking for.

Hello, trouble!

The wounded man lying there couldn't have been my senior by more than a handful of years. His hair was thick and black, matted at his temple by congealed blood. His skin was an unhealthy color and he seemed grey with pain. With the light clothing he wore, and the make-shift bandages over his arms, chest, and thigh, he looked like a recently risen spirit from a battlefield. As I stood over him, shading his face, he turned his head slightly and impaled me with his eyes.

"Help…me…!"

I couldn’t tell if it was a plea or an order. He spoke Chahirese fluently, possibly better than I myself did, which surprised me. I really, really wanted to just walk away. My survival instinct was screaming for me to go. But gazing back into those eyes, I found that I just couldn't do it. Something inside me rebelled at even considering leaving someone to die out here alone, without at least trying to help.

Curses, I can find trouble more surely than water can fall from the sky. I knelt at his side, unhooked my canteen, and supported his head as he swallowed some of the tepid water. Between his blood loss, and the heat generated by the twin suns, I was sure he was dehydrated. He gulped it greedily, but I didn't allow him to have too much. For one thing, I wasn't sure where the next refill for that canteen might be. For the other thing, drinking too quickly might cause him to convulse and vomit.

Without a word, I set my pack down next to him, thinking furiously as I did so. This man could not be moved, I couldn't go fetch help, and we couldn't just sit here and bake under the twin suns. For a moment I pondered the situation, weighed my options, and then received a flash of inspiration. Retrieving my quarterstaff, I focused on it, willing it to stretch. I'd done this before, largely by accident, but I half remembered how it worked.

The familiar wood in my hands suddenly shot out in both directions. Oops. I hadn't intended for it to grow quite that much…ah well. I guess it was better to have too much than too little. I broke it in four places over my knee, in usable sections.

The Hainian watched me with half lidded eyes, taking in stride what he had just witnessed. I was definitely more shaken than he appeared to be. I went about setting up a makeshift canopy, using the four newly made poles and my blanket. I had to improvise some more, using my unpredictable power, before I could get it to stay upright. When I was certain it would stand, I carefully dragged him under it.

The silence was thick between us as I removed his bandages and attempted to temporarily patch him up with my meager supplies. The more skin I uncovered, the more astonished I was that this man was still alive. The damage to his body was horrific and cruel. He must possess an amazing will to live.

As I was securing the last bandage around his arm, he stirred slightly and spoke in a labored rasp. "I am Elis of the Jaunten."

Freezing in place, my eyes flew up to his face. Jaunten? I'd heard of them, of course. What Chahiran child hadn't? The Jaunten were legendary and by traditional accounts to be feared. Because of the recent changes in my own life, with my magic awakening within me, I could see just how wrong the things I was taught were.

Nearly two hundred years before, there had been a fierce, wide-spread Magic War within the borders of Chahir. No one remembered what caused the conflagration, only that there were challenges, and curses, and battles everywhere. In an attempt to keep the general population from being massacred, the Chahiran King ordered all of the magicians to leave Chahir. If they wanted to kill each other, fine, but he didn't want his citizens caught in the crossfire of their battles. They were all rounded up as a group, including their families, and removed by force to protect lives and property from magical backlash. The war was relocated to a long, narrow, isolated spit of land, far to the north. No one is sure even now how the war ended; only that after a few weeks, all sound and light emanating from that desolate island abruptly ceased, forever.

There continued to be lingering side effects with the people on the main continent long after the fighting stopped. Some of the people near the coast developed what they called "blood memory." Everything that they knew, all of the knowledge and wisdom they possessed, was passed along to their children at birth. Each generation became wiser and more intelligent because they knew everything that their previous ancestors had known. Some said that the huge concentration of magic on that island had somehow splashed over to the main continent and was responsible for this change. It might have been true, but the important part was the dark whispers that followed these people like an ancient curse. Jealousy was more likely the root of the rumors, but within five generations, the policy of governing magic in Chahir changed. No magic was allowed, not even healing magic, and anyone known to possess it was executed. This law extended to the immediate family of the magician because they had the genetic possibility of producing another magician.

The people of "blood memory" were no longer safe even though they possessed no overt magic and were hunted like rabid animals. It didn't stop the children of the genetic blood memory—if anything, they became stronger and more determined to survive. Each succeeding generation became better fighters and more adept in frustrating their enemies. Within ten generations, the survivors banded together and forged their own clan, calling themselves Jaunten. In the old tongue, it meant "blood inheritance."

What happened to the Jaunten after they left Chahir is mostly speculation. No one but the Hainian King and the Jaunten themselves know for certain. The legend holds that when the Jaunten reached the Hainian King, they offered their services for his protection. The King immediately accepted their offer and made them his strong right hand. They remain a force to be reckoned with, and it is considered foolhardy in the extreme to cross them.

To find a Jaunten here, so close to the border and so badly wounded, flooded me with dread. If someone dared to harm the King's elite guard, then they were very desperate and dangerous men indeed. Just what had I gotten myself into now?

Slowly relaxing back onto my haunches, I remembered my manners and answered quietly, "Thank you for the gift of your name. I am Rhebengarthen."

"I can see by the expression on your face that you recognize what I am."

I nodded solemnly.

"I carry a vital message for the King. It must reach him, but I know that I will not survive to deliver it myself."

I didn't like where this was going, but again found that I couldn't make myself get up and leave. "I am heading to your capitol. Entrust it to me and I pledge to you my oath as a Rheben that I will deliver it."

"I'm afraid that it isn't that simple." He sighed wearily, pain flicking across his face. "The people that are hunting me will assume that you have the dispatch now and target you. I can see that you have Mage ability, but do you have control?"

"No," I admitted readily. With all that had occurred in the past few weeks, I hadn’t had had time for serious thought about my magic. This dying man’s pronouncement that I was a Mage shocked me and brought absolute clarity.  Did he assume I was a Mage because I hadn't used any tools to focus my magic? Even as ignorant of magic as I was with my Chahiran background, I knew that there were differences between Wizards and Mages. The most telling difference was that a Wizard required wands, potions and tools of focus to achieve anything magical. A Mage didn't need anything but his own inherent strength.

He swore softly. "I'd hoped…” his voice trailed off for a moment as he thought. “Well, there is still another way, something I can give you, so that you will have a fighting chance of surviving."

For a gravely injured man, he moved like lightning. One moment he was inert, lying there in obvious agony, the next, he had snatched a dagger from his waist, cleanly slashing the back of my hand. White hot pain seared through my nerves and I tried in vain to yank my hand away. Ellis lifted his own hand, still coated in blood, and pressed it firmly to my open wound.

I had no time to wonder what he was about, or curse at him, or do anything but hiss in pain. The last memory I had was a sick, sinking sensation, before the world tilted and finally faded to black.

~*~

Owww.

Very, very gingerly I opened my eyes. It was twilight, and that was a very good thing at the moment. Bright sunlight would have been murder on my sensitive eyes. Cautiously I turned my head in an attempt to regain my bearings. The make-shift canopy I had fashioned was still over my head, so I hadn't moved much. Elis was lying next to me, sleeping fitfully, if his twitching hand and mouth was anything to go by. Had I fallen asleep…?

No. As soon as I thought it, the memory of what he had done flashed before my eyes. No, he'd cut me and then…. It was so odd. Knowledge started to pour into my mind; knowledge I should not have possessed. I lifted my right hand, staring transfixed at the fresh gash. Without asking, I knew exactly what he had done, and why he had done it.

I was now a Jaunten.

He'd made me a Jaunten. By contaminating my blood with his, he'd passed the blood inheritance to me, and with it, all the knowledge that he had acquired from the time of his clan’s “awakening.” The combined knowledge of fifteen generations of men and women, before me, was now in my blood.

By the stars! I can really get into the most absurd situations!

"Rhebengarthen?"

I turned my head to look at Elis and tried my best to be upset with him. I couldn't dredge up a smidgeon of anger, or even a little righteous indignation. I knew why he'd done what he'd done—and he was right. A part of me hated to admit it, but he was right. I had no knowledge of how to survive out in the wilds, how to fight, or how to avoid the people now hunting me. Without the knowledge of the Jaunten, I would probably be long dead this time tomorrow. It wasn't only because the message he carried for the King had to be delivered. He'd done it to repay my kindness in helping him by giving me every means possible to survive.

I dredged up a tired smile. "You could have at least warned me."

"Sorry." He did seem sincerely apologetic. "Did it hurt?"

Did it hurt? I searched my clouded memory, but my body retained no memory of the pain. No, it hadn't really hurt. More like… "I feel like I've been dumped into freezing water and left to dry out in the sun."

"Oh." A little confused, he just stared at me for a moment. "Well, I'm glad it didn't hurt. Honestly, I wasn't sure what to expect. You're one of the few Jaunten created in this manner, and not born. I hadn't expected you to black out like that."

I'd been out at least six hours by my best guess. Personally, I thought it made sense that I'd fallen unconscious. My body, I was sure, was going through the shock of some massive changes. It had simply shut itself down, to keep from suffering any permanent damage. "Are you hungry?"

Elis kept staring at me, and then his mouth twisted up into a wry grin. "You don't hold grudges, do you?"

"Not really." What was the point? He'd done what he needed to do. It was water under the bridge now. I just had to get used to it and move on.

"And you're a man of few words," he observed almost to himself.

If he was expecting me to just start chattering, he was going to be in for a long wait. Talking was not one of my strong suits. I dug out bread and cheese for a cold supper. The automatic motions of this mundane task let all of my newly acquired knowledge sink in a little more.

I had no idea what was in the message; it had been sealed before being handed to Elis. I knew that the survival of several border towns depended on it getting to King Guin. At least now I had a more accurate map. Elis had traveled all over Hain several times and was intimately acquainted with the lay of the land. Becoming Jaunten just to get accurate directions seemed a bit over the top, but I was trying to think of good points that balanced all of the bad.

"Garth?"

I wasn't surprised that he knew the correct way of addressing me. He had all of the knowledge of his ancestors, so of course he would know the language and customs of Chahir. "Yes?"

There was a small worried frown creasing his forehead. "Are you all right?"

"Overwhelmed," I confessed honestly. I helped prop him up against my pack, and he attempted to eat some of the bread. The longer he was awake, the more the life just seemed to drain out of him.

When he was done, he relaxed completely and let his eyes close. I thought him asleep until he spoke in a harsh whisper. "Garth, I'm sorry."

Strangely enough, I wasn't. This was an unexpected twist of fate, but I wasn't angry about it. "Don't be."

His mouth curved up in something that could have charitably been called a smile. "You really don't hold a grudge, do you?"

I smiled back at him, teasingly. "It takes too much energy."

"Take my sword with you. It will prove what happened."

"I'll deliver it to your family," I promised softly. I'd love to have delivered his body to his family as well, for a decent burial. There was no way I could manage that by myself now. Time was very much of the essence.

Elis and the night passed together, quietly, and without fanfare. I'd barely known him, and yet I mourned his passing. He was a good man and my whole world had changed irrevocably because of my chance encounter with him. His blood was now in my veins. Despite all the knowledge he had transferred to me, there were no memories associated with it. It was like recalling what you had read in a book. I knew very little of him except facts; the flavor of his life was lost to me. I only wished that I had known him better.

In the first rays of dawn I sat quietly next to his body, studying his face so that I would remember it always. There was no way my conscience would allow me to abandon him there, but the soil was baked hard, and I had nothing to dig with. My control over my powers was so tenuous and unpredictable, but my need to provide this small sign of respect overcame the fear of something going wrong. With grim resolve, I slowly knelt down on the ground and placed the palms of my hands directly on the dirt. I cleared my mind, and concentrated on visualizing an open grave, asking for the earth itself to help make it so.  The soil slowly parted and reshaped itself, obediently opening up next to him. I bowed my head in gratitude to the earth, and commended his body into its welcoming arms. With a final look, the earth closed, leaving no hint it had ever been disturbed.

This was hardly a proper funeral by Chahiran standards, but in my present circumstances, it was the very best I could do. I took the scroll and sword, strapped them to my pack, and headed for Del'Hain.

~*~

Cretins.

I was high up in the branches of a tree, peering through the softly shifting leaves, as several men in homespun clothing searched intently for me. I'd barely been on the road two hours when my newly awakened abilities had kicked in. I'd felt men moving at a quick pace behind me. It had been six men—the same number that had chased Elis. That might have been coincidence, but I hadn't thought so, and had concealed myself immediately. Good thing I had, for they were indeed after me.

Now, a day later, we were still playing a game of cat and mouse. Only I was the mouse. I wasn't exactly pleased by my position, and not for the first time, wished I was a trained Mage. I would have found it eminently satisfying to exercise a little magic right now. I envisioned blowing the scoundrels away like the fluff on a dandelion and continuing unmolested to Del'Hain.

While I was wishing, I wanted a hot meal, a soft bed, and a bath.

I really wanted a bath.

The man directly under me started swearing viciously. "We've lost 'im!"

I grinned wolfishly at the top of that greasy head. Idiot! I was running circles around these fools, and it was so entertaining to see them frustrated and incapable of catching me. Still, I was determined to stay focused and vigilant; they had managed to run Elis to ground and kill him.

The only one still mounted on a horse turned sharply and scowled at the man who had spoken. I knew him to be Manookin, a ruthless man with no morals, and a bullheaded tendency to finish any job he'd taken on. "What do you mean, you've lost him?" Manookin demanded in a sharp, high voice. Coming from such a large man the voice was ridiculously funny.

"There ain't no sign of 'im!" the tracker protested again, but sullenly now, and with the air of a much whipped dog.

"I don't want excuses; I want you to find him!"

That was not going to happen. As long as they were in the area, I was perfectly content to stay up in my tree, out of sight.

They went back to searching, circling further and further away. One of them hit on the bright idea that I must have been walking in the small brook nearby, to avoid leaving tracks, and they all scampered in that direction. I had to admit, the thought had occurred to me, but I hadn't done it because it was so obvious. Besides, that was mountain water, and would be viciously cold even at this time of year. I didn't want my feet to go numb.

When I was absolutely sure they were gone, I dropped out of the tree and quickly traveled in the opposite direction.

Night had long since fallen when I arrived at the town of Murarn. It was a trader's town, connecting the river of Elkhorn with the winding mountain passes of Black Ridge Mountain. That being said, I wasn't very impressed with it. It looked like something constructed by a child, a hodgepodge of rude buildings with shoddy wooden construction and muddy streets. Elis had been here before, or I assumed someone in his lineage had, because I knew how to navigate the streets, and get to a decent inn.

The Gossiping Goose was nothing to write home about. I could ignore peeling paint and muddy floors as long as I could get a bath, something decent to eat, and a bed without crawling visitors. I stepped through the door and was immediately blasted with loud, raucous, bone vibrating noise.

Whoa! I stumbled back a bit as I was blasted with noise. The place was packed with men of all ages and all professions too, by the look of it. Serving wenches were weaving in and out of tables with practiced ease, carrying large pitchers and glasses, and occasionally with food balanced on their unwieldy trays.

Apparently I wasn't the only one that knew this; despite its outward appearance, it was a decent inn.

The current popularity did make a certain amount of sense, though. We were in the height of the trading season, so there was bound to be an influx in the population. It also meant I could blend in more readily among the crowd of anonymous foreigners, so I didn't mind the ruckus too much.

I stepped out of the doorway to avoid getting run over by people either trying to enter or leave. I set my sights on the bar, and did my best to steer a straight course towards it, without tripping over someone. It took determination and a certain amount of agility, but I managed to reach that relatively flat, scarred, wooden surface without losing a limb.

The bartender, a little harried by all the customers, eventually turned his attention to me. His eyes looked bloodshot too, and I had to wonder if he were imbibing a little on the job to deal with all the stress. "What'll be?"

The question was nearly a growl, and I did my best to look as undemanding as possible. This man could make three of me. I did not want to be on his bad side. "Do you have any vacant rooms?"

My inquiry made him look intently at me for a moment, and his face gathered up into a frown. I couldn't for the life of me figure out why I deserved such scrutiny. Maybe he didn't understand Chahirese? "Just you? There's no stable room."

"Just me," I answered quietly. Okay, so he understood me fine. So why was he looking at me like that? A feeling of unease was spreading up my spine. Maybe it hadn't been a prudent idea to stop in a town.

He nodded and called out, "Obana!"

A thin wisp of a girl appeared like magic at my elbow. Her watery blue eyes focused on me and she frowned, just like the bartender. Okay, I know that I'm travel stained, have a bloody bandage on my right hand, and am obviously foreign with my pale skin and blond hair. These people, who draw their livelihoods from the travelers who regularly troop through their town, are surely used to seeing all sorts. So why am I getting this reaction?

"One room?"

I nodded curtly.

Her tone was neutral as she rattled off the prices. "Bath's a copper more; meal comes free with the room. Eight coppers altogether." She waited to gage my reaction to her pronouncement.

Either things were much more expensive here than in Chahir, or they were taking advantage of the busy season. Either way, that was a steep price. I attempted a bit of haggling. She faced me down, without a word. Apparently the current demand greatly outstripped the supply, so they weren't concerned in the least about losing my business. In the end I paid the price she asked, and trailed after her, up the well-worn stairs to my room.

She bobbed a curtsy as I stepped in. "I'll bring up towels for your bath. Bathing chamber is down the stairs in the very back. There's soap there to use."

I nodded absently, my eyes taking in the general appearance of the room, especially the clean coverlet on the single bed. Well, it didn't look infested. That was a plus.

The door closed, and I slung my pack from my weary shoulders, depositing it with a satisfying thud next to the bed. It was then that I noticed the washstand and the mirror attached to it.

Great good gods!

My eyes slowly transfixed on the reflection in the mirror as I took in my appearance for the first time in six days. My hair, once a dirty blond, was now completely white. My eyebrows were as well. What under the heavens had caused this?

The only thing that I could think of was that this must be a side effect of being made Jaunten. But why? Why would it turn my hair white?

None of my Jaunten knowledge had an explanation for this, which wasn't exactly reassuring. What other changes would my body be undergoing? And was this the result of becoming Jaunten, or was this another manifestation of my Mage ability?

Or was it a combination of both?

At least my eyes were still green. I'd look really odd with pale skin, white hair and white eyes. I still looked a little peculiar with such stark white hair; no wonder people had been giving me strange looks!

Resolutely I turned away from the mirror, dug some clean clothes out of my pack, and headed downstairs. I'd go get that bath, a warm meal, and go to sleep.

Surely everything would look better in the morning.



Chapter Two: Trouble, Part II
 

 

 

Things were not better in the morning.

Actually, they were worse.

Somehow, and I'd really like to know how, my personal hunting party had managed to catch up with me. I know they're on horseback and I'm on foot, which gives them the advantage, but at the same time they have to dismount regularly to search for tracks. Shouldn't that be evening the odds a little?

Busted baskets!

I was quite vexed by this whole scenario. I'd barely been packed, and on the way down to the common room for breakfast, when I saw Manookin asking questions of the bartender. I quickly scrambled back upstairs into the first vacant room and made my escape out of a window. Now here I was on the edge of town, with a grumbling stomach and no chance of getting breakfast, with six dangerous men on the lookout for me. Grrrrr.

The only thing to my advantage right at this moment was that they didn't know what I looked like. They'd followed my tracks, yes, but they'd never gotten a good look at me. All they had to go on was that I was traveling alone, and on foot. Fortunately, at this time of year, lots of people fit that description.

Well, actually, I couldn't count on that. With Manookin talking to the staff at the Gossiping Goose, they'd at least have a bare description to go off of now. Curses! I had to find a way to get past them, and I had to do it quickly.

As I walked through the streets, hat kept low over my head in an attempt to hide my very distinctive hair, my eyes lit upon a stable. Hmmm. Now there's a thought.

The Jaunten were allowed to commandeer supplies as they needed them. It meant that I would have to show Elis's sword to the stable master there in order to get a horse. That would be a dead giveaway to my plans. At the same time it would nullify their advantage of being mounted while I was on foot. A calculated risk, as the saying goes.

Standing at the corner of the street, I debated for a moment, but couldn't see any other way to gain a better advantage. I decided it was worth the risk. Besides, I was footsore. If it came down to a race, they would definitely win.

I let out a resigned sigh and made my way to the stable. This had better work, or I was in serious trouble.

The only man in sight was large and smelled strongly of smoke and sweat. I would lay odds that he was not only the owner of the stable, but a blacksmith as well. Clearing my throat a little, I waited for him to turn and give me his attention. "Forgive the interruption, but I need a horse."

Pitch black eyes narrowed at me distrustfully. "I heard the words 'no money' in there somehow."

Very carefully, not to put his back up, I slid the sword out from its scabbard and turned it so that he could see the crest engraved on the hilt.

His eyes flew wide in shock and locked on the crest. "You're Jaunten?"

Unofficially? "Yes."

He didn't look happy, but he pointed toward a big black horse at the far corner. "Morgan's the fastest."

"Gelding or stallion?" I was really hoping gelding; an experienced rider I am not.

"Gelding."

Miracles never cease. "I'll take him. Please give me your full name so that you can be reimbursed."

The talk of reimbursement made him a little happier. He even saddled Morgan for me, which was very much a good thing. The only time that I have been on a horse was when visiting my Uncle Carl's farm out in the country. I think the last time was almost six months ago.

I tied my pack to the horse, took a deep breath, and heaved myself into the saddle. Morgan snorted and shifted under me, no doubt sensing that he had a novice on his back. I was hoping that he was a kind gelding and not plotting to take advantage of my inexperience. In fact, I said several prayers to this effect as I kicked him into a walk and guided him out of the stable.

Riding out of the town, I did see two of my pursuers. They weren't looking for a mounted rider, so their eyes slid right over me, without the slightest hesitation. I was sure that Manookin would figure it out, eventually, that I was no longer on foot. That would take precious time, and I intended to take full advantage of their ignorance, and lack of foresight.

As soon as I was clear of people, I kicked Morgan into a lope. That was when the exact difference between knowledge and experience made itself known. Elis and all of his ancestors were excellent horsemen, so technically, I knew how to ride. My aching backside, however, didn’t see the distinction.

I gritted my teeth as I bounced a little in the saddle, trying to find the rhythm of the horse and flow with it. Maybe by the time I reach Del'Hain I will get the hang of this. If not, well, a certain part of my anatomy was not going to be happy with me tomorrow.

~*~

My home city of Tobadorage was not a small city, by any stretch of the imagination, but in comparison to Del'Hain, it was little better than a small tourist shantytown. It was late in the evening by the time I crested the last hill, letting me have an unhindered view of my destination. Del'Hain spread out over the valley and crawled up the surroundings hills. It was just dark enough for people to start putting up lights. The resultant orange glow almost made the surrounding structures look as if they were on fire.

As captivating as the scene was, I could only focus on the lateness of the hour. The fact that I still had a party of hunters on my trail also dampened some of the awe I experienced. They might be an hour behind me, but not more. I had pushed Morgan to his limits trying to stay ahead of them, and I knew the big horse was hoping that I would stop soon. He'd slow the pace a little unless I kept my knees firmly pressed against his sides, silently urging him on. Being all day in the saddle, I was looking forward to parting company with him soon, too. If there were any justice in the universe, I would never be required to ride all day like this again! Various parts of my anatomy were very unhappy about my traveling method of horseback, and my skills as a horseman.

I navigated my way to the main gates of the city like I had done it a hundred times before, which felt rather odd. Would I ever get used to being Jaunten?

The guards at the gate were alert, which was a nice change. Most guards that I had encountered weren't. They stopped me five feet from the gates, pikes at the ready.

The senior of the two stepped forward, voice gruff. "State your name."

Now this is interesting. They were not speaking Chahirese, but Hainish—and I still understood them. Then I felt like smacking myself in the forehead when the obvious answer came to me. Jaunten blood. Well, at least I didn't have to learn the language here; that was another nice bonus. Obediently I reined my spent steed in, and answered. "Rhebengarthen."

"State your business."

"I'm delivering an urgent message to King Guin."

That certainly captured their full attention. Both of them scrutinized me carefully. I couldn't help but smile ruefully when they exchanged doubtful glances. My bath last night had been wasted, considering the dusty conditions of the road. I had ridden hard and fast and my appearance reflected that. I was covered in dirt and sweat, and I probably smelled like horse. "I do have proof, if you care to see it?"

They nodded in unison, for all the world like they were humoring a madman. I carefully slid Elis's sword free and showed it to them. After one glance, they both snapped to attention, and saluted. "Sir! Sorry for the suspicion. Go right through."

"Quite all right." When Elis had suggested bringing his sword along, he'd apparently been inspired. This thing was really useful for cutting through the red tape, no pun intended. Being Jaunten apparently had its advantages.

I rode through at a brisk trot, which was thankfully easier now than it had been this morning. I wasn't bouncing all over the saddle any longer. This late in the evening, the streets were rather deserted, for which I was thankful. I was relaxing a little, being behind city walls, but didn't drop my guard as yet. I wasn't going to feel easy until that scroll was out of my hands, and Elis's sword handed over, and I was at least pointed in the direction of a Mage school.

Even at a trot it took nearly a half hour to get to the Palace gates. I did something of a reenactment with the Palace guards that I had done with the city guards, nearly word for word. I was then permitted to pass through the sentry post, with great deference. A stable boy ran up to take Morgan, and I think both horse and I were thankful when the reins were handed over. "Take good care of him, eh? He's carried me quite a distance."

"Aye, Lon."

Lon? Even as I thought it, the explanation came through. It was the Hainian form of "my lord." That was going to take some getting used to. With a nod, I untied my pack from behind the saddle, gathered up Elis's sword and moved off at a rather stiff walk. Owww. I was going to feel very sore tomorrow if the aching in my muscles now were anything to go by. Maybe I could find a hot bath later, and soak some of this soreness away. It would have to be a very large, very hot bath.

Someone must have sent word ahead, because I received no further challenge as I made my way through the Palace corridors. Even though I knew the layout of the building, I didn't know where the King was and stopped the first Page I saw. "Where would King Guin be?"

"He's probably in his personal study, Lon."

The boy was polite, but obviously in the process of doing something mischievous because he was in a hurry. I decided to help him stay out of trouble and smiled at him. "Why don't you show me the way?" Never mind that I knew the way.

He was a hair's breadth away from scowling at me, but obediently turned and led the way deeper inside the Palace. I took the time to glance around as I walked. The Palace was magnificent; rather different than what I had expected. My feet traveled along smooth wood floors that fairly glowed with polish. The walls were a soft blue with cream white molding here and there around alcoves and doors. The craftsmanship of my surroundings spoke of understated wealth, elegance, and power.

We were literally in the heart of the building when my page stopped and knocked politely on an intricately engraved door.

There was a muffled "Enter!" in a deep voice from the other side.

The page did stay long enough to open the door and bow me in. As I passed him I muttered, "Just don't get caught."

He blinked up at me, startled, and then looked very guilty. I managed to give him a pointed look, suppressing the need to grin. Tormenting the younger generation was just too much fun.

All humor faded as I turned toward the King and gave him a long, low bow. He looked very tired to my eyes. His state robes were wrinkled as if they had seen a hard day's work. His peppered hair was mussed as though someone had run their hands through it periodically. There was nothing soft or tired about his eyes, however, and I felt pinned in place as he looked at me.

"Who are you?"

"Rhebengarthen, Your Majesty."

"I had word that one of my Jaunten was coming here." He was peering at me suspiciously.

"Both truth and falsehood," I admitted evenly. Very slowly, as to not alarm him, I drew Elis's sword out of its sheath and laid it on his desk. I could see that he instantly recognized it, and his face became pained and pinched. It was then that I understood—the King had known Elis personally, and was apparently a friend. This was plainly a great blow to him.

For a moment I stood at a loss. I hadn't expected this. When the silent grief was too much, I stirred and spoke hushed words of empty comfort. "I could do nothing to save him. He requested that I bring his sword back."

Whatever spell had held the King in place was now broken, and he looked up at me, grief drawing harsh lines around his eyes and mouth. "How did he die?"

"From grievous wounds, Your Majesty. There is a company of men that hunted him and are most surely responsible for his death. The leader's name is Manookin."

He nodded sharply, and I had no doubt that a warrant for Manookin's head would be drawn up this very night. That thought was rather cheery. I had developed an abiding hatred for the man, especially after the way he had hunted me over the past few days.

"Did he carry any messages?"

"Yes, Sire." I dropped my pack on the ground, fished out the scroll and handed it over without a word.

I could see that his fingers checked the seal before he broke it open, and he read the contents quickly. Whatever it said made his face harden. When he was done, he rolled it up again. "You have my thanks, Master Rhebengarthen. Will you sit, and relate to me the full tale?"

"As you wish." If the King wanted the full story, the full story he shall have. I wasn't in the habit of arguing with royalty. I sat down gratefully in the chair he indicated, with something akin to abject relief.

Guin moved slightly, pulling at a bell behind him. Within moments a page scampered inside. I was amused to see it was the same page as before. Poor boy was never going to pull his planned prank at this rate. "Bring me Val Haben," King Guin instructed brusquely. "And some food. Our guest looks to have ridden all day."

Observant man! Actually, the idea of food sounded really good to me. My stomach felt like it was gnawing on my backbone.

The page disappeared at high speed. I took the opportunity to remove my hat and relax completely into the chair. It felt so nice to sit on something that didn't move.

"When did Elis die?"

I made myself pay attention, instead of falling asleep. The chair was much too comfortable. "Three days ago, Your Majesty."

"Three days," he repeated to himself softly. "Where?"

"Approximately two leagues inside the north Hainian border, just south of Gajabhed Mountain." At least, I think so. I'd been a little preoccupied losing my pursuers, and hadn't taken proper notice of where I was.

"That is a very long distance to cover," he observed.

I was most painfully aware of that fact.

There was a swift knock on the door before another man entered. This one was very tall, even by Hainian standards, darkly colored with skin that looked almost like leather. I put him somewhere around forty years old, although he might have been even older. I'm not good at judging age. The crest he wore on the right panel of his jacket made me sit up and pay attention.

This man was Jaunten. Better yet, he was the Head of Jaunten. He was definitely someone I urgently needed to talk to.

He took one step inside the room, spotted me, and stopped dead in his tracks. I froze under his sharp scrutiny, unable to look away from his piercing gaze. He seemed particularly taken by my hair. I couldn't decide if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

"Master Rhebengarthen, this is Val Haben, the Head of the Jaunten. Val, close the door. This boy brings us grave news."

"I think I suspected that," Haben answered in a gravelly voice. He closed the door sharply behind him before crossing to me. "Boy, what is your name?"

"Rhebengarthen."

His eyes narrowed slightly. "You are Chahiran."

It wasn't exactly a question, but I nodded anyway. My accent probably was a dead give away.

"Who made you?"

For a split second the question didn't make sense. Then it made entirely too much sense. Had he known what had been done to me because of my white hair? The King was watching us both with intense interest, but I could spare him little attention. "Elis made me a Jaunten."

Guin hissed sharply, staring at me in surprise. So, he hadn't known. But Val Haben had… "How did you know?"

"Your hair. Only those changed to Jaunten have white hair like yours."

Rats! I was afraid he would answer with something like that. I didn't fancy being a walking advertisement for Jaunten. Maybe I could dye my hair back…? "I see."

King and Jaunten exchanged glances, but it was King Guin who spoke next. "Are you…upset about this?"

"Not particularly, Your Majesty." And I wasn't, really. I was just a little unnerved by it. "It's just strange."

Their tension eased a little, fading out of their shoulders and eyes.

Without invitation or fanfare, Val Haben sat down in the chair next to mine. "Start at the beginning, please."

That would be a little tricky. Where was the beginning, precisely? "I stumbled across Elis three and a half days ago."

King Guin held up a hand, stopping me. "Why were you traveling through Hain?"

Apparently I hadn't backed up enough. "I am an untrained Mage, Your Majesty."

King Guin went white. "You're what!?" he demanded hoarsely.

"An untrained Mage," I repeated evenly. His reaction was not promising, and it caused tension to flood through my system. Was it bad that I was untrained, or that I was a Mage? Was there more than just the obvious reasons? "It’s the reason that I left Chahir. My powers are becoming very apparent, and rapidly moving beyond my current ability to control them. If I don't receive training soon, something bad is bound to happen."

Even Haben seemed a little shaken by this. "Have you had any Mage accidents?"

I almost uprooted a forest once. Does that count? "Yes."

"Did anyone suspect your abilities?" King Guin was really disturbed about this. I wish I knew why.

I shook my head. "If they had, Majesty, I would hardly be here speaking with you." In fact, I would have either been in jail awaiting trial (before being executed) or already dead. There was no leniency with magic in my country.

"So you came here to attend the Magic Academy?" Val Haben guessed.

It was the obvious conclusion. "Yes. I was traveling here when I found Elis. He was half-dead when I discovered him. I tried to help, but I'm not a doctor. His wounds were grave and he had lost too much blood."

"That's why he gave the sword and message over to you." Guin was staring at the sword still on his desk with sad eyes.

I hardly needed to confirm it, but nodded anyway. "He knew I was an untrained Mage, which is why he made me Jaunten. There is a party of six men that hunted him down. He knew, only too well, that they would hunt me after his death. He could see that without all of the added skills of a Jaunten, I would not survive to finish his mission."

"Elis was always quick to make decisions," Haben muttered to himself. "Did they hunt you?"

"Yes, Lon. I barely made it here."

"Can you give us their descriptions?"

"I can give you names and faces," I countered. "Give me several pieces of parchment, and I'll draw them up for you."

Haben nodded in approval. "Good man. Give me the names now. I'll have you draw tomorrow, after you've rested."

I inclined my head, accepting the order. A good night's sleep sounded like heaven to me at that moment. And I really wanted those six behind bars after what they had done to Elis and me.

There was another knock on the door, and my erstwhile page came back in with a tray of food. He looked rather put out; apparently the universe was conspiring against him this evening. He set the tray on the desk in front of me.

Before the boy could scamper back out, the King caught his attention. "Stay here. When Master Rhebengarthen is done, I want you to show him to a room in my wing, and make sure that he is comfortable."

"Yes, Majesty." The boy was just shy of sighing in resignation.

Poor kid was really having a rough night. I hid my grin behind my cup as I took a healthy swallow.

"As for you, Master Rhebengarthen, this situation is complicated. Never before have we had a Mage that was also Jaunten. I'm afraid the Trasdee Evondit Orra is going to have a hysterical fit when they hear this news."

The Trasdee Evondit Orra was sort of like a magic council. That I knew. What I didn't understand was why they wouldn't want a Mage to be Jaunten. "Might I enquire why, Your Majesty?"

"There has not been a Mage since the end of the Magic War two hundred years ago," Haben explained with a troubled frown. "We have many Witches and Wizards, but no Mages. Not only are you a Mage, but one from Chahir, which is a rare prize for them. However, as Jaunten, you belong strictly to the King. They cannot claim you."

"And that will make them distinctly unhappy?" I hazarded. I didn't like the idea of being embroiled in politics, and here I was not only involved, but also the hub of it. Busted brass baskets, but can my life get any more complicated? I just wanted training! Well, I also wanted to live to see my next birthday, but now that I was in Hain I wasn't particularly worried about that. I still wanted training, though, and I didn't fancy having to jump through hoops to get it.

"Unhappy is an understatement," Haben sighed heavily. "Your circumstances are unusual, Garth. You have already done more than the average person would have done. This earns you a certain leniency, at the very least."

King Guin nodded slowly. "Yes. I think it only fair to give you the choice of who you will swear allegiance to."

I felt better about having a choice. The last few days I had not been given a choice about anything, and it rather rankled. I pondered this for a moment before hesitantly asking, "What do magicians usually do, once they are trained?"

"Whatever they want to do," Guin observed acidly.

Ah. I wisely didn't comment on that. "I think, Your Majesty, that I would like to think on this for a time. However, if you ever have need of me, then please ask. I will do my best to obey any orders you give."

A startled, pleased smile lit up his face. "Do you mean that?"

"Yes." This man was not one to abuse his people to entertain himself. Elis's knowledge of him told me that much. Just the fact that he was inquiring as to my preferences, rather than ordering my allegiance, also spoke volumes in his favor. I had no qualms about vowing this.

"Finish your dinner, Garth." Haben was smiling at me now, and I knew that my answer had pleased him. "I'll settle you in myself. Tomorrow we'll get up early to deal with those drawings, and then I'll introduce you to the Trasdee Evondit Orra. Be prepared for a real old fashioned, knock down, drag out, no holds barred brawl!"

Somehow, that wasn't reassuring.

 



Chapter Three: The Trasdee Evondit Orra
 

 

 

When I woke up the next morning, I found several things waiting for me. There was a set of clean clothing waiting in a chair next to my bed, with a note on top of it. Curious, I reached over and unfolded the parchment.

 

Rhebengarthen—

I have an early meeting which should let out at lunch. There are several pieces of parchment and a piece of charcoal on the desk. Please do the drawings that you promised last night, while you wait for me.

Also, I took the liberty of ordering clothes for you. These should be a close enough fit for the time being.

Val Haben

 

Didn't the man sleep? When did he have time to concern himself about me and my needs? I'd gotten to bed very late last night. I hated to imagine what time he'd managed to retire, if his bed had indeed seen him at all.

I had the feeling I'd overlooked something and read the note through again. It was only then that I realized it had been written in Hainish. Oh, right! I could read that language now. I'd almost forgotten that. I wonder what other languages I know? Maybe I should investigate that.

Crawling out of my nice warm bed was a trial, especially since the wood floor was cold. I grimaced but made myself get up. I had things to do; staying in bed wasn't an option, no matter how tempting it might be. In the process of standing, I could swear that my muscles creaked; sitting down would not be a comfortable position for several days to come. It would take something on the far side of dire to get me back on a horse again.

The clothes were a reasonable fit and obviously of Hainian fashion. I was used to very baggy pants and flowing shirts that belted at the waist. The snug shirt and formfitting pants felt somewhat restricting in comparison. Still, they were clean and my clothes weren't, so I wore them gratefully. Someone had polished my half boots during the night and set them just inside my door. They were still rather scuffed from the journey but looked infinitely better now. All in all, I felt rather presentable. I still did a double take when I looked in the mirror, however. Seeing my reflection with stark white hair was going to take some getting used to.

I rang the bell hanging on a fine woven cord near the door, and asked the attentive woman who answered for some breakfast. With a fine selection of edibles, I settled myself in for a morning of eating and sketching. By the time Val Haben showed up to collect me, I had five drawings done and was putting finishing touches on the sixth.

He stood over my shoulder examining the last drawing. When I glanced up at him, I saw a flash of open respect. "You are a decent artist, Garth."

"Thank you." I handed the drawing to him with a slight smile. "Their names are on the bottom."

He nodded and carefully rolled them together. "These should expedite the matter. Ready?"

"Yes."

We did make a slight detour to drop off my drawings at the Enforceror's office. I was looking around in great curiosity, as Haben spoke with a stodgy man in a dark black suit. The Enforcerors were the local law enforcement, and even though they had different uniforms, they seemed to be operating much like the Protectors in Chahir. I guess some things are rather universal.

"Come, Garth."

Obediently, I followed Haben out of the room, ignoring the curious looks in my direction. There was quite a bit of whispering, too. A suspicion seeped into my mind and I lengthened my stride to keep pace with Haben. "Sir, are there rumors spreading about me already?"

Haben gave a wintry smile. "You'll soon discover, Garth, that nothing is secret in this place for long."

I'd take that as a yes. "Do you think the news has spread to the Trasdee Evondit Orra?"

"Is the sky blue?"

Definitely a yes. Remembering what he said about battling it out with the magic counsel, I dryly enquired, "Are we allowed to go in armed?"

This startled him, at first, and then he erupted into gales of unrestrained laughter. "I wish!" Eyes twinkling he murmured, "Just remember what you are, Garth. You are an untrained Mage, yes, but you are also Chahiran and Jaunten. You don't have to go to their Academy in order to be trained. There are several other academies in this country that would lay down their eye teeth, without question, to have you."

That was news to me. There was more than one school? "So I have bargaining power."

"A great deal of it. Use it!"

I'd be a fool not to.

~*~

The Academy for All Magic was impressive, in sheer size if nothing else. It was constructed of red brick and smooth marble and seemed to dominate the city around it. I wasn't an expert on Hainian architecture, but the place spoke of age and a lot of use. As I followed Haben across the grounds, I tried to take in everything at once without overtly gawking, and looking like a complete tourist. There was one main building, but also several smaller ones that formed a sort of square. At least one of them was a stable; I could see horses' heads appearing here and there.

People were walking, eating lunch, studying, and talking with each other. Almost all of them were wearing black robes, but I saw some that had panels in the front made of white, blue and green. I wasn't at all sure what the colors signified. None of my Jaunten ancestors had apparently studied much about magic. I wish they had! It would make the upcoming meeting easier. I had no idea what to expect…except a battle of some sort.

We entered the main building and went straight up a flight of stairs. I saw several people look at me strangely as I passed, but resolved to ignore it. A sixteen year old with white hair was an unusual sight, after all. Odd looks were probably something that would happen to me for the rest of my life. Well, actually they would probably stop at fifty, when I had a legitimate reason to have white hair.

I expected to go to an office somewhere, but we didn't. Haben went straight into a large room that had "Council Room" written all over it. There was a large table shaped like a U in the center, and five people sitting along its outer edge, all facing the door. I was instantly the focus of five sets of eyes working in concert, and that was frankly unnerving. I really wanted to back out of the room, but that wasn't an option. Taking a deep breath, I made myself stand still. I faced them without flinching.

After all, no matter how scary they were, they couldn't kill me. What did I really have to worry about?

A stately woman in black robes was the first to speak. "Val Haben, may I assume that there is a reason why you are escorting this boy?"

Haben nodded a simple acknowledgement. "This is Rhebengarthen, recently from Chahir."

There was a stir among the five, and I could hear two of them murmur something.

Haben turned to me and indicated the man to his immediate left. "This is Kulpon Doss, Earth Wizard and Dean of the Administration Department."

I nodded to Doss, all the while marveling at such thick red hair. He was in black robes with green panels, and seemed to fill them to bursting with his portly frame. He nodded back, eyes intrigued but not unfriendly.

"BycLewsh, Wizard and Head of Taab Liiben." BycLewsh was almost exotic looking with shiny black hair running free down his shoulders. The black robe he wore made a stark contrast with his ghostly pale skin. I immediately didn't like him, although he gave me no reason for animosity. Just gut instinct.

"Jalch Bryer of Norlan, Wizard and Head of Magical Creatures." I was positive at this point that all the Wizards wore black robes. Bryer was obviously not Hanian with his fair hair and skin. He stood out like fine linen in a sea of burlap bags, compared to the other people in the room.

We came now to the woman who had first spoken. "En-Nelle of Tain, Witch and Head of the Trasdee Evondit Orra." En-Nelle frankly made me nervous and, even as I bowed to her, I had to wonder if she ate small children for breakfast.

"And Strishkit O'danne, Air Wizard and Head of Sojavel Ra." O'danne beamed at me happily, with by far the warmest greeting I had received so far and, without meaning to, I smiled back. His was a happy face with laugh lines around his eyes and mouth. He looked rather like a model grandfather in wrinkled black robes. He was sporting blue panels, wispy hair, and that engaging smile on his face.

"It has been many years since we have seen someone of Chahir with magical talent," En-Nelle observed. "Forgive the question, but what is your family name?"

Haben stirred to answer, but I gestured with my hand to let me do it. Surprisingly, he subsided without a word. "Our names are different than yours, my lady. 'Rheben' is my clan name. 'Garth' is my true name, and the one used to address me solely."

"I see. Then why place 'en' at the end of your name?"

"It denotes that I am a son, instead of a daughter." Why was I explaining this to begin with?

Something about my answer pleased her and she nodded genially. "Very well, Garth. We will begin by asking you a series of questions. Please answer them to the best of your ability."

This was going to be harder to do than she realized as I didn't trust most of the people in the room, but I nodded anyway.

"Why do you suspect that you have magical talent?"

"Several things have happened around me without explanation. Inert things moving, wood fusing with metal—that sort of thing."

There were several alarmed glances cast around. Doss spoke up next. "What was the last occurrence, and when did it happen?"

I didn't even have to think to answer that. "Five days ago, Lon. I nearly uprooted the forest."

That did alarm him, and he sat up abruptly making the chair groan under his weight. "Could you control it?"

"No," I admitted truthfully. "But I was able to put everything back where it should be."

"You do indeed seem to have magical power," En-Nelle stated slowly. "We shall test you now, to see how strong you are."

As long as the testing didn't result in pain, I was fine with that. O'danne opened a box next to his elbow and stood up, maneuvering around until he could face me. From the box he took something that looked like a triangle, perfectly clear, and formed from crystal by the looks of it. He winked at me as he held the object perfectly above my heart. I relaxed at his wink. I trusted that he, at least, didn't mean to harm me. "Is there anything I need to do?"

"If you can focus on the crystal, my dear boy, that would help."

I could do that. I focused on the crystal, and once again felt that peculiar spark of warmth deep within my core. The crystal immediately flared in deep brown, with hints of light green at the edges. O'danne started crowing in glee. "I knew it! Earth Mage you are, my boy. And a very powerful one at that." He whirled around and held the triangle up high, like a much prized trophy. "Do you witness, and agree?" Their collective mouths were wide open in amazement, but all present nodded their assent.

Earth Mage…I'm an Earth Mage? I felt a little unbalanced by this revelation. And I'm a powerful one? How can he tell, just by using that little crystal triangle?

"We do indeed," Bryer murmured thoughtfully. "Doss, he seems to belong to you. There is, however, another aspect that we must explore."

"Yes," Doss agreed. "Garth, there is a rumor that you were made into a Jaunten. Is this true?"

I didn't see any reason to lie. "Yes."

En-Nelle actually glared at Haben. "This was done on purpose! You knew what the boy was!"

"No," I immediately countered before Haben could even open his mouth to retaliate. "They did not know. I was made Jaunten on the way here, long before anyone in the Palace even knew I existed. If I had not been made Jaunten, my lady, I can assure you that I would not be alive to stand before you now."

She deflated slightly, but her eyes were still smoldering with anger. "I will hear the story from the beginning."

I glanced at Haben, wondering if it was wise to delve into all of this. He nodded slightly, and indicated silently for me to go on. Still distrustful, I made my story as succinct as possible and skipped over a great many details. En-Nelle was only slightly mollified by the explanation. She sat back, her fingers steepled against each other. "Garth will not be called upon as Jaunten," she told Haben firmly. "He was made against his will, as his own body testifies. He must follow his true calling."

"I believe that the Oath of the Magus is to use their powers in order to aid and protect the people? His obligation as Mage should not interfere with being Jaunten as well." Haben quirked an eyebrow at the Witch. I think he enjoyed seeing her seethe.

"Of course we obey our Oaths," En-Nelle gritted out between clenched teeth, "but we do not want any additional Oaths confusing Garth's true allegiance."

Right, I think its time I stepped in. "My true allegiance is to the people. If the government calls upon me to aid them, I shall. If the Trasdee Evondit Orra calls upon me for aid, I will likewise respond."

That answer stretched her face muscles like the cover of a very tight drum skin. "You are not aware of the full consequences of this decision, young Garth."

It was my turn to quirk an eyebrow at her. "I have the full knowledge of a Jaunten, my lady. Youthful I may be; ignorant I am not." If it had been more quiet, I might have heard the grinding of her molars.

I think Haben was silently laughing, if the jerks of his chest were anything to go by. Well, at least I was entertaining somebody.

O'danne sighed gustily. "Nellie, this is ridiculous. The boy needs training, and I think we should give it to him. We can work out Obedience Oaths later. If his response to the crystal is any indication, we can't take chances—unless, of course, you want him to have a bad dream and uproot a mountain range by accident?"

I'm really beginning to like this man.

She didn't pout, but I think she came close. "Very well, we will discuss this later. Garth, you are to follow Doss. He will serve as your main mentor. And you will live on campus." She silently dared Val Haben to defy her on that.

Personally, I thought it common sense to be here on campus. "Of course, my lady."

Appeased that she had won something, she nodded. "Very good. Meeting adjourned! Doss, I expect a full report later this evening. Orally given please! I don't want to deal with your hen scratching that you try to pass off as handwriting."

Doss grinned at her. "Yes, Nellie." She glared at him for the nickname, but it didn't seem to faze him. "Come along, Garth, let's get you settled in."

~*~

My room was actually quite nice, at least for a dormitory room. There was a single narrow bed crammed into a corner, a small desk next to it, and a chest at the foot of the bed. That left something like four feet of floor space, so it was a bit of a tight fit, but other than that it was fine. Everything was clean, if a little worn from use, but that hardly mattered to me. I was in the Academy! Somehow, despite all the obstacles thrown in my way, I had made it. I was nearly giddy with relief and satisfaction.

The moment I walked into the room I sensed very old magic. Even to my untrained senses, it was obvious. Doss had actually grinned at me like a proud parent when I asked about it; he assured me brightly that the room was shielded to prevent "unintended mishaps." Something in his tone made me think that O'danne's jibe at En-Nelle of Tain about me accidentally moving mountain ranges wasn't completely in jest. Not exactly a comfortable thought.

Doss sent a runner for what little baggage I had at the Palace, then led me back out of the room and out of the dormitories altogether. We headed for the main building, but this time just passed through it, finally arriving at a spacious, airy courtyard. There were large crystal balls set on pedestals, in measured intervals, all around the courtyard. Despite the beautiful surroundings, and all of the open space, there were absolutely no people. What disturbed me were the scorch marks, here and there, dotting the building and ground. Just what exactly was this place used for?

"This is our practice grounds, Garth," Doss explained with a genial smile on his face. "Those large glass balls there are actually shielding crystals. You activate them by inserting a bit of power, and they contain any 'misfires' inside the shield."

That still didn't explain the scorch marks, but I didn't bring it up. Something told me that I didn't want to know.

When I didn't comment he continued. "Now, being from Chahir I don't expect you to know anything about magic. You obviously learned something about it, if you knew that you were a Mage instead of a Wizard."

"That was based on old legends, sir," I replied with a slight shrug. "The stories always said that a Wizard or Witch must have a tool of some sort to use magic, and a Mage didn’t."

"Ah, I see, I see. Do you know anything else? Or have you figured out how to use your abilities?"

I was very cautious about admitting anything for fear of quickly getting in over my head. Still, it would probably be best to try and be honest. "Sometimes I can activate my power on purpose, but I've only done that twice."

He beamed at me, bouncing slightly on his toes and making his very prominent belly shake. "Excellent! More than I expected, my boy. Now, let's step inside the circle here and activate the shield…"

I saw then that there was a circle carved deeply into the ground, and quickly stepped a foot inside of it as Doss laid a hand on the crystal. An iridescent shield immediately snapped into place like a dome over our heads. The hum of power it emanated was almost like a vibration in my bones. Actually, the sensation was rather pleasant.

"Now, let's start with something simple." He pulled a short wooden stick from his robes, roughly as long as my forearm, and handed it to me. "Just feel the inherent magic in it and when you think you know what it wants, do something with it."

I stared at the wood in my hands, a little puzzled. Inherent magic? What was he talking about? Everything had magic in it, as far as I could tell. This piece of wood was no different. But the magic didn't have a will of its own; it was just potential energy waiting to be used. I studied it even closer, closing my eyes in an effort to boost my other senses. Starting at one end, I slowly moved to the other, feeling my way along with just my mind. No, just dormant magic, nothing special…wait…that didn't feel the same.

Aha! This was a trick question.

There was already a spell built inside of the stick for a specific purpose. I had this sneaky suspicion that if I didn't do what was expected, the wood would either blow up or set on fire. This was rather clever, really. I could almost admire the ingenuity of it. I stood there, just staring at that little spell for the longest time, but I couldn't figure out what it was supposed to do.

I was stumped, and continuing to stare at it indefinitely wasn't going to help me. Well, as my mother always said, just watching the urn won't churn the butter. Very carefully I woke up that tingling place inside of me that was warm, and extended it to touch that little spell.

I was completely unprepared for the results.

The wood shot out in both directions. My eyes flew open to see the tail end of the spell activate. The slim rod was now a five foot staff in my hands, with a wicked curving blade on either end. Oh. It was a weapon?

Doss chuckled, no doubt getting a certain perverse pleasure out of the astonished look on my face. "That is a bon'a'lon, my boy. They were used in the Magic War two centuries ago. Interesting weapon, isn't it?"

I certainly thought so, and nodded thoughtfully. My main weapon was either my fists or a quarterstaff. The bon'a'lon, with its blades on either end, was rather intriguing. I wonder how I could get my hands on one of these.

"You did quite well, Garth! I thought I had you stumped for a moment there, but you figured it out. What gave the game away?"

"I felt the spell."

Doss's head cocked slightly. "Felt, you say? You didn't see it?"

You're supposed to see magic? "No, sir. I can't see magic, just feel its presence."

"Interesting. Wizards and Witches see magic as a rule. There's evidence in the chronicles that there were exceptions, of course, of people who sensed them instead, but I hadn't expected you to be one of them. Hmmm." He rocked back and forth on his heels, thoughtfully humming to himself. After a long pause, he seemed to snap out of his reverie. Whatever thought had captivated his attention passed, and he blinked back into the here and now. "Well, let's continue, shall we?"

He pulled out several objects, all of them with a hidden catch in them somewhere. By the time we stopped an hour later, I was much more sensitive to spells than before and could pick up on them even before they were handed to me. I was very happy and encouraged about my own progress. Still, this kind of prolonged focus was a little draining, and I was glad when he called a halt for the day. With a nod of satisfaction, Doss passed his hand over the crystal and shut the shield down.

"Well Garth, I now have a better idea of what classes to put you in." He waved for me to fall into step with him as we walked back into the main building. "I think we can exclude Wizards Through the Ages, what with your Jaunten knowledge."

"Actually, no sir, we can't." I sighed ruefully when he gave me a perplexed frown. "Jaunten have little dealing with magic, sir. I know little more about it now than I did when I started the journey here."

"Oh." That threw him for a moment, but with a quick shake of his head, he recovered and continued to walk. "Well then, we shall have to enroll you. Your timing is good, Garth, as we're only a week into the quarter. You should be able to catch up quickly enough. Now, besides the history, you'll need Shielding and Spellwork." He was ticking off classes on his hand as he went. "We can skip Potion Making, seeing as how you'll never use it. Do you know anything about Magical Creatures?"

I shook my head no.

"Ah, then we'll have to sign you up there too. You'll need Weapons too, of course, although I expect that will be an easy class for you." He winked at me and chuckled, appreciating his own joke.

I wasn't so sure about that. I had learned (the painful way) the difference between knowledge and experience. Did I know how to fight? Yes. Would my body respond correctly when threatened? Maybe. All in all, it was probably very wise to be enrolled in Weapons.

"Well, that gives you five classes, and I think that is a good number to start with. You'll be adjusting to Hainian culture too; we don't need to overload you. Now, I have a class to teach in a few minutes. I'm going to turn you over to one of my aides. She’ll help you get all of your robes and books and supplies."

I really hoped that what little money I had on me would pay for that. Of course, I probably needed to visit a money exchanger first and trade in my Chahiran coins for Hainian.

Maybe Doss reads minds. He started shaking a cheerful finger at me. "Now don't you worry about paying for anything! Haben told me before he left that King Guin is paying for your education."

That was both a relief and yet…not. When people extend their generosity, they usually expect something back. I didn't think the King would abuse the situation, but… I blew out a breath and just resigned myself to accepting it. I hardly had a choice in the matter, after all. I had to pay for my schooling somehow. And if the King demanded my services in restitution of that payment, then I could hardly argue.

We went up a flight of stairs to what I assumed to be Doss's office. It was a cluttered place, filled with odd knick knacks of every imaginable shape and size that seemed to take up every available surface, and a few unavailable ones. It was like they had suddenly flowed out of some broken vessel; there didn’t seem to be any logic to their resting places. In the middle of this chaos was a girl. She was roughly my age, with thick black hair falling to her waist, and golden brown eyes. She was rather attractive and dressed in black robes.

"Chatta!" Doss gestured her out of the chair she had been sitting in. Miraculously she somehow moved from behind the desk without knocking anything over, and approached us. "Garth, this is L-Chattamoinita Delheart, Witch Third Class and my most lovely and able assistant. Chatta, this is Rhebengarthen, recently from Chahir. He's a new student here, and I need you to help him find all the right books and get outfitted for robes. You know the drill."

She dimpled a smile, making her even prettier. "Of course, Professor."

"He's to use account sixteen; just charge it there."

Her eyebrows rose sharply kissing her hairline, but she only said "I see. What classes will he be taking?"

"Wizards Through the Ages, Shielding, Spellwork, Creatures of Magic and Weapons."

"No Potions?"

"He's a Mage," Doss explained cheerfully. "That class would be pointless."

"Oh." That seemed to impress her, and the glance she gave me was very curious. "Right, then we'll be off."

"Get some regular clothes too," Doss called after me as L-Chattamoinita led the way out of the office. "And get everything a little too big. I'm sure you're not done growing yet!"

I can only hope…both of my brothers are taller than I am, and it grates a little that I haven't caught up yet. A familiar sadness swept through me at the thought of my family, but I firmly crushed it. It was dangerous to send any messages to them, considering what I was. It would endanger my whole family if they were tied to me now. There was a part of me that wondered if I couldn’t at least send one message that I had arrived safely. Surely that wouldn't be enough to condemn them?

I shoved the thought out of my head, determined to think about it later. Maybe if I talked to Haben, he could give me an understanding of the dangers involved.

"How do you wish to be addressed?"

Blinking back into focus, I turned to look down at L-Chattamoinita. "Pardon?"

"Well, Professor Doss introduced you as Rhebengarthen but he also called you Garth. Which do you prefer?"

"Garth, please."

"Then call me Chatta," she requested with a slight smile. "L-Chattamoinita is a mouthful, and something that my parents cursed me with at birth."

There was something about Chatta that was very likeable, and I'm not saying that just because she was pretty. There was a grace about her that was easy to relate to and she was certainly charming. "May I ask questions?"

"Of course!"

"Can you explain the different colored panels in the robes?" I knew that black was probably a Witch or Wizard, but the other colors were a mystery.

"Ah, well black is either Witch or Wizard. They have no special affinity for anything, but can do a little of everything."

Ha, knew it!

"Blue means they have an affinity for weather or air, green for plants, and white for metal or rocks. You'll be wearing brown, for earth in general."

Interesting. "And the ranks?"

"First rank means that you're a beginning student, second that you're in your second year, and then there's third which is the last level before you graduate. I don't expect for you to be here that long. Mages don't have to commit to memory nearly as much as a Wizard or a Witch. You just have to learn control, and that, according to everything I’ve read in the history books, never takes three years."

Better and better. "How long does it usually take?"

"A few months. I think the longest was six months."

Less than six months sounded really good to me. The longer I stayed here, the more I indebted myself, and I would like to avoid that as much as possible.

We quickly left the school grounds, and headed down a side street filled with shops. Chatta led me into a clothing store first, helping me choose "normal clothes" as she put it. I didn't get much, just a few pairs of pants, shirts, and one jacket. Some of them needed to be adjusted, but the clerk assured us that they would be ready in two hours. We went out of that store into the next and ordered my school robes. Miss Crobin, the owner of the store, was astonished that I needed brown robes; apparently she hadn't had an order for that since she opened the shop.

Miss Crobin took my measurements and began outfitting the rest of my school uniform. She kept chattering about how "rare it was to see a Mage these days" and "an Earth Mage too, how exciting!" Call me cynical, but I just knew that by the time the day ended, the news that there was an Earth Mage in the Academy would be all over the city.

Even the basic school uniform had to be modified a little. The black pants and white shirt were all right, but there was a light overcoat that went with it that was supposed to be the same color as the robes. Miss Crobin assured me that she would have them done by the end of the day. My robes, along with the rest of my gear, would be delivered directly to the school for me. I didn't care as long as it meant escaping her high pitched, ear piercing, never ending monologue.

As soon as we cleared the door I let out a sigh of relief. Even the noisy street was better than Miss Crobin. Chatta snickered beside me, trying to hide a smile behind one hand.

"She is annoying, isn't she?" Chatta observed with a broad grin.

"Isn't there anyone else we could have gone to?" I didn't like the idea of having to visit that shop again.

"Unfortunately not. Come on, let's get lunch. I'm starving."

I wasn't particularly hungry, but I could probably eat something. I let Chatta pick where to eat, since she knew the city better than I did. Just off the main street we settled in an open café that served something hot and spicy. The aroma was thick in the air, something outside of my experience. Squinch, my Jaunten side said.

After we had both ordered, Chatta propped her head up with one hand, leaning on the table's surface. "May I ask something?"

I had been asking her questions for the past hour; so it was only fair she ask some too. "Go ahead."

"I heard a rumor that you are Jaunten. Is that true?"

"Yes." It was somewhat amusing to see her jaw drop at that simple answer. With a slight smile I told her the story, and it was perversely satisfying to see her progressively dumbfounded expression as the story unfolded.

When I was finished she let out a low whistle. "You seem to have a knack for getting into the thick of things."

She had no idea. "My mother claims I have a natural talent for getting into trouble."

"After hearing that story, I believe she's right. It explains why everything you bought today is being paid for by the King. So your hair actually changed to white overnight?"

I nodded. "I'm thinking about dyeing it back to blond."

"I wouldn't count on that," she countered. "When magic changes a body like that, you usually can't change it back. I'd be willing to bet that the dye won't hold no matter what you try. Besides, why let it worry you? Its unusual, and you look really good like that."

A slight heat rose to my cheeks and I just knew that I was blushing. Curse it. "Um, thanks," I muttered.

She grinned at me, but thankfully didn't comment. Our food arrived a moment later, and my stomach was very happy to see it. Apparently I was hungrier than I thought.

"Let's eat up, and then go get your books next."

I nodded in agreement and started in on the very appetizing food with enthusiasm.

 



Chapter Four: All Things Magic
 

 

 

The shopping trip had somehow gained me a friend. Chatta made sure to give me a tour of the school, once we were done purchasing everything I needed. She showed me where my classes were, introduced me to everyone that she knew—and Chatta knew practically everyone. She made sure I was familiar with the complete layout of the Academy. By the time I went back to my room, my head was swimming with names, faces, and places.

I spent a few minutes putting everything away. Then I decided that it would probably be a good idea to read at least the first chapter of every text book, so I wouldn't be caught completely flat footed tomorrow. I had barely read the first paragraph of Wizards Through the Ages when there was a knock on my door. "Enter!"

Chatta's head popped around the door, and she grinned at me. "Some of your classmates are in the library, and they've volunteered to help catch you up, if you're interested."

I'd be an idiot to turn down an invitation like that. Grabbing up books, parchment and quills, I followed her out of the room. "Did you set this up?"

"Well, I might have wandered by and mentioned something about a new student…" She grinned up at me unrepentantly.

I owe this girl a major favor. Maybe someone can tell me what her favorite sweet is so I can say a proper thank you. "You are a jewel, Chatta."

She beamed at me happily. "I do my best. We go this way."

I have no idea who designed the buildings for the school, but they were blind, demented, crazy, and scatterbrained. The hallways meandered like a drunken, one-legged sailor. I admit that I’m terrible with directions, and by the time we reached the library, I was a hundred percent sure I would be completely lost trying to find my way back to my own room. Maybe they would have a map of the building in the library.

Chatta led me confidently to a back table nestled next to the very tall library shelves. I tried not to gawk too badly, but it was rather difficult. I'd never seen so many books in my entire life, and we had one of the largest libraries in all of Chahir, in Tobadorage, my home town.

There were three people sitting around the table; two girls and a boy. One of the girls was in black robes with green panels, but the other two were in pure black. They looked up with expectant faces as Chatta stopped beside the table. "Everyone, this is Rhebengarthen from Chahir. Just call him Garth. Garth, this is Polie Dobbin." A petite girl with dark curls and big black eyes smiled up at me. "Vevcor Baurn," a rawboned boy nodded in a friendly manner, "and Sajen Jward."

Sajen looked so much like Chatta that for a moment I could swear they were sisters. "Forgive me, but are you two related?"

"Third cousins," Chatta confirmed as she took a seat.

Ah. Well, that explained the resemblance. I gave them a polite bow before I took the nearest chair, setting my text books and parchment on the table.

"We've copied all of our notes from Wizards Through the Ages," Polie volunteered. "That will be much faster than trying to read the first three chapters in the book."

She passed me several pieces of parchment, and I was glad to see that the notes were neat and easy to follow. This certainly would be better than to read all three chapters tonight. "Thank you."

"I'm afraid we can't do much to help you with Shielding and Weapons," Vevcor noted dryly. "Those are all practical classes; we rarely have any book work in them. But I do have a list of all the major magical creatures which should help you a little."

I accepted the next parchment he handed me and scanned it quickly. The handwriting wasn't as neat, but I could still make it out. "I really appreciate this. All of you are saving me a lot of reading."

"I'd still read the book," Polie disagreed. "But you don't have to do it all tonight."

"Since you can't read about Shielding," Sajen smoothly picked up the thread of conversation, "I've been volunteered to at least explain the basics so you have some idea to work from."

For the next hour I sat there and learned how to ground myself, how to focus, and how the shield would protect me. It was all very interesting in theory, but I had this feeling it would be much harder to put into practice.

It was late when we called it quits for the day and split up. I was very grateful for Vevcor's presence because I could just follow him to the boy's dormitories without having to admit I was afraid of getting lost.

On the way he warned me of some of the finer details that living on campus entailed (like getting to the mess hall early if I wanted to eat something decent for breakfast). I tried to memorize everything he told me. By the time I reached my room I felt like my head was crammed full of information—and leaking at all of the seams.

My head barely touched my pillow before the mattress reached up and swallowed me whole.

~*~

"Garth?"

Nuuuh.

"Garth? Hello? You need to wake up."

I could hear the words, but they didn't make a lot of sense. I was comfortable, so why would I want to wake up?

There was an exasperated sigh. "I hope you're not always this hard to wake up…Garth!"

I winced when my name was yelled into my ear. Owww! That was my eardrum. Cracking open an eye, I turned to see what misbegotten idiot was attempting to disturb my peaceful slumber.

Vevcor?

His expression was teetering between a smile and a frown. "Well, his eyes are open at least. Garth, are you with the land of the living or do I need to dump some water over your head?"

I wasn't entirely awake, but the idea of a wet head wasn’t too appealing. "I'm awake," I grumbled.

"I doubt that seriously, but I'll give you a few moments to prove me wrong. You better shake a leg because breakfast is going to be served in about fifteen minutes, and you want to beat the rush."

''Shake a leg?'' Hainians had the weirdest expressions.

It took effort; it took discipline; it took grim determination! But I finally managed to extract myself from the death grip that my bed had on me. Once I was moving, Vevcor was satisfied that I could maintain my momentum. Before leaving, he said (threatened?) that he'd be back in five minutes to get me. I stumbled into my uniform and dragged a comb through my tangled hair, leaving a fair share of it behind. With a Herculean effort, I valiantly shoved all of my books, plus some parchments, and quills into a book bag, before Vevcor was pounding on my door again.

Don't ask why, but getting dressed somehow makes me wake up, perhaps because I always make it an adrenaline sport. Vevcor was pleasantly surprised that I was almost alive, and dragged me out of the room.

The hallway was more crowded than I had anticipated considering how early it was. Once again I was the focus of curious looks and whispers. I felt like a large boulder in a riverbed with the water flowing around it on all sides. They didn’t mean any harm, so I chose to ignore it. It was just something else I’d have to get used to.

The mess hall was very crowded by the time we arrived. It wouldn't have surprised me to learn that most of the school was currently present in this room. I joined a line that seemed to head in the direction of the food, and patiently gravitated towards it. After a few minutes of slowly inching my way along, I decided to put the time to use, and took out the notes on Magical History.

The next thing I was aware of, besides the parchment, was a hand waving up and down in front of my face. I looked up and grinned. "Good morning, Chatta."

"Good morning. Studying already?"

"I'm behind," I reminded her.

"Not that behind. Put it away. You need to focus on food soon."

Without my noticing, I had moved much closer to the serving line. There was no Chahiran food on display, but I wasn't really expecting that. The trouble was that my Jaunten blood could tell me what the food was, but not how it tasted. I wasn't sure what I'd like and hesitated before choosing an assortment of things.

There were several women on the other side of the table helping to serve up the food. I think the one directly across from me, a matronly woman with flaming red hair, took pity on my obvious confusion. She took the time to point out some of the better choices. I smiled at her thankfully before I gathered up the plate and utensils. Juggling plate and bag, I snagged a glass of some kind of juice (at least, I think it was juice) and stepped away from the line.

Chatta didn't give me time to wonder where to sit; she just took my elbow and directed me to a table near the door. Thank all the gods for her because I'd feel so awkward otherwise.

When I sat at the table, I had a brief argument with my robes. Why do people wear these things? They catch on everything and they bunch up and bind you when they're not supposed to! I think Chatta was laughing at my struggle, but when I looked up at her, her expression was completely innocent; a little too innocent, actually.

I only recognized half the people sitting around me, but we were all too busy stuffing food into our mouths to do introductions. I was very gingerly taking little bites of everything on my plate, discovering what I did and didn't like. Some of it was good; some of it was a little too spicy for this early in the morning, and some of it was so bitter my tongue curled up on itself in self defense. Yuck, who would voluntarily eat bread that bitter?

Sajen was snickering at me. "Garth, you're picking at your food like you're afraid it might bite you."

"All of this is completely new to me," I grumbled at her.

"You don't recognize any of the food?" She seemed amazed by this.

I just shook my head and went back to the foods that I had decided I liked.

"Oh. I knew our cultures were different, but I was sure you'd recognize something."

Actually, when I packed up and left home, I hadn't been worried about the food. I assumed there would be different foods for me to get used to, as well as foods that looked familiar too. I was so wrong on that account.

"Garth, my boy!"

I'd know that voice anywhere. I turned sharply to see O'danne standing behind me, smiling from ear to ear. He of course had caught me with my mouth full. I had to swallow hastily, nearly choking myself in the process. "Good morning, sir."

"Good morning! I see you're all outfitted. Ready for class?"

I certainly hoped so. "Yes sir."

"Good, good. I'll see you soon." With a general wave at the table he walked away.

He'd see me soon? I turned to look at Polie. "Does he teach a class?"

"Wizards Through the Ages," she answered.

Oh. It occurred to me that my written schedule had neglected to mention who my teachers were. I didn't have time to rectify that, unfortunately. Hastily eating a few more bites, I bussed up my dishes, grabbed up my books, and headed for the door.

Being late to class on my first day would hardly have been starting off on the right foot.

~*~

Silence is sometimes the better part of valor.

I wish I'd realized that sooner.

Wizards Through the Ages was quite probably the driest subject on the face of the planet, outside of mathematics. The only thing that kept me from falling asleep in class was Professor O'danne. He possessed a dry sense of humor that cropped up every now and then, keeping me semi-awake.

If I had just kept my mouth shut and pretended that I'd inherited all the historical knowledge I needed through my Jaunten blood, I could have avoided this subject completely. People expected Jaunten to know everything. Okay, a lesson learned. From now on if someone thinks that I know something because I'm Jaunten, I'm not disabusing them of the notion.

Class thankfully ended and I escaped like an inmate from prison with the rest of my classmates.

The next class was Creatures of Magic. Vevcor met me in the hallway and we walked out together, but not toward the class room. I gave him a look askance as we headed outside and toward the stables.

"Professor Bryer told us to meet him at the stables today," he explained. "I think we're going to meet our lesson there or something."

I shrugged, not particularly caring if the lesson was outside or inside. There were students everywhere, and I had to dodge people in order to avoid any collisions. It took a few minutes to get free of the main crowd and head toward the stables. It was easy to see members of the class once we rounded the last corner—a group of thirty or so people was there, with Professor Bryer towering over most of them. Odd, I hadn't realized he was so tall.

"Gather close everyone," he stated in a calm voice. "We have a great honor before us now."

I was not quite tall enough to see over the crowd, and got up onto my tip toes in an effort to figure out what the Professor was talking about. As I watched, the largest horse I have ever laid eyes on walked out of the stable. Her coat was pure white—not a speck of grey on her, just solid white. If she'd had a horn, I could have sworn that she was a unicorn. I could feel power rolling from her, calm and soothing. It seemed to radiate from every muscle, dancing along her skin with each movement. She was breathtakingly beautiful, and obviously very pregnant.

"This is Advent Eve, of the Nreesce Race."

I very, very vaguely remembered reading about the Nreesce. In hindsight, not a lot had been mentioned. I had been given the impression that the Nreesce were extinct. About the only thing the book had said was that the Nreesce were created by Mages. In ages past, they had served as their mounts, and they had special abilities.

A soft voice resounded directly into my head. "Greetings, children."

Call me crazy—call me a raving lunatic, but I knew instantly where that voice had come from. The Nreesce. She was looking directly at us, with an unmistakable intelligence in her deep blue eyes.

I swallowed hard. Apparently one of their special abilities was telepathy. Oh boy. It made me wonder what else a Nreesce could do.

Most of the class was just as stunned as I, but others answered her respectfully, returning the greeting. Pulling myself together I answered as well.

"Your professor has requested that I tell you of my race. I am pleased to do so, but I wish to move to a more comfortable setting first. Follow me."

Obediently, we trooped out of the stable yard to a quiet paddock around the back. There was a huge stack of hay off to one side…or straw; I can't tell the difference. It was spiky and yellow, that much I knew. Advent Eve used it as a chair of sorts, propping herself up comfortably and facing us. It made her look even larger around the belly, and I had to wonder just how far along she was. She looked ready to pop at any moment.

We settled on the grass around her, without invitation, sitting where we could. With utmost patience she waited until we were settled before continuing her lecture.

"We were born exactly two hundred and eight years ago, the result of Life Magic and desperation. We were born on the Isle of Strae, far to the north of Chahir. Our purpose was simple—to protect our Riders. For this we were given many abilities, and many talents. One was the ability of telepathy, as you have just witnessed. Others were born of more complex magic."

If telepathy was simple, I couldn't begin to fathom what would be more complex. I listened with enraptured attention as she continued, having the haunting feeling that she was not speaking from second hand experience—she had been there. She had witnessed it all.

"There are Firetails; ones with tails of pure flame that can set anything on fire, even stone. There are Breakers, who can break anything by slamming both hooves against the surface. Some of us have paws with sharp claws instead of hooves. These are the most common traits you will see—other abilities have not survived over the centuries." She shifted slightly, almost as if in discomfort. "There are few of us alive now, but that is the result of choice. We do not choose to have many children. Our rarity gives us special status, and with that, many choices for how to live. We do not wish to serve as anyone's servant or pet."

I could see her point. If there was ever a time when there was a full herd of Nreesce, I was sure that someone greedy and stupid enough would try to enslave them or break them to use as a common horse.

"Are there questions that you would have me answer?"

There were a few brave souls that spoke up, asking this or that. They were all answered with respect—sometimes with a little amusement. After a few minutes, it was obvious that she was not at all comfortable and rose with great effort back to her feet. "I'm afraid that I cannot stay any longer. Thank you for your attention."

We stood respectfully as she walked out, then the excited chattering began. Professor Bryer dismissed us with a sigh, probably because he knew that no one would pay any attention to him after meeting a live Nreesce.

I was still a little shocked by it. Meeting a creature of legend isn't exactly an everyday occurrence. I just followed the crowd as they headed for the main building, mentally planning how to get to my next class. As I passed the main part of the stable, there was a quiet hail from behind me.

"Child of the Earth, will you come speak with me for a moment?"

Unbidden, my head turned in her direction. Advent Eve was standing just inside her stall, eyes steady on me. She wants to talk to me? Um…okay. Curious, I turned toward her. I wasn't quite sure how to address her, honestly. My mother always told me that when in doubt, be polite. It seemed like good advice at that moment. With a slight bow I said, "Your servant."

"A young man with manners; how unexpected." She seemed amused, but rather pleased as well. "It has been many generations since I felt one with the power you possess. You are an Earth Mage, are you not?"

"I am, my lady."

"Your accent is from Chahir. Does magic still exist within your country?"

Not for a lack of trying. The government was certainly zealous enough in stamping it out, but apparently magic is a very stubborn thing. "To some extent, yes."

"You offer me a contradiction, young Mage. You are from Chahir, a place that hates magic of all sorts, and yet you bear the mark of a Jaunten. How is this so?"

In a split second I decided to be completely honest with her. She felt like someone I could trust. My instincts were completely sure of this. Besides, she obviously was very knowledgeable if she knew what I was by just observation alone. I told her a concise version of events that led to this moment. She listened quietly and respectfully and with sometimes a flicker of surprise in her eyes. When I was done, she actually snorted in amusement.

"You do have a talent for finding trouble, child. Either that or Fate has a personal interest in you."

I think I preferred the talent for finding trouble. Fate tended to be a fickle mistress. "If you can, tell me how you knew that I was Jaunten? Most people don't know by looking at me."

"There was a time when there were more like you; Jaunten made instead of born. Before the properties of the Jaunten gift were truly understood, there were accidents where blood was mixed and other Jaunten were created. I remember seeing those marked with stark white hair, such as yours."

Interesting. I hadn't known that.

The main bell on top of the library tower gonged, giving the five minute warning. Curses, I was going to be late if I didn't run.

Advent Eve seemed to understand my sudden panic, because she ducked her head at me. "Go child. But return soon, there are other things I wish to discuss with you."

I didn't have time to say anything, just gave her another short bow, spun around, and bolted for the building at top speed.



Chapter Five: Beginnings
 

 

 

My first day of school was, needless to say, very busy. It was after dinner, and well into evening before I found a chance to go back and visit Advent Eve. I did take a moment to duck into my room and shed books and robe before venturing back to the stables. After fighting all day with my ankle-long robes, and carting all of those heavy text books, it was a relief to get rid of them.

The stables were quiet. There was no hint of noise anywhere. There was only the hush of a graveyard's silence clinging to the wood and stone. Unease was tingling up my spine for some reason, and I couldn't put my finger on why.

As I neared the end of the stable, there was a low groan of pain. My head snapped around, ears straining to catch another sound. It came again, ending in a short grunt.

The sounds were coming from Advent Eve's stall.

I extended my senses as I hurried toward her stall, opening the door carefully and peeking around it. What I saw was not encouraging. Advent Eve was on her side, sweating heavily. From the way she was moving, and the soft sounds slipping out of her throat, I knew she was in a great deal of pain.

Rushing to her head I knelt and placed a hand on her neck. In her condition, I wasn't sure if she was completely aware that I was here, and I didn't want to take an accidental hoof in some tender portion of my anatomy. "Lady? What's wrong?" I didn't ask if she was all right because the answer was obviously no.

"The baby is coming."

Even this close to her, and in physical contact, I had barely heard her. "Does anyone else know?"

"No. I could not reach anyone."

This is bad. I'm a guy, a teenager! I know nothing about child birth, and I especially know nothing about horses. My Jaunten side wasn't providing much in the way of useful information either. Being a Jaunten really wasn't what it was cracked up to be. "Tell me who to fetch."

"There is no time. The baby is coming now."

Busted baskets! I didn't want to hear that! I forced the rising panic down before it could choke me, and when I spoke again, my voice was almost painfully level. "Tell me what to do."

"I'm too weak to push the baby out. You must help drag him clear, but be gentle."

Helping a Nreesce give birth was not, obviously, on my fantasy list of things to do before I died. But I couldn't just leave her here on her own. I nodded, moved toward her hindquarters, and tried to look only enough to get a rough grasp of this situation.

There's obviously a reason why guys can't give birth, and I think I just discovered why. This was really disturbing. It gave the whole idea of bachelorhood a new appeal.

I shoved my unease and embarrassment and nausea down, and concentrated my entire focus on the daunting task ahead.

Advent Eve was straining, her entire body nearly clenched in long, painful spasms. Sympathy aches were developing in my body just watching her. I wanted to do something to help her, but I couldn't think of anything. If only I had more training in my abilities, or one of my Jaunten ancestors had been a doctor of some sort…but no such luck.

Someone in my past had helped with deliveries, though, because I did know a little. I knew that I was right to be relieved to see the head come out first, because otherwise it would be a breech and that would be bad. I knew to keep talking to her, calming her and running soothing hands along her skin. After a small eternity of watching her strain, though, I wished I knew more.

"Child, tell me your name."

"Rhebengarthen."

She half rose up, teeth clenched against a strong spasm. I winced in sympathy. What worried me was the wave of blood that was coming out of her every time she had a cramp. That, according to my very limited knowledge, was not a good sign.

"Rhebengarthen, I am fading fast. What do you see of my child?"

"A nose," I admitted.

"You must reach in and pull the baby free."

I was afraid she was going to say something like that. Taking a deep breath, I grasped my courage, gingerly placed my hands on either side of the nose, then by feel alone, forced my way a little deeper. I was trying to be gentle but quick. By slow degrees I coaxed the baby out. I had his head free when Advent Eve jerked up, neighing loudly in pain. In shock, I lost my balance and fell backwards, barely catching myself on my hands. There was a brief pain in my right palm, but I ignored it and scrambled on all fours back to her. "Advent Eve?"

"Quickly, I cannot stand this much longer!"

By the stars and planets, I really didn't like this! Gritting my teeth, I dove back to my task, but this time I wasn't as focused on being gentle as I was in getting the baby free. Another spasm hit Advent Eve, and all of a sudden, I had a foal in my lap. He was covered in this thin, pale membrane and blood and other gooey stuff that I didn't want to examine too carefully.

There was a towel hanging next to the door, and right under that a bucket of water. I leaned backwards, snatched the towel, and then carefully dragged the water bucket next to me. This time, I knew what to do. I had to clear all the mucus off the baby's nose and mouth so he could breathe freely.

As I cleaned him up, I kept a worried eye on the mother. She was still breathing hard, and unfortunately bleeding heavily. "Lady, are you all right?"

"No, child. I wish I could say otherwise, but no."

A sharp alarm shot through my system. "What can I do?"

"Nothing, I'm afraid. Listen to me closely. The baby's name is Trivoxor. He is far more important than you know. Do not reveal his name to anyone but Jalch Bryer or Strishkit O'danne. They can be trusted not to abuse the knowledge."

The colt stirred in my arms and very shakily got to his feet. It took two attempts before he could stay there, but he stood on his own. Very carefully, he moved until he could touch noses with his mother. I have no idea of what she said to him—I couldn’t hear anything. It was several moments before I heard her voice again.

"He has chosen you as his Rider, Rhebengarthen."

All the remaining blood in my face fled southward. His Rider? I was to be his Rider? Were they both insane?! I'm a sixteen year old, brand spanking new Jaunten, and an untrained Mage! "Lady, you can't be serious! There must be other people far better suited than I—”

"He has chosen you. Care for him, Rhebengarthen, for he will surely take care of you."

I was all set to protest again when she took in one more shaky breath…and went completely still. Rapidly, I scrambled around the colt and touched my hand to her neck, but there was no pulse. She…was dead?

There was a soft bump against my shoulder and I turned slightly. The colt was staring straight at me, with dark blue eyes—his mother's eyes. "I'm sorry," I whispered to him, voice choked with brimming tears. I had not known Advent Eve long, but she had been kind to me—she had trusted me with her only son, and I was as terrified of that responsibility as I was grieved that I could do nothing to stop her death. I felt numb with the sense of loss.

There was no condemnation in the colt's face, just sadness and confusion. He lowered his head, putting it against my chest. I raised both hands to his neck, my head bowing over his. What more could I have done?

There was a scuffle of human feet in the doorway. I looked up, blinking past tears, to see a large man standing there with a lantern in one hand. He took in the room with widening eyes. "Boy, what's going on here?"

I couldn't dredge up the necessary focus to try and soften the blow. "She's dead. Died giving birth."

A grimace of pain flashed over his face, eerie in the lamplight. When had night fallen? I hadn't even noticed. "And the baby?"

At the last second, I remembered her cautionary words about telling the true name of the child. I answered carefully, "Her voice was very weak. She didn't say much."

"Come out of there," he ordered. The look on his face was hard from grief, or suspicion; I couldn’t tell. I carefully climbed to my feet, encouraging the colt to come with me. It didn't take much. He seemed determined to stay with me.

Together we left the stall. I was close enough to the man at that point to recognize the emblem on his shirt pocket of a green tree rimmed in fire. It made him the head of the stables. I wanted to yell at him for showing up now instead of a half hour ago! There was some realistic part of me that said it probably wouldn't have made a difference.

I was still mad at him though.

Actually, I was just mad. It was better than being depressed.

He led us without a word down four stalls and inside a clean stall that had obviously not been used in a while. I heard him shout at someone, but I didn't pay attention. I just sat in the clean straw with a tired thump. What a day!

The colt was standing next to me, obviously not interested in lying down just quite yet. In the warm night air, his coat was beginning to dry, and it was only now that I really saw him. He wasn't white like his mother, but a dark chestnut that gleamed in the golden light of the lanterns. The only inheritance his mother had left was his eyes, and the white hair on his mane and tail. When he is full grown, this is going to be one very gorgeous stallion.

While I was looking at my Nreesce, more people arrived. It was so odd to think of him as mine, but that was the simple truth of the matter. Among the new arrivals was Professor O'danne, looking as rumpled as usual, but without the gentle smile I'd grown accustomed to seeing. Professor Bryer appeared looking as neat as a pin, and miserably unhappy.

I stood as they entered, forcing myself to meet their eyes. "Professors."

"What's happened, Garth?"

Professor O'danne's voice was so gentle and understanding, it almost broke me, but I swallowed the urge to cry and rant, and answered with only a slight roughness to my voice. "Advent Eve asked me earlier today to come and talk with her this evening. When I arrived she was already in labor. I did my best to help her, sir, but…it wasn't enough."

He sighed, and patted me on the shoulder. "I think I understand, my boy. It was a difficult situation, and we are grateful for what you tried to do. Did she say anything?"

"Yes sir." I looked up, saw the stable master still standing there listening, and frowned slightly. Advent Eve hadn't said anything about trusting the stable master. "She left one message, but it was to be told to only you and Professor Bryer."

The two professors shared a quick glance, then Professor Bryer shooed the scowling stable master out, closed the door, and pulled out his wand. I have no idea what spell he used, but I could feel a slight bubble of magic come over the room.

"Silencing spell," he explained simply. "No one can hear us now. What did she say, Garth?"

"The colt's name is Trivoxor," I started. As it turned out, nothing else needed to be said. Instant understanding dawned on their faces. They looked down at the colt standing next to me with such awe that it was nearly fanatical. Carefully I ventured, "Why is that important?"

Professor Bryer shook himself, looking calm and neutral once more. "I can only explain that to his Rider, Garth. If he ever chooses a Rider."

I have this feeling that I'm going to open a can of worms if I say this, but it had to be said sooner or later. "I am his Rider."

They both looked at me as if my eyebrows had suddenly gone fluorescent green, and fairies were holding a formal ball on my eyelids.

"It was the last thing she told me," I added in near protest to those twin incredulous looks. "That he had chosen me to be his Rider. Then she said to take care of him because he would surely take care of me."

The colt leaned his head against my hip, tail flicking. I think that, more than anything, convinced them. Professor O'danne started chuckling in genuine amusement. "You do know how to land into interesting situations, my boy. Very well, if you are his Rider then it would be wise of you to know. Are you aware of who Advent Eve was?"

"A Nreesce is all I know, sir."

"She was not only a Nreesce, Garth." Bryer was still watching the colt as if he was trying to convince himself this whole situation was a dream; just a bad dream and he'd wake up at any moment. "She was the mother of the Nreesce Race. The first Nreesce ever born."

It took a moment for the full impact of that explanation to sink in. Trivoxor was the direct descendant of the mother of the Nreesce race? By all magic…no wonder the colt was so special and important.

"There's more," O'danne added cheerfully. I think that gentle smile hides a truly sadistic sense of humor because he was enjoying all of this way too much. "There is a prophecy about that colt. If you come up to my office during lunch tomorrow, I'll let you read it."

"That might be wise," I agreed in a daze. Prophecy? Why did that one word make me want to run for the hills?

There was an insistent tugging at my shirt. My Nreesce was looking up at me in silent demand. For a moment I stared down at him, completely clueless as to what he wanted. "What?"

"Hungry."

I nearly jumped out of my skin as that insistent voice resounded in my head.

"Garth?" Bryer was looking at me as if he felt I was going to fall apart at the seams. And that was a tempting prospect, so he was probably right to worry.

"H-he said he's hungry," I choked out.

"Ah! Well, he was just born, that's to be expected. I'll have a bottle made up so you can feed him. I think the rest of our questions can wait until tomorrow morning."

I nodded numbly. Were newborn Nreesce supposed to be able to talk like this? Neither of the professors in front of me was particularly surprised by Trivoxor's demand, so I guess so.

I sat back down in the hay waiting for the bottle to arrive.

"I have a book on Nreesce that you can borrow," Professor O'danne offered cordially. "I think it will help you take care of your Nreesce."

"Much appreciated sir," I answered faintly. With Trivoxor, I had a feeling that I would need all the help I could get.

~*~

In case you've ever wondered, hay is not comfortable to sleep on. For one thing, it's sharp and it pokes you whenever you move. For another, it flattens easily and is nowhere near as comfortable as a feather mattress. Why do I know this?

Nreesce, according to Professor Bryer, grow very fast. Within a year they are considered to be a juvenile adult, and within two they are at full maturity. What that equated to in the short term was that Trivoxor was constantly hungry. I had to feed him every two hours. Ever tried ignoring a hungry colt? Sleeping is not an option, let me tell you. I spent the entire night in that stable, getting up every two hours to make another bottle for Trivoxor, feeding him, and then going back to sleep.

How do mothers do this on a regular basis?

I was gaining a whole new respect for every mother on the planet; my own especially. Not only had she done this with me, but with both of my older brothers and my younger sister as well. I was awed by her patience and astounded at her generosity. After an entire night in a barn with a pesky colt, I was feeling many things, but being patient and generous weren't on the list. Tired, irritable, hungry, yes; in the mood to coddle a colt? Not really.

I was roused that morning by an insistent tugging at my sleeve. A colt isn't born with teeth, at least a Nreesce colt isn't. Being bitten by them isn't painless, however. He didn't actually bite me on purpose, but sometimes he was a little enthusiastic about waking me up and caught some skin in the process. In sheer self-preservation, I was sleeping lightly enough to surface, fully alert, at the first tug.

"Hungry."

Of course he was. With a long suffering sigh I got up, went to the small kitchen area in the stables, and started putting another bottle together. Trivoxor was right on my heels, practically prancing with impatience. I'd barely poured the milk into the bottle before he was sucking at the nipple and emptying the contents with great efficiency.

As I stood there bleary eyed, watching him eat, the city clock started donging out the time. Absently, I counted the chimes…nine o'clock.

Nine o'clock?!

Rotting wormbread! I'd missed the first two classes completely. Bloody magic, but this wasn't good. I was already behind; it wasn't wise to miss any classes whatsoever.

I was standing there worrying when it occurred to me that there was someone watching me. Looking up, I was faced with Chatta's expression of absolute astonishment.

"Garth? I'd heard from Professor Bryer that you were down here, but…why are you feeding the colt?"

"Apparently he didn't tell you everything," I noted wryly.

She was staring at the hungry colt in front of me. "Apparently not."

It's hard to think fast when you haven't gotten a full night's sleep, but I had to quickly decide how much I could tell her. I liked Chatta, but I wasn't sure how much to say at this point. For the time being, it was probably wise to play this close to my chest. "I was here last night when Advent Eve gave birth to him. I don't know why, but they chose me as his Rider."

For a split second Chatta was staring at me incredulously. Then she started laughing, mirth spilling out of her mouth and shining in her eyes. "Only you," she gasped in between spurts of laughter. "Only you would be actually chosen by a Nreesce. And on your first day of school, no less!"

The irony of the situation wasn't lost on me, but I didn't appreciate her laughter either. I scowled at her, distinctly unhappy.

The colt was finally finished eating and was looking at Chatta with curiosity, tail flicking. "Friend?"

Casually tossing the bottle back into the sink I answered, "Yes, she is a friend. This is Chatta."

"Chatta," he repeated.

Chatta was watching us in growing amazement. "He can talk already?"

"If you consider one word sentences talking. He's only said two words to me so far and that was 'friend' and 'hungry'."

She hummed thoughtfully and dropped down to where she was eye level with the colt. "Hello. I'm Chatta."

He touched his nose against her hand, making her smile with that peculiar delight that all women have when they're around a cute baby. She looked back up at me, still petting the colt (which attention he loved). "What is his name?"

Trivoxor, but that wasn't a name I could call him. Even a shortened version of it might be a bad idea. "I haven't thought of one for him yet," I answered truthfully. "Except maybe 'Nightmare'," I added with a dark scowl. "I got practically no sleep last night because I was up so often feeding him."

The little bottomless pit came back to me and rubbed his face against my chest, looking up at me with adoring eyes. Color me cynical, but I just knew that I was being manipulated.

Chatta wasn't helping the situation with her snickering. I waited for her to get control of herself before asking, "Did you come looking for me for a reason?"

"Yes, both Professor Bryer and Professor O'danne wanted to talk to you. They said they had more information for you."

"Ah." More information sounded really good at this point. I'd just fed him, so I had about two hours to talk with the professors. Hopefully I could work out something with my class schedule so I could take care of a hungry baby. Then I needed to get back here to prepare a bottle. I should be able to manage that. Dropping down to his level I told my Nreesce, "I have to go talk to the professors. Stay here and take a nap, all right?"

"No."

Look, a new word! I wish it had been a different one, though. Sighing I repeated, "I need to go talk to them. They have more information for me. I won't be gone for very long." In a flash of inspiration I promised, "I'll be back before you're hungry again."

"No."

Busted buckets! I pondered the problem for a moment before inspiration hit. "What if Chatta stays with you?"

He hesitated at that.

Chatta, jewel that she is, smiled warmly at him and offered, "I can give you a bath and brush you out so your coat gleams. It'll be fun."

If I've learned anything in the past twelve hours, it's that my Nreesce loves personal attention. He still looked a bit torn, but said, "Yes."

I carefully didn't breathe a sigh of relief. "Right. I'll leave you to it."

~*~

Professor O'danne took one look at me and smirked. "You look like you spent a night in a barn, my boy."

"In this case, appearances are not deceiving," I drawled back. "Good morning to you too, sir."

The man had the absolute audacity to laugh at me. Professor Bryer even looked a little amused, and I didn't think he had a particularly well developed sense of humor.

I was in Professor Bryer's office and was not surprised to find it completely neat and organized. It was decorated in dark woods, and books seemed to cover the walls, like invasive vines. The room was a little too dark, but a comfortable place nonetheless. They motioned me to sit down, so I took a cushy chair in front of the desk. Oh yes, so much better than hay.

"I understand you skipped your first two classes," Professor O'danne commented with that little smirk still hovering over his mouth.

"Slept right through them," I admitted with a heavy sigh. "Did you know a newborn Nreesce eats every two hours?"

The old man's lips twitched, and I could swear he was silently laughing. "Really."

I was not amused, and my look at him relayed as much.

Professor Bryer decided to interrupt the moment and handed me a book. "This is everything we know about Nreesce. Advent Eve helped write most of it, so it should be very accurate."

I took the book with reverence, still feeling a pang of guilt and sadness at her name. "Thank you."

"I'll go back down with you, and we'll work out a feeding schedule so you can get some sleep and go to your classes," Professor Bryer continued with a slight smile. "You'll still need to feed and care for the colt a majority of the time, but you won't have to carry the entire burden alone."

I nodded in relief. Things were looking up already.

Bryer turned and picked up another book from his desk, opening it to a marked section. "Read this top paragraph."

Giving him a curious glance, I turned the book a bit more so I could read it easier. "The Mother shall give birth, and her son will be named Trivoxor. Blood shall be mixed with his coming; strangers shall seek him. A Rider shall be chosen. Great power shall be his, and all shall know his name. The son will be named Trivoxor and blood will be mixed with his coming."

I swallowed hard. That had to be the prophecy they had mentioned the night before. The first sentence was clear enough. Advent Eve had not only been a mother, but also the mother of the Nreesce race, and she had born a son and called him Trivoxor. I didn't completely understand the second sentence. "Blood shall be mixed" could mean war, but I didn't know for sure. The ''strangers shall seek him'' just sounded ominous. The third sentence I knew was about me. I was the Rider chosen. I didn't particularly care for the promise that ''great power shall be his, and all shall know his name.'' It was probably the promise of power and fame that would make people seek Trivoxor, in desire of becoming his Rider.

What I found odd was that Trivoxor's name and the part about the blood being mixed was repeated. Often things that were truly important in magic were repeated at least once—but why were those two things so very crucial? I looked up, silently asking for an explanation.

"Before last night, we truly didn't understand much about this prophecy," O'danne admitted quietly. "We knew it pertained to Advent Eve, which was why she was moved here before the birth. She knew that if she had a son, according to tradition his name would be Trivoxor, after the Mage that had first created her. We had no idea that a Rider would be chosen this quickly."

I spread my hands in a helpless shrug. "I don't understand why they chose me."

Bryer's eyes snapped to my hand and, before I could react, caught my wrist. "Boy, when did you scratch yourself?"

I looked at him sharply, then at the shallow cut on my palm. When had I done that…? I opened my mouth to say I didn't know, but suddenly I did know. A memory of last night flashed through my mind, and I remembered falling back onto my hands. There was a flash of pain in my palm, and then I went back to helping with the birth. "Last night," I answered slowly.

"During or after the birth?" Bryer demanded urgently.

I had a feeling that I had just gotten myself into trouble but I couldn't figure out how. "During."

"By all that's magic!" he swore in disbelief. "Do you realize that you've quite likely made Trivoxor a Jaunten?"

…what?! "Th-that's not possible," I denied shakily. "I was the only one cut; there was no direct contact of blood—”

"Advent Eve was bleeding heavily," O'danne reminded me gently. "And Trivoxor was still attached to her, was he not?"

Yes, at that point he had been.

My face must have done something, because O'danne acted like I had answered the question. "Then they were both likely contaminated, my boy." He grinned wryly. "I've puzzled often over that phrase, 'blood shall be mixed.' I thought it meant warfare or something of that sort, but I suppose it's rather obvious now."

"This is still guesswork," Bryer muttered darkly, but even he didn't sound convinced. "But the probability is high. We'll have to test the colt to make sure."

All things considered, that was probably wise.

The office door abruptly exploded behind me, casting splinters all over the place. The professors threw up some kind of automatic shields to protect us from the blast, even as we were rocked out of our chairs by the explosion. I landed in a defensive crouch and twisted to look over the back to see what caused it. Was it some kind of attack? But who…?

Standing in what was left of the doorframe was an extraordinarily put out Nreesce colt. He actually glared at me as he daintily picked his way through the remains of the door. I stood up slowly, and I'm sure my eyes were as big as saucers. He had destroyed the door? He wasn't even a full day old! How had he done that?!

Ignoring everyone else, he put his head against my stomach and grumbled petulantly, "Gone too long!"

I stared down at him in amazement. Before I could get my scattered wits together, Chatta appeared in the doorway, a little flushed and breathless.

"Garth, I'm so sorry! He just got so agitated the longer you were gone. I finally said that I'd come fetch you, but it was like he knew where to go or something. He just came straight to you, I couldn't even keep up!"

I raised a shaking hand to my temples, feeling a real beauty of a headache coming on. I was gone perhaps twenty minutes, and he thought that was "too long?" How was I supposed to deal with classes then, considering they were at least an hour? "It's all right, Chatta." Well, it wasn't, but it wasn't her fault either.

"Don't fuss on him, Garth," O'danne murmured. Apparently not even a door exploding behind his back fazed the man because he was smiling in genuine amusement. "He's barely a day old, and you're the only parent he has at the moment. It's natural that he wants to spend all of his time with you. Admittedly, it does complicate things a bit," he observed wryly, looking around at the wooden splinters scattered all over the floor, like some crazy puzzle gone horribly wrong.

A bit, he says! Understatement of the year! I hadn't thought my life could get any more complicated, but then this happened. What a nightmare! I sighed and looked down at my Nreesce. Chatta had given him that bath, at least, although he wasn't dry yet. He still needed a good brushing.

The sound of footsteps started in the hallway. Chatta looked both directions and sighed. "I'll deal with all the questions, you deal with the baby." Stepping back, she took a wand out of her robes and pointed it at what was left of the door. "Repair."

All of the pieces flew together and coalesced back into the shape of the door, to rest on its hinges. I couldn't help but gape in surprise. It was the first time I'd actually seen magic in action. Brilliant!

"Gone too long," a grumpy colt informed me again, testily.

Now was not the time to stand around stupefied. Snapping back to reality, I sank down to his level. "No, I wasn't. I said I'd be back before you were hungry again, and it isn't anywhere close to that time." When this had no effect, I sighed, and tried a different tact. "If you were missing me, then all you had to do was call for me. You didn't have to destroy the door." I was still wondering how he'd managed to do that.

The colt looked at me steadily. "No more leaving."

If I didn't win this argument, there was no hope for the future. "I am never going to leave you permanently, but that doesn't mean I can be belted at the hip either. I have to do and learn things. That requires that I leave you sometimes, that is true. But I will come back. All right?"

"Do what? Learn what?"

Well, at least he was listening to me. "I'm an untrained Mage. I have to learn how to control my abilities. In order to do that, I have to attend classes here."

"Mage?"

Did he even know what a Mage was? "Yes, I'm an Earth Mage."

"Come to classes too?"

I sighed and looked up at the two professors. They were listening to this conversation with great attention, even if they could only hear one side of it. "He wants to come to classes with me."

"I think he can come to some of them," O'danne answered carefully. "But not others. Wizards Through the Ages is up on the third floor. I doubt he can get up the stairs."

That was a good point. "And Weapons is too dangerous for him," I said firmly. I'd seen one person almost get brained in that class.

"But the others should be all right," Bryer acknowledged.

"Come to classes too," the little Nreesce insisted again.

"Most of them," I countered. "Two of them are too dangerous. It's not going to kill you to be separated from me for two hours everyday."

He sulked again, but apparently this was a somewhat acceptable compromise, because he went back to rubbing his head against my chest in contentment.

"We'll have to move your bedroom closer to the stables," Bryer inputted thoughtfully. "You can't stay in the dorms."

No, being near the stables would be much more convenient. "Yes sir."

"Sleeping with you!" the colt demanded.

I foresaw very little sleep in my future. With a sigh I capitulated on this point. "Yes, you can sleep with me."

How do I get myself into these situations?



Chapter Six: Daily Hassles
 

 

 

One of the largest stalls in the stable was turned into a semi-bedroom for the colt and me. One side had a wardrobe, desk, locker, and wash stand for me. The other side had a huge feather mattress that was large enough to share, between one untrained teenage Mage, and one newborn Nreesce. It suited both of our needs, and the colt was happy with the arrangements. I was happy too, even if he did tend to use me as a pillow. At least he didn't kick in his sleep. That would have been bad.

Over the next week, a routine was slowly established. I fed my very demanding colt during the night (and learned how to quickly fall asleep in between feedings). In the morning I fed him breakfast, before going for my own breakfast, and then went to class. The first class always involved some negotiations because my Nreesce didn't want to let go of me. This is where all the girls I was going to school with were an absolute godsend. They would gather around him and pet him, and talk to him, and generally spoil him rotten for the hour I was in class.

It was turning out to be as much of a fight to get him to stay behind, as to pick him up! He was rapidly becoming an attention hound. He was delighted to see me again, but he didn't want to lose all the feminine attention either. He thought it a wonderful compromise for me to just stay, so he didn't have to give up anything.

That wasn't going to happen.

It was a constant cycle of feeding and classes until the afternoon. I usually sat in the main courtyard and studied with everyone, while my Nreesce frolicked all over the place. He enjoyed wrapping every girl in sight around his little hoof. Then it was back to the stables, bed, and another round of nightly feedings.

If I ever had the chance to see my mother again, I was going to profusely thank her for putting up with me as a baby. I had a whole new respect for her now.

I still hadn't thought of a good name for the colt, and he frankly didn't care, so long as I fed him on time. He was an absolute nightmare when he wanted something, and I told him so on a regular basis. Somehow that led to me calling him Nightmare, and the name stuck. Chatta scolded me for naming him that, so to get her off my back, I shortened it to Night. Considering he was a fiery chestnut with a white mane and tail, it was an odd choice for a name. People often commented on it until I explained it was short for Nightmare. Anyone who saw Night, while he was hungry, instantly understood where the name came from.

I did discover a few things in between feedings, classes, and studying. Night was a Breaker, a Nreesce with the ability to break anything as long as he hit it with two hooves. That explained how he had shattered the door in Professor Bryer's office. I also discovered that I had, inadvertently, made him Jaunten as well. We weren't sure if his white mane and tail were signs of his mother or signs of being made Jaunten. He definitely exhibited the “blood inheritance.” I resolved to be much more careful with my blood in the future.

The second week started. I was almost grateful for it, as the weekend had meant spending a lot of time catering to a certain colt's whims. The only reason he got by with everything he did was because he was so cute and charming about it. How do you argue with something that looks at you with adoring eyes?

It was after lunch when I heard strange rumors flying around about a "destructive ghost." Apparently the stairs leading up toward the third floor had these strange breaks in them, like small craters. No one could figure out where they had come from. I really doubted that a ghost was behind all of this, but I couldn't offer a more plausible explanation either. In the end, I just shrugged it off and kept my mind on what I was supposed to be doing.

For three days those broken stairs were the talk of the school. The maintenance crew would fix the stairs, and by the next morning they would be broken again. I had to skirt the work crew to leave Wizards Through the Ages.

During all of this madness, I had a note from Val Haben that enquired about me. It was friendly and cheerful. I answered it with a concise summary of what had happened to me. I have no doubt that when he read the note, an enormous laugh was charged to my tab. Well, at least I'm entertaining, right?

I only had one thought sustaining me during the week. I read the book on Nreesce, religiously, whenever I had a spare moment. In my reading I discovered that a Nreesce foal only nursed about two and a half to three weeks. Then they were slowly switched over to oats, and from that to hay and grass, and all that good stuff.

Two and a half weeks.

I had a week and a half behind me, which meant that in another week I could start taking Night off the bottle and actually sleeping most of the night. I felt like doing a jig in pure happiness.

Life continued on as usual, ignoring the vindictive "ghost" breaking apart the school stairs every night. The last day of school for that week finally dawned. I went through the usual routine of feeding a hungry and demanding Night, went to breakfast, and went to class. I asked my classmates to poke me if I started to snore too loudly.

They snickered, thinking it was a hilarious request. If they had been feeding a hungry Nreesce colt for two weeks, they wouldn't have been laughing.

In an effort to stay awake, I was taking more notes than usual, trying to really focus and stay mentally alert. I was so focused on Professor O'danne that it took a minute to recognize what my magical sense was telling me.

Something was coming in my direction, fast! That something was giving off little bursts of power in short intervals. A part of my mind irreverently wondered if this was what it felt like to have a giant taking a walk and shaking the ground slightly with every step.

The professor stopped, looking sharply at the door. Instinctively, I was halfway out of my seat when the door abruptly exploded.

Busted baskets, not again!

Framed in the ruined doorway was my Nreesce. The only difference was, this time he was quite pleased with himself, and not in the least upset with me. With a prance in his step, and an outrageous twinkle in his eye, he trotted straight over to me.

I was long past being shocked about anything Night might pull. My classmates were frozen to their seats, and I think the professor was trying not to laugh. In defense of my dignity I chose to ignore the rest of the room and focused on the colt. "Hello, Night. I take it you figured out how to climb the stairs?"

He just nodded happily, and cuddled up next to me.

Professor O'danne finally lost the battle, and laughed out loud. In between snickers, he pulled his wand out and fixed the door. I'm really going to have to learn how to do that.

He went back to lecturing like nothing had happened, but I don't think anyone was really paying attention to him. I just sat there, absently stroking Night on the neck, and thinking it through. Well, the mystery of the broken stairs was answered. The only way a horse could go up the stairs was by half-jumping to the next step. That meant that his front and back hooves had touched each step in tandem, breaking the stone on impact.

The tricky part…scratch that, there were two tricky parts. One, I had to figure out how to get Night back down, since I doubted he could do it on his own without completely destroying the staircase. I'd most likely have to carry him. Two, how do I convince him that he couldn't make this a habit? I doubted the maintenance crew would enjoy fixing the stairs twice a day, just so the baby Nreesce could accompany his Rider all over the Academy.

Night tugged at my shirt sleeve. "Hungry!"

Why me?

~*~

Despite all the distractions in my life, I was still making remarkable progress with my training. I was advancing rapidly in Weapons (with all my Jaunten blood; not a big surprise there), and I was way ahead of my classmates in Shielding. They were still casting small shields around things, using energy crystals, talismans, and wands to aid them. I could get a full-body shield up around me without any aid whatsoever. Granted, I had to really focus on it, and I couldn't maintain it for more than a few minutes, but that was still an achievement.

There were degrees of shields. The first shield was against magic, the second against weapons, and the third against power backlashes. Witches and Wizards didn't usually have to worry about power backlashes. It was the Mages that had a bad habit of drawing too much power at times, and having their own spells ricochet on them. I didn't find that knowledge particularly comforting.

The first shield is fairly easy to construct and maintain, but the second one is harder. For one thing, it has to be tougher in texture, while flexible at the same time, so that it won't shatter. After two weeks of practicing the first shield, I was ready to try the second. It took me half an hour to finally erect it.

I barely had it in place when there was an angry equine scream. I turned sharply, looking for Night. He had been dozing in the warm sun, well out of everyone's way. I'd barely managed to turn my head when he appeared at my side, rearing up on his back legs and hitting both of my shields with his front hooves.

Bam!

I was knocked onto my back from the blast, sharply hitting my head against the packed dirt. Owww. I slowly sat up, shaking my head a little in a vain attempt to silence the massive bells ringing in my ears. "Great Wizards, Night, what did you do that for?!"

He was standing over me, nostrils flaring and a fierce look in his eyes. "You put up shields between us."

Wow! That was the first complete sentence I'd ever gotten from him. I blinked myself out of the brief flash of surprise and focused on him again. "Yes, I put up shields. I'm trying to practice with them, Night."

My answer did not exactly sooth the situation. If anything, it made him even madder. "No shields."

I drew myself up to my knees so that I could look at him eye to eye. "Night, I have to be able to shield myself. Not from you, but from other people that might want to hurt me. I know you don't like being separated from me, but it's necessary that I learn how to do this. Okay?"

"No shields."

Children are just so much fun to argue with. Was I that bad at that age? I probably had been. I made another mental note that if I ever saw my parents again I'd apologize for ever being such a brat.

Professor Karmen had rushed over at the initial explosion. She was a wiry little woman with frizzy brown hair, and toughened skin from too much sun. With her black robes she almost looked like some kind of demented Witch out of a child's story book. She was watching my argument with Night, and if her growing smile was anything to go by, she was vastly amused by it. "Garth, why don't you let me try?"

I waved her on with an expansive gesture. If she thought she could make some headway, then I was more than willing to let her try.

Dropping down to one knee, she looked Night right in the eye. "Night, you must let Garth practice shielding."

"No shields."

I was a little surprised to be still included in the conversation, even as a silent participant. Usually Night only spoke with one person at a time.

Professor Karmen didn't lose a whit of her smile, and tried again. "Do you want him to be hurt or defenseless?"

That made the Nreesce pause for a moment. "No."

"Then you must let him practice. He will be defenseless if he can't shield himself."

Night's head dropped slightly. You could almost see a war brewing in his eyes. I tried to hold firm, I really did, but I just felt so guilty for making him depressed like this. I knew I was right, but all he knew was that he didn't want to be separated from me.

With a sigh I shifted around so I could throw an arm around his neck and hug his head to my chest. "How about you stay inside the shield with me?"

He perked right back up, lifting his head so he could stare up at me. "With you?"

"Yes. But you have to be very quiet and still, all right? It's hard to do and I can't be distracted."

If he'd been a cat, I could swear that Night would have purred in contentment in that moment.

I looked up into my professor's face and could see the faint lines of disapproval around her eyes. I shrugged helplessly. How else was I supposed to respond? "I have to learn how to shield with him inside anyway."

She just rolled her eyes, got back up, and walked away. "Let's continue, everyone!"

I stood back up with Night practically glued to my thigh and started building my shields again. Hopefully I'd get the knack for this before my Nreesce got too bored and started fidgeting.



Chapter Seven: A Field Trip
 

 

 

I entered into Professor Doss's office like an unwary fly would venture into a spider's web. Sitting rigidly in front of the desk was Val Haben, looking irritated and determined. He was in the dark brown and green uniform of the Jaunten, and the crest showing his status as Head of the Jaunten was very prominent on his chest. That he had shown up like this, unannounced and in full force, was a trifle worrying.

Behind the desk was Doss, a little rumpled in his black robes, and every whit as rigid with irritation.

I had an immediate impulse to turn on my heel and make a run for it. Being stuck in the middle of a power struggle was not my idea of a good time. Unfortunately, my mother hadn't raised any cowards, so I came all the way inside, shut the door, and took the seat Doss indicated. It did not escape my attention that the chair was set midway on an invisible battle line. It was neither on Doss's nor Haben's side. I had no idea what this was about, but I did not enjoy walking into a situation like this blind. The implication hung in the air that I had to choose a side, and that wasn't a choice I wanted to make.

"Garth, we have a situation on our southern border," Haben stated in preamble. "You are familiar with the Hobendon Peninsula?"

It took a second for my Jaunten blood to kick in and provide a mental map. Hobendon was a fairly large peninsula on the far south west corner of Hain. I nodded once in confirmation.

"The Komot River has overrun its banks and flooded some three hundred acres. Any attempt to dam it up has been futile. We believe that an underground spring has risen up and is feeding into the river. We need someone to investigate the cause and help with damage control."

Somehow I heard the words "only a Mage can do this." Oh boy. I think I was beginning to grasp the situation now. "Why me?"

It was Doss who answered, the words coming out through gritted teeth. "A Wizard or Witch could find the problem; however, without necessary preparation, they won't be able to help solve it in a timely enough fashion to suit everyone."

Ah. They wanted the quick solution. "A half-trained Mage is an acceptable compromise?"

Doss unbent enough to actually grin at me. "You have such a way with words, my boy. Yes, that's it precisely. Haben is convinced you can do the job."

"And you?" I asked quietly.

He sighed, a smile slipping off his face. "I think you can. You've advanced rapidly, but you've only been here a month and a half. I feel uneasy about you attempting something of this magnitude without supervision. So many things could go wrong!"

Haben pounced on that statement with almost vicious enthusiasm. "So send a Wizard with him! Think of this as practical experience for Garth, or a class project or something."

Some class project!

Doss snorted at the comparison but didn't immediately comment. After a long moment he blew out an irritable breath and growled, "Fine. Kartal is in that area, or was a week ago. I'll have him meet Garth there." Focusing on me he added, "Roarke Kartal is a Wizard prodigy. He's young, a few years older than you, but very powerful, and very capable. Between the two of you, I'm sure this can be cleared up quickly."

Why did that sound more like a threat than reassurance…? "Yes, sir. When do I leave?"

"Now," Haben answered.

~*~

It wasn't quite that simple. It actually took me about two hours to put everything together for a trip. Haben handed me a leather purse with enough silver to get me there and back, assuming that all the inns had reasonable prices. He also gave me a small seal that would allow me to draw more funds as necessary from any bank in the country. I appreciated having both—worrying about money was never fun.

The last thing handed to me was a full report of the situation, and a detailed map that outlined the damaged areas.

The Academy stables were full of horses, and it was there that I went to get a mount. The stable master gave me a sweet tempered mare named Sunny. She was a pretty little Palomino, and I was grateful that she wasn't a very large horse. Big horses kind of intimidated me, probably because I had so little experience with horses.

The hardest part of all my preparations was Night. He was more than willing to go on a trip and see the outside world. It was my riding Sunny that put him into an absolute snit.

There I stood in the stable courtyard, horse saddled, bags packed, money and information in my pocket, ready to leave…and having a heated argument with my Nreesce.

"Night, I can't ride you! I know I'm your Rider, but you aren't big enough to carry me yet!"

He glared at me, looking terribly hurt and offended as only a child can. "You're only supposed to ride me!"

"I know," I repeated in exasperation. "But you're not old enough to ride yet and I am not walking all the way there. We don't have that kind of time!"

Instead of continuing the argument, he lunged at Sunny and snapped at her. I caught him before he could actually bite her, and struggled to hold onto him. Busted baskets, I hadn't thought him that strong. It was taking all I had to hold him still. "Night, if you keep acting like this, I'm going to leave you here!"

He abruptly froze in my arms.

Good, finally he was listening to me. "I have a job to do," I told him firmly, "and it's going to be hard enough without arguing with you every step of the way. You either cooperate or stay home!"

His small body sagged. Even though he was being a brat, I still felt an urge to consol him. I really did like the little guy, even if he drove me absolutely batty sometimes. "Night, you know that if I had the choice, I'd ride you, but we don't have that option."

"I know," he said in a forlorn voice.

"So will you behave, or do I have to leave you here?"

He actually deliberated on that for a moment before promising with a heavy sigh, "I'll behave."

Thank all magic for small favors. "Let's go then."

"Garth!"

I turned sharply to see Chatta running towards me. She slid to a halt in front of me, panting and a little flushed from exertion. "Professor Doss said to give this to you."

The slim rod she handed to me was very familiar. It was a bon'a'lon, and a much nicer version than the practice one I had used in Weapons class. I stepped a few feet away before triggering the spell inside the wood. The rod shot out in both directions, extending to five feet in length, before two wicked scythes snapped out on either end. The sharp edge on the blades gleamed in the morning sunlight, and I nodded in approval. Yes, definitely better than the practice bon'a'lon. I hit the spell again, and it retracted back in on itself to the more condensed rod. "Thank you."

"We all know it's your favorite weapon," her expression grew somber, "and you'll need some protection out on the open road."

I waved her concern away. "If I run into any bandits, I'll just sic Night on them."

The Nreesce sniffed and gave me a glare. "I'm not a dog."

I ignored him and gave Chatta a smile. "Don't worry, I'll be careful."

"You'd better." She grabbed me and gave me a tight hug.

I wasn't used to being hugged like this—Chahiran culture wasn't as touchy-feely as Hainian—but like any other teenage male, I wasn't going to turn down a hug from a pretty girl. I hugged her back, enjoying the sensation.

She stepped back and dropped down to give Night a hug as well. "You be careful too."

Night snuggled into her, eyes half-closed in bliss. If I didn't get him away from her soon, he'd start negotiating about taking Chatta with us.

I quickly mounted Sunny, reins gathered in my hands. "We'll see you in a few weeks, Chatta."

Night pulled free of her so he could prance at my stirrup, and with a last wave and smile, I kicked Sunny into a fast walk with Night trotting alongside.

"Take care!" she called to us.

"Chatta come with us?" Night looked up with imploring eyes.

He's so predictable.

~*~

There were a few facets to traveling with a young Nreesce that I hadn't fully considered while packing. I was so use to thinking of Night as a person in a Nreesce body that I failed to consider that to everyone else, he would just look like a young chestnut colt. When I stopped that night at an inn, Night naturally started to follow me inside, and the innkeeper nearly had an epileptic fit! He was ranting about animals and dirty horses at great volume and length. My attempts to derail him hadn't worked at all, until I finally lost my temper a little. I'd deliberately thrown up my weapon shield, which is visible to the naked eye. Mine is a dark green, which is supposedly typical of Earth Mages.

Whether he recognized the color or not, the innkeeper obviously recognized magic when he saw it, and abruptly shut up. It wasn't nice of me, but I looked him dead in the eye and made sure that I looked as scary and menacing as possible.

"Master Innkeeper. This is not a horse. He is a young Nreesce, and I am his chosen Rider. We are not to be separated. Will you accommodate us, or must I choose another place to lodge for the night?"

He pretty much saw my point immediately and, after that, bent over backwards to be helpful.

Similar things happened over the next few days as we stopped at an inn each night. I was almost tempted to skip inns altogether and just camp outside, but I'm a wuss when it comes to staying out of doors. I like my soft comfy beds. I think its part and parcel of being a city boy at heart.

On the third day, I was just riding, and wishing that I wasn't on the back of a horse. Sunny was a very sweet tempered, amiable mare with a smooth gait—or so I was told. Being so inexperienced with horses, I couldn't swear that she was a smooth ride or not. All I knew was that, after three days in the saddle, I was really looking forward to getting to my destination and using my own two legs again.

Early on the morning on the fourth day we reached Hogan's Ford. It was the only place where one could cross the Whinden Channel, and it was rather crowded by people wishing to do just that. It took me a moment to figure out where the line ended; I joined it with a sigh of resignation. If I managed to actually board the ferry in the next hour, I'd be very surprised.

As I was standing there, I realized that a man nearby was studying me intently. It wasn't hostile, but I was uncomfortable under such scrutiny. I turned to face him, returning his challenging stare. Far from discouraging him, he rose from where he had been sitting on the bench near the ferry dock and walked toward me.

"Are you the Earth Mage trainee the Trasdee Evondit Orra sent?"

I arched an eyebrow. Why did this man know me? "Yes."

"Excellent. Wizard Roarke Kartal at your service." He flashed a charming smile; one so practiced and polished that it was devoid of meaning.

Kartal was a typical Hainian with dark coloring and a lean build. He was classically handsome and, unfortunately, he knew it. Something in his manner suggested that his opinion was the most important one. Put simply, he just rubbed me wrong.

I gave him a slight bow out of strict courtesy. "Thank you for the gift of your name. I am Rhebengarthen. This is Night."

His eyes flashed to the colt at my side, and this time he actually looked at him. "Ah, a Nreesce, eh? How did you gain such a fabulous creature?"

Bad luck? "He chose me," I answered blandly.

"Well it’s a good thing I'm here. Your little Nreesce is cute but hardly helpful, right?" Again with the charming smile.

"Can I bite him?" Night growled.

It was so tempting to say yes. With some regret I shook my head no. Biting an ally was considered to be a no-no after all—although I might change my mind if Kartal continued to be an obnoxious prick. In the spirit of keeping peace, I changed the subject. "How much do you know of the situation?"

"Just what the report said." He shrugged nonchalantly. "With my guidance and power, we should be done in a snap."

Head hurt you with an ego like that? "Let's hope so." I wasn't holding my breath though.

"I promise not to bite too hard," Night inputted hopefully.

Don't tempt me.

~*~

Chahir doesn't have many floods. We have to worry about avalanches up in the mountains, but we do not have enough rainfall to make floods a regular threat. As I rode into the damaged areas, it was a little disquieting to see how much damage water could do. You couldn't see where the original riverbanks were, and there was water everywhere. It had been nearly four days since the flood, but the water was still several feet deep in some areas. I noticed at least three houses that were partly sunken. That didn't make sense to me, unless the foundations hadn't been on solid bedrock. Pointing to one I asked, "What causes that?"

"They're called sink holes," Kartal answered cheerfully, delighted that he knew something I didn't. "It happens when the underground water table erodes away the supporting earth and causes a shift of the terrain."

Interesting. It also supported the theory that there was a new underground water source that caused all of this. I really wanted to just sink my mind into the ground and go looking, but I didn't dare do that while trying to ride. I was still a little shaky when it came to playing seer, and moving around while attempting it wasn't the best idea.

We finally reached an area that was above the water level. Two men were waiting there when we arrived, and judging from the bright smiles on their faces, they were happy to see us. Of course, they hadn't met Kartal yet. In about an hour, they'll start planning his going away party.

We rode up to them, dismounted, and did the introduction thing. Mayor Rolland was a short, fat man who had enough wrinkles for five old men. It was especially funny when he smiled; he looked like a demented gnome. The other man was Coutere, who was as somber and serious as Rolland was jolly. He was in unrelieved grey, and had the same demeanor as a man going to a funeral.

"Anything that you need, just ask and we will do our best to assist you," Rolland assured us.

Kartal immediately jumped in and started being his normal, charmingly irritating self. I ignored him and stepped away, studying the surrounding area. There was just so much water, I couldn't see the lay of the land. I'd have to do this the hard way.

"Night?"

He bumped up against my shoulder, eyes trained on me. It was a little alarming how much he'd grown in the past month. His head was almost level with my chin now. "Yes?"

"I need to do a scrying. Give me a half hour, and if I'm not back, pull me out of it." We'd discovered earlier that with his telepathic abilities, Night could anchor me, calling me back to my body if it became necessary.

Rolland and Kartal were still speaking, but Coutere was watching me sharply. I ignored him as best I could and knelt down on the wet earth, putting both of my hands on the soil and closing my eyes. Then I released my mind and senses into the earth beneath me.

This still felt a little odd despite all of my practice. The earth itself has an underlying power, and if you tap into it, it can knock your socks off. I had to be very, very careful with how I moved through the different layers of bedrock and soil.

Eventually, I hit the water table and started skimming my way along its surface, feeling where the water went. I was completely unaware of my body, and its surroundings, except on the most basic plane. I knew that I still breathed, my heart still beat, but all of my attention was focused on the earth. I was captivated by the sensation of the water flowing through my metaphysical fingertips.

It was easy to follow the normal course of the river. The path of it was well worn and had probably been that way for centuries. I finally tripped over a place that was rougher and coarser in texture. This was a new path! I changed directions and followed it, up and up until I reached a mountain range. I could feel the heavy pressure of the earth and rock above my head, with the impossible age of the stone itself. But the path of the water was still coarse.

Something had broken this place, and I couldn’t put my finger on why. As I continued, I finally located the font of all the water. There was a huge underground lake that had lain dormant for many years and was now draining into the new course. I searched all around it carefully, and finally came to the conclusion that it wouldn't be difficult to just dam the area back up again. It'd been that way before; there wouldn't be any harm in keeping it that way.

"Garth, come back!"

Ah, apparently I'd been here too long. I pulled myself back into my body, snapping back into place with an almost audible gasp. I was breathing hard, and shivering from the exertion of extending myself that far. Phew! I really have to practice this more.

When I opened my eyes, there were four people looking at me. Night was ecstatic to see me; Rolland was puzzled and frowning; Coutere had a blank expression, and then Kartal. Kartal was visibly irritated, but I couldn’t figure out why. I didn't care to figure it out, to tell the truth.

"Have a nice little trip, Garth?" Kartal drawled with an edge to his voice.

I ignored him completely and focused on Rolland. "There is a new water source high up in the Boren Mountains. For some reason the bedrock shifted which created a direct line from an underground lake to the Komot River. I'll have to go up there to dam the water back up again."

"That is well over a hundred leagues away," Kartal observed tightly. "There is no way you could have reached that from here!"

"It wasn't easy," I admitted mildly. "I need more practice." Turning back to the Mayor I continued, "Give me a few moments to recuperate, and we'll look over the immediate area. Let’s see if we can't create some drains, to get the rest of the water out of here."

Rolland was literally bouncing on his toes, eyes sparkling. "My dear Magus, you are fantastic! So quickly you've determined what's wrong. I am impressed. How long do you think it will take to set up your drains?"

"I have no idea," I admitted. "I should hope not more than a day or two. The drains will help a little, but to really solve the problem, that underground lake needs to be blocked first. That's my true priority."

"Perfectly understandable," Coutere murmured. "Perhaps if Wizard Kartal is through talking the situation over, he can determine the best places for the drains."

I internally winced. The words were mild enough, but the slightly scathing undertone made it clear what Coutere thought of Kartal. The Wizard was furious and embarrassed, but visibly swallowed a scathing rebuttal.

"But of course," Kartal drawled with an urban lilt. "Garth, you've surely reached your limit today. Just relax and I'll handle the rest."

All I needed was five minutes to catch my breath, but I let him think he was in charge again, to avoid an argument.

This was going to be a long day.

~*~

Someone once told me that diplomacy not only meant saying the right things at the right time, but also leaving unsaid the wrong things at the tempting moment. I never fully appreciated that until I met Kartal.

After my mental inspection the day before, Kartal had been cold towards me in front of people, and a jerk in private. He did manage to control himself enough to cooperate in determining where the drains should be. He flared up again when I put the drains in, with no help from him. I honestly hadn't meant to show off. It was just that it didn't occur to me that it would be a difficult task for a Wizard. With my Mage sense, I had seen nothing but loose soil lying underneath water. It was child’s play for me to move the earth into deep furrows, to act as a drain.

We stayed on in the area and worked for two more days. When we weren't trying to repair the devastation, Kartal was off charming the ladies. I was usually tired by the end of the day, and just went to bed. Night didn't like Kartal at all, and chose to retire with me without a fuss. He never said anything, but I think he was guarding me.

Just knowing that someone was on my side was a relief. I found myself talking with him more than I ever had, and asking for his opinion on several things. If nothing else, his answers were amusing. The older Night got, the more hints of the Jaunten knowledge I saw. Was there some kind of a safety feature in the blood inheritance that limited its effect on a young mind? Nothing in my knowledge suggested it, but it was something I should definitely ask about when I returned to the Academy.

As bad as Kartal was in town, he was a hundred times worse on the road. There, we had no relief from each other. Kartal took over—or tried to take over all of the travel arrangements. I let him have his way most of the time, just because I was tired of arguing with him.

Then he did something I couldn’t ignore.

We stopped for the night at a hostel that was obviously upper class. I took one look at it and knew that there was no way that they would let Night stay in my room with me. “Kartal, we can’t stay here.”

He paused in dismounting, giving me a distasteful look. “You might be used to such common accommodations, Rhebengarthen, but I am not. I refuse to spend another night in some hovel. We will stay here.”

I gritted my teeth and kept my tone even. “They will not allow Night to stay with me. We cannot spend the night here.”

“So, let him sleep in the stables,” Kartal shrugged in a bored manner. “That’s where he belongs anyway.”

Night suddenly lunged for Kartal, who still had one boot in the stirrup, and bit him hard on the thigh. The Wizard screamed in pain, jerking away in sheer reflex. That startled his horse into rearing up and skittering sideways. Kartal lost his balance, and landed on his back in the mud with a squelch.

My sweet, innocent Nreesce danced away, and ducked behind Sunny and me. He batted big blue eyes at me, as if mischief hadn’t even crossed his mind. I looked away quickly, before I started laughing. Unfortunately, I looked in the wrong direction and saw Kartal glaring, his expensive robes ruined with mud, nursing what I’m sure was a nasty bruise on his leg.

Can’t laugh…can’t laugh…it will only make things worse, can’t laugh… “What were you saying about the accommodations, Kartal?” I enquired with exquisite politeness.

Angrily, he jerked up to his feet, doing his best not to put any weight on his injured leg. “You need to control your Nreesce,” he snarled at me.

“Kartal, you are obviously laboring under several misconceptions. Allow me to enlighten you. Night is not my possession; he is my companion. As such, he has every right to stay in my room if he so desires. You may stay here if you wish, but I believe Night and I shall find another inn.” I turned Sunny around, completely ignored the Wizard, and led Night further along the street.

“Not mad at me?” Night enquired hesitantly.

“Not mad,” I assured him while swallowing another smile. “He well deserved the bite. But try not to make a habit of it, all right? We’ll keep biting as a last resort.”

He pranced a little, happy no doubt that he had gotten by with assaulting Kartal. I went back to looking for a suitable inn, grateful that I wouldn’t have to put up with Kartal, for at least one night.

~*~

Night’s bite had an interesting effect on the pompous Wizard. He was almost completely silent the next day. If I’d known that biting him would shut him up, I would have had Night bite him well before this.

Okay, maybe not, but the idea certainly would have tempted me! It would have also served as a nice pressure relief when the Wizard was really getting under my skin.

We must have covered a league before Kartal finally spoke. When he did, it was dark and ominous, like the rumbling of thunderclouds. “Since you obviously do not wish for my help, I’ve contacted the Trasdee Evondit Orra, to inform them that you will be on your own from now on.”

I knew that there were magical way stations where messages could be relayed. I hadn’t realized that the town we were in last night was large enough to house such a station. Apparently it had been. Kartal must have been there half the night getting a message all the way to Del’Hain and back. “And what was their answer?”

His glare at me was murderous. “Since you are still being schooled, the consensus was that you will continue to need a trained Wizard as an observer.”

He was clearly unhappy about that decision. For that matter, I wasn’t particularly delighted by it myself. I sighed, feeling very put upon. “Kartal, can’t we call a truce?”

“Truce? When you delight in showing me up at every turn?”

I’d been told by several people that Kartal was a prodigy when it came to magic. He was obviously used to being the best at magic, and rarely topped in ability. “I’m not trying to compete with you, Kartal.”

“Oh really.”

I wanted to snap back, yes, really, but that was just a little too juvenile. “Kartal, I’m an Earth Mage. It stands to reason that I have more power at my beck and call than you do. That doesn’t make me superior in ability. I don’t have the knowledge of magic that you do. Half of what I do is sheer guess work.” He looked away from me, obviously not buying that either. Blowing out a breath of exasperation I tried a different tack. “If you’re trying to prove that you’re the better Wizard, you’re not going about it the right way.”

“Well forgive me for not being perfect!”

What sins could I have possibly committed to deserve dealing with this idiot? This was worse than any argument that I ever had with my brothers. Most of those arguments wound up being settled with a physical altercation. It also served to relieve the tension by letting off a lot of steam. I never dared follow the same pattern with my sister.

I haven’t exactly made a study of the subject, but fights between guys and fights between girls are completely different things. A girl’s fight isn’t so much a quick battle as a drawn out, no holds barred, epic war. They slowly build up to an actual physical fight, with years of issues for ammunition. There are plenty of petty barbs, dirty looks, and underhanded tactics, mixed in lots of help from their girlfriends.

Now, a guy’s fight has one of two purposes behind it. One, you really hate the guy’s guts, and just feel the urge to pound on him whenever he is nearby. Or two, you are mad at a friend. Fighting with a friend is simply a way to acknowledge your differences and get the whole issue out in the open. After a proper "discussion" it is considered settled, and life moves on.

Kartal and I weren't friends, but I had a feeling that if we just pounded on each other for a while, and got all of our pent-up frustration out of each other's systems, we'd probably feel better for it.

And if my mother heard me trying to rationalize beating up on someone else, she'd kill me. I let out an irritated sigh, and tossed aside the lovely fantasy of punching Kartal's face in. I tried to focus on coming up with a more rational solution to my dilemma.

I couldn't beat up on him, couldn't kill him…what options did that leave?

~*~

By the end of the day I was back to that question. However, killing Kartal was looking more and more appealing. With every asinine word out of his mouth, the urge to reach out and constrict his airway became a little stronger. If he couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t say stupid things.

Kartal knew that we were in something of a hurry. Every minute we delayed meant more water was flooding the peninsula, and it would take that much longer to clear up the mess. Did the prodigy Wizard care?

At every way station, café, tavern, or watering hole, Kartal stopped to linger. Instead of the usual three leagues a day we'd covered before, we'd barely covered six miles. If I weren't ordered to stay with him, I would have left in a heartbeat. I felt certain it would be quite some time before he’d even noticed I was gone.

We stopped for the night (with another hour of daylight left for travel I might add) in a little inn that was surprisingly clean and comfortable. The innkeeper was a stout woman with a broad face, wrinkled with a lifetime of laughter and smiles. Her hair was wispy and defied being kept in the tidy bun at the back of her head. The apron she wore tied to her plump middle, with its stains and worn condition, bore silent testimony to her endless labor. She introduced herself as "Aunt Emmy", and insisted we call her as such. When I introduced Night, she didn't even bat an eye. She reached up with a callused hand and scratched him behind the ear before offering him a plate of apples.

Kartal even commented that this inn was "adequate", which was a minor miracle in and of itself. I went to bed that night with a full stomach and a hope that surely things would improve in the morning.

 



Chapter Eight: Diplomacy
 

 

Chatta truly loved Professor Doss. He was one of the best employers she had ever had…but the man didn't have one ounce of organizational talent in his body. She'd taken three days off in order to study for her Witch's examination, and in her absence, all of the graded (and un-graded) tests, essays, reports, and special projects were heaped precariously on the desk. There was correspondence lying all over the place with books stacked here and there, not to mention several dirty dishes. In fact, if she wasn't mistaken, one plate looked half-eaten, and had the pungent aroma of being abandoned for several days.

Sighing, she rolled her sleeves up and set to work organizing and cleaning up the area. At least she was a full-fledged Witch now, which lifted all of the magical restrictions. It made clean up so much easier. All she had left was a six month internship with the school, and she was a free woman.

Just shortly after lunch she finally finished grading all of the tests and essays. The projects she wasn't about to touch!  Some of them were so poorly assembled, it was probably lethal to do more than look at them. She turned toward the huge stack of correspondence and started to sort through it. Most of it was a matter of filing, or simply throwing it away, as necessary. She was half way through the stack when Garth's name leaped out at her from one report. Blinking, she went back to the top of the page and started to read more carefully.

 

"To Trasdee Evondit Orra, Greetings:

Progress has been speedily made in rectifying the flood damage. The mayor requested that I pass along his gratitude for your wisdom in assigning such highly trained talent to help him and his province.

There is a significant problem, however. Mage Trainee Rhebengarthen has proven very difficult to work with. His uncompromising arrogance is unmanageable. I request that one of us be reassigned."

 

Chatta's face scrunched up in a disbelieving frown. "Garth?" she muttered doubtfully. "Arrogant? Never! He's always so polite…and he's the first to compromise, too." There was something else going on here, definitely. Her eyes darted to the bottom of the page, looking for the author.

Roarke Kartal, Wizard.

Kartal, Kartal…why did that name sound so familiar?

The door clicked open, drawing Chatta's attention. Professor Doss came in, took in his cleared desk, and beamed. "My dear, you are excellent as always! So very efficient. Is everything graded?"

"Except the projects," she confirmed. "I didn't dare touch them."

"Excellent!" he approved cheerfully. "I shall deal with those. Are there any new messages for me?"

"No, it's been quiet this morning." She hesitated. Doss had always been good about answering her questions. He certainly wouldn't mind that she'd been reading his mail; in fact he seemed to expect it. "Professor, this message concerning Garth…may I ask what is going on? I've never seen Garth acting arrogantly, and he's one of the easiest people to get along with in the world!"

"Ah, that one." Doss lost his jubilance, hands rubbing together in front of his substantial paunch in an absent fashion. "Yes, that letter bothered me as well. It doesn't sound like our Garth, does it? Tell me, Chatta, do you know Wizard Roarke Kartal?"

"No sir," she admitted. "The name sounds familiar, but that's all."

"Ah, well, he is several years older than you. He's a prodigy with magic, you see; always was an excellent student. I'm afraid it went to his head a little. We assigned him to help Garth, just to oversee matters, since Garth has so little practical experience with magic." Turning aside, he sank into a chair, shifting until he was comfortably settled. "Truthfully, I had hoped that being around someone like Garth would deflate his ego a little. Kartal is brilliant, but compared to a Mage's power, he's little more than an amateur. I thought seeing Garth in action would humble him, but apparently it's just enraged him. His jealousy seems to have impaired his perspective."

Chatta nodded, to show that she was following. "Was he reassigned?"

"No, my dear, we couldn't afford to do that. There's so few of us Wizards and Witches, with too much work. We simply couldn't spare anyone else to take Kartal's job. Switching now would cost precious time. We left him where he is." Doss let out a great sigh, looking weary and irritated. "I regret saddling Garth with that self centered narcissist. We shouldn't have to burden a fledgling Mage to spank one of our own Wizards."

Chatta's mouth quirked with humor at the imagery, but the humor didn't last long. She didn't like thinking that her friend was in such an uncomfortable situation.

A wild notion suddenly bloomed in her mind. The problem was how she would manage to convince everyone else to let her do it? "Professor?" she ventured cautiously.

"Yes?"

"Just how bad is the situation, do you think?"

"Not good," he admitted sourly. "I fully expect to get a report any day now that one of them has killed the other. They're at each other's throats as it is."

Wetting dry lips, she very carefully phrased her next words before voicing them. "You said that there weren't any full Wizards or Witches to spare right now…but what if you sent someone still in their internship? Not to replace Kartal, per se, but just to act as mediator. It would give them practical experience as well," she hastily added.

Doss froze, arrested by the idea. "That isn't a bad idea…no, indeed! It would kill two birds with one stone." The proverbial light dawned, and he grinned at her, eyebrows waggling. "Ah, I see now. You want to go, don't you?"

Sheepishly she nodded. "May I? I hate to think of Garth stuck with this moron, with no one to help balance the scales. And I really, really want to get out of the school for a while."

He pretended to think it over, but really there was no good reason to reject the request. Chatta was a very skilled Witch, and she had a level head on her shoulders. He let her stew for a moment before nodding. "I don't see why not. I'll put in the formal request and arrange for some quick transportation. You go pack."

"Yes sir!" She bounced out of the chair and was out the door in a heartbeat, leaving an amused professor in her wake.

Doss shook his head at the empty door. "I don't have to warn her to pack lightly, do I?" he enquired of the empty air. "Well, if she packs too much, it'll be a lesson learned for her."

~*~

Chatta had never realized it until this moment, but she really didn't have any practical traveling clothes. Witches' robes were all well and good while in school or around town, but they were a pain to ride in! She didn't own any of the special traveling robes; her budget never seemed to stretch that far. And she only had a valise, no saddlebags. That wouldn't work at all. There was no hope for it; she was simply going to have to go shopping!

Normally, when Chatta went shopping, it was an all day affair. Contrary to what her father believed, however, she could shop quickly, when the circumstance demanded it. She managed to buy robes, traveling boots, saddlebags, a weather proof cloak, and a bedroll. If she'd forgotten anything else, she'd either buy it or conjure it later.

She rushed back, quickly changing into one of her new robes and stuffed everything else into the saddlebags. A few other necessities went into the bags as well, packed with more haste than care.

Chatta was usually a person with fair observational skills, but like all people in a hurry, some of the little details escaped her immediate notice. She failed to notice the latch on her window being opened. She also failed to notice a small animal with bright, inquisitive eyes, long pointed ears and wings that darted into her room. She failed to notice the attention she gathered when she put several long ribbons into her pack.

While she made one last check around the room, the small invader winnowed his way into her bags, determined to get to that ribbon.

"I think that's everything," Chatta murmured to herself. "If not, I'll deal with it later." So saying, she tied the bags firmly into place, hefted them over her shoulder, and departed from the room.

Professor Doss met her in the hallway in an expansive mood. He was pleased that he finally had a solution to the “Kartal-Garth problem”, as he'd come to think of it. "There you are, ready to go?"

"Yes, all ready," Chatta confirmed with rising anticipation. She was very much looking forward to seeing Garth and Night again, and especially happy about being out of the school for a while.

"Good, good. I've arranged transport for you. You'll take one of the school horses, of course. There's a riverboat traveling east on the Semanai River. It will take you to Hinkerton, which should put you only a day or so behind them. Travel toward the Boren Mountains and you'll find them. I'll send a message along to warn them you're coming." Softly he added, "Good luck. And stay safe, Chatta."

"I will, sir, and thank you."

With a few last minute instructions, she was off—stowaway included.

~*~

The riverboat Chatta boarded was clean, if not particularly roomy. The Captain—a stout man with a scraggly beard and a huge nose—seemed like a decent enough man. Chatta couldn't say the same about his crew. Just as a precaution she had set several anti-theft jinxes on her belongings, and a personal shield around her bed. She didn't want to worry about the possibility of the men getting a little adventurous during the night.

She spent most of the afternoon reading the reports that Kartal had sent, and took it all in with a hefty dose of salt. She very much doubted that the Wizard was doing all of the work, with Garth just watching from the sidelines. That didn't sound like her friend at all.

After a brief consultation with the captain, and a check of the map given to her, she judged that Professor Doss had been correct. Within two days, she'd be at Hinkerton, which shouldn't put her more than a day's travel time behind them. If she rode hard, surely she'd be able to catch up within two days.

A soft chittering noise and scratching emanated from her bag. Startled, Chatta twisted sharply around to stare at it. The chittering came again, and one of the bags moved slightly.

Drawing her wand, she approached the bag cautiously.  With a twist of her wrist, she erected a quick shielding spell. She had absolutely no idea what was in her bag, and wasn't going to take any chances either. With the wand firmly leveled at the bag, she commanded, "Open!"

The bag burst open, with the flap flying backwards. Within moments a furry head popped into view. Chatta nearly sank to her knees in relief. Not a dangerous creature at all; just a Meuritta.

The little Meuritta's nose twitched, its whiskers bristled under her attention, and it uttered another soft chittering before it scampered out. There was a bright ribbon—her ribbon, Chatta noted in amusement—twined around its neck.

"Now when," Chatta asked it in resignation, "did you get into there?"

With a soft whistle and croon, the Meuritta darted closer to her, rubbing along her ankles. Chatta stared down at it, trying to tell herself that she still had a choice about what to do with the little creature. It wasn't true, though—she was doomed and she knew it. Meurittas were another magical accident gone slightly wrong. Some Mage in forgotten history had combined a cat, a bat, and some kind of predator bird together, and the Meuritta was the result. Their wings were nearly hairless, except the very tips that had tufts of fur. The body was covered in a fine down, like a baby bird's, and the nozzle was long and somewhat elongated. They had large eyes and ears, and a penchant for anything string related. The more bright and garish the string, the more they liked it.

Meurittas were quick to adopt anyone that gave them string, and Chatta just knew that she was claimed now. There was no hope of shaking off the little thing. Resigned, she bent and scooped the creature up into her arms, stroking the crown of its head. "Hello."

Squirming about in pleasure, the Meuritta gave off a high pitched chittering, eyes half closed in delight. Chatta looked it over more closely, deciding that this particular Meuritta was a male, since it had a mosaic pattern of golds and white and orange. The males were always more brightly colored than the females.

"Thunder and tarnation, what's that?!"

Chatta turned, noticing, for the first time, a man standing behind her. She gave the first mate a shrug, "A Meuritta."

"You didn't say that you had one of them things," he accused with a hard look.

"I didn't know I had him," she responded with a mild tone. "He was a stowaway. You needn't worry about him, sir. Meurittas are no trouble, and they are good company." And they can also pick every lock devised by man, magical or otherwise, she added in her head. Wisely she decided not to mention that talent out loud.

"We should charge you extra for him," the mate continued with a suspicious frown.

Chatta just looked at him, silently daring him to press the point. They were already well paid to deliver her as it was, and with little inconvenience to themselves.

No one in his right mind would argue too much with a Witch, especially when she already had her wand in hand. The first mate gave the wand an uncertain glance, and apparently thought better of pursuing the matter. With a last growl at the Meuritta, he turned on his heel and stalked off.

Chatta turned back to the Meuritta, cuddling so contentedly in her arms, and sighed. "Well, what do I call you then?"

The Meuritta stroked the ribbon around his neck, chittering happily.

"Yes, I need to make you a collar too," she muttered to herself. Laughing softly, she settled back down on her bedroll. "Maybe I've been around Garth too long; I’ve been infected with his bad habit of finding trouble."



Chapter Nine: Power
 

 

 

For two days Kartal had continued to drag his feet. I was fast running out of any patience I had left with him. All efforts to speed him up met with very limited success. After two days we had barely reached the outskirts of Hinkerton.

That's it; this is ridiculous! I stopped at one of the relay stations, fully intent to put a message through to the Council myself. I hated to whine like this, but I simply couldn't do my job because of Kartal!

The station was oddly quiet for this hour of the afternoon, and the lone woman inside the office looked bored to tears. The black robes looked brand new, and the girl staring back at me couldn't have been my senior by more than a year or two. My guess was she was spending her internship out here manning the station. Poor girl!

She gave me a genuine smile, no doubt happy that she could actually do something, for at least a few minutes. "What can I do for you?"

"I need to send a message." And I had no idea of the protocol on sending one, either. I was hoping to play it by ear, and not look like an idiot.

"Certainly, sir. Your name?"

"Rhebengarthen."

She blinked, recognition dawning on her face. "Oh! I have a message for you. I forwarded it on to Geol." Her expression became confused. "I was told that you had already passed through here yesterday, sir."

Well, if I had been able to keep Kartal in his saddle for more than an hour at a time, I would have been on schedule and in Geol by now. As it is… I managed to repress the growl at the reminder, keeping my voice neutral. "We've been slightly delayed. What was the message?"

"One moment." She turned and rummaged in a drawer labeled ''sent'' for a moment before taking a lone paper out and handed it across the counter to me.

I took it, reading the words quickly. It was only one line. "She's on her way!" I read it three times, waiting for it to make sense. Didn't happen. I looked back up at the Witch. "Is that it? The entire message?"

"Yes sir." She shrugged, her expression silently saying ''it didn't make sense to me either."

"Ah. When was this sent?"

"Two days ago, sir. It arrived early this morning."

That didn't clear up anything at all. Who was ''she'' and on her way where? "Thank you."

"Anytime. Do you still wish to send a message?"

With the cryptic message in my hand, I wasn't sure what to send now. "No…perhaps later."

She looked disappointed, but nodded. "Have a good day."

"You too." Turning, I walked back outside, still mentally scratching my head. The message was meant for me, but that told me very little. Whoever was sent, apparently she was traveling to connect with me; otherwise why send me the message? But everyone was expecting for me to be in Geol by now. Should I travel there and wait for her, whoever she was, or stay here and send a message requesting details?

Kartal was waiting for me outside, idly eating on…er…I have no idea what that was. It looked like some kind of fruit, only it was black. I've never seen or heard of black fruit before.

He gave me this jaded glance, as if even a piece of fruit was more interesting than I was. That changed when I handed him the message. He took it with a glimmer of interest…that morphed into incomprehension. "What does this mean?"

"I was hoping you knew," I admitted with a sigh. After all, he was the one sending all the messages to Del'Hain. "No idea who she might be?"

"None," he admitted curtly. Kartal hates admitting that he doesn't know something.

I opened my mouth to ask another question, when something caught my attention out of the corner of my eye. I half turned to face it when it shot past my face, latching onto the front of Kartal's shirt with an excited "Di!"

Kartal promptly dropped the fruit, grabbed the creature clinging to his shirt with both hands. As he vainly tried to detach the apparition glued to his chest, he screamed, "Get it off! Get it off!"

"Di!" the creature sounded frustrated now, and I could see that his hands were moving frantically. One of Kartal's hands dropped, and I finally got a good look at his attacker—a Meuritta! Huh. I'd seen them in textbook illustrations, but never one in real life. This one had a collar around its neck, so I assumed it belonged to somebody.

Night nuzzled against my elbow, and I glanced down at him. His eyes were sparkling in amusement. Seeing a stuck-up Wizard wrestling with a Meuritta was an amusing sight, I had to admit. Now who was supposed to represent the more intelligent species?

"By all magic, I said get off! You've no right to attack me and—hey!"

Ah. It just became clear what had attracted the Meuritta. Apparently the ribbon lacing up the front of Kartal's shirt had been too much of a temptation. Shucks. Darn. I turned my head away before I could get caught laughing.

"Didi! Stop that!"

Night and I both jerked around at that familiar voice. Somewhere in the back of my head a heavenly choir broke out in jubilation—Chatta! Yes! I wouldn't have to deal with Kartal alone anymore. Oh happy day! "Chatta!"

Distracted from the Meuritta-Wizard wrestling match, she beamed a happy smile at me. "Hi! I've come to your rescue. Hello, Night." She bent and gave him an exuberant hug—which he loved, judging by his madly swishing tail. Then she gave me a hug too. Yup, hugs from pretty girls are the absolute best! I could get used to this. I hugged her back, mentally blessing any god, demi-god, or angel that had sent her my direction.

"Could you delay the reunion, and get this bloody thing off of me?!"

I let go of Chatta, turning to see if someone had won yet. The Meuritta was now in full possession of the ribbon, chittering happily, and Kartal was firmly gripping its collar, with a thunderous expression on his face. "Yours, I believe?" he sneered at Chatta.

"Yes. Sorry, he adopted me a day ago, and I haven't had the chance to properly train him." Reaching out she took the Meuritta from him, and firmly took the ribbon away. "Didi, I've told you not to steal other people's string. It's not nice! Here, Wizard Kartal, and I am sorry."

He took it back with ill grace and a sneer turning up the corner of his mouth. "And you are?"

"L-Chattamoinita Delheart. Call me Chatta, please. I've been dispatched to help you resolve your difficulties, and complete your mission."

The sneer twisted. "Wonderful! Another person for me to baby-sit."

I've never seen Chatta angry before, and it wasn't something I wanted to see again, ever. Her body seemed to crackle in furious magical energy. Night and I both eased away from her before the charge expanded and exploded.

"Wizard Kartal." Her voice was cold, precise and clipped. If her eyes had been daggers, Kartal would have been dead a hundred times over. "I am a fully trained Witch and have no need of your attention or supervision. I am not here to hinder your work, but to aid you! Are we quite clear?"

"Aid me? Right," he scoffed.

Kartal obviously had never had a sister. If he had, he'd have learned when to keep his mouth shut.

"Kartal." The warning was clear in my voice. "Whatever your opinion of the situation might be, you can at least be polite."

Angry and rigid, he spat out, "I hardly need to be lectured on manners and deportment by a backwoods Chahiran bumpkin!"

"Is he always like this?" Chatta inquired with deceptive mildness.

"No, sometimes he's worse." I was biting back the urge to beat on him until I felt better, nearly shaking under the effort of remaining still.

"And you haven't killed him yet?" She shook her head in mock admiration. "Goodness, Garth, but you are a patient person!"

"Are you quite done?" Kartal drawled with false sweetness.

"Hardly! I can go for hours. Let's get this straight, Kartal. I was not sent here to replace you. I was sent to mediate. You have the reputation for being a stuck up prick that's hard to work with! All of your messages to the Council, shifting the blame to Garth, were not believed."

Kartal went beet red at that, eyes narrowed angrily. "And so they sent a mediocre, incompetent, bumbler to add to my misery?"

I honestly don't remember what happened next. When my senses cleared, Kartal was flat on his back in the middle of the street. My hand was aching, and Chatta had grabbed my right arm, and was attempting to hold me back.

"Garth! Calm down."

It had been quite a few years since I had lost my temper like this. It wasn't so much what he said, although the insult to Chatta was still making me fume, it was the endless weeks of being out here, subjected to that smarmy attitude and degrading sarcasm. Wasn't there a Hainian saying about this? Something about the straw that broke the mule's back…

Kartal pulled himself up slowly, one hand rubbing at the rapidly growing bruise on his cheek. "So…that's how it is. You fancy her, eh?"

"Chatta is my best friend," I answered quietly. "You're not going to insult her. We're here to do a job, Kartal, and you've been making it as difficult as possible, but that ends now. You start dragging your feet again and I'll leave you behind, orders or no orders. The Powers That Be think I need supervision—fine. Chatta can supervise. I'm not dealing with your attitude any longer."

"My attitude?" he barked a short, ugly laugh. "You're the one that's acting so high and mighty!"

I had not! I had little to no concept of a Wizard's capabilities.  Sometimes I had shown up Kartal without meaning to, but…okay, so maybe once or twice I had done it on purpose. It had been a petty way of getting back at him. I was just so fed up with him. "Kartal, can't we just call a truce?"

"Why bother? I'm not playing your little games, Rhebengarthen." The glare he shot Chatta was dark with loathing. "And I'm certainly not going to obey your simpering little girlfriend. Fully trained Witch? Don't make me laugh. She probably doesn't even know which end of the wand works."

Chatta bristled beside me angrily, and her restraining hand on my arm dropped.

"So tell me, L-Chattamoinita, however did you manage to get your Witch's license?"

The vulgar twist to the words made it plain what he thought of her. For the second time in five minutes, I lost my temper and my fist flew. I caught him just under his chin this time, making his head snap back before he fell heavily to the ground.

He was quick to roll away, coming back up to his feet. This time I knew that all of our talking would be done with our fists. The time for words was well over. We'd been spoiling for a fight for a week, and nothing was going to stop it now that it was started!

Chatta must have realized it too. She just growled something about "testosterone-fueled idiots", and erected a barrier around us. It felt rather like my weapon’s shield, only slightly different. I think it was meant to keep innocent bystanders out of danger.

Letting out a low roar, he charged at me, head dropped low like a charging bull. I tried to step out of his reach, but he's taller than I am (in Hain, who isn't?) and has longer arms. He managed to grab one arm and spin me around, throwing me off-balance enough that I almost fell to the ground. He threw a punch at me, which I narrowly deflected, and left himself wide open. I shot up from the ground, using all of my momentum to ram a knee into his stomach.

He predictably folded like a sheet of paper, with a painful grunt, holding his gut with both hands.

Apparently he didn't have any brothers either; he had no idea how to brawl. "Had enough?" I know I had. My hand was aching from the first punch, and I think I'd wrenched my ankle too.

He swung wildly, catching me in the ribs with the back of his fist. Hissing in pain, I quickly closed the distance between us so he couldn't swing at me like that again. Looking to end this competition, I rammed my elbow against his temple. He went down as if he had been shot, and dropped heavily into the dirt like a large bag of oats.

"Is he dead?" Chatta didn't seem too concerned by the possibility. She was apparently still mad at him.

"No. I just connected with a knock-out point." At least, that's what my Jaunten blood said. "Chatta, find an inn, won't you? I'll carry this winner of an obtusity contest."

"Certainly."

Maybe when he woke up, Kartal would be in a better mood.

But I wasn't holding my breath.

~*~

There was a common green in the center of the town, and that was where I rested, waiting with an unconscious Wizard. Finding a decent inn that would accept both Night and Didi—I still can't believe that Chatta named a male Meuritta Didi—was proving a challenge. Apparently Meurittas had quite the reputation for stealing string and ribbon, as well as unlocking any door they wanted. Most innkeepers took one look at the Meuritta and said "No vacancies."

I'd settled under a tree, enjoying the nice weather. Night was grazing nearby—it's scary that he's actually old enough to graze on grass. When had that happened?

Kartal was lying next to me. I could tell that he was slowly waking up because he started groaning in pain before his eyes even opened. When he finally did manage to get both eyes to focus, he took one look at me and shut them again. "You."

"Me," I agreed mildly. Had I been in a nice mood I might have offered him some medicine—but I wasn't in a good mood.

For once, Kartal didn't start picking at me. I waited for the inquisition to start, but after several moments of Kartal doing his impression of a bump on a log, I relaxed. A semi-comfortable silence fell, broken only by the sounds of Night's munching.

"Rhebengarthen."

Curious, I glanced at him. "What?"

"Why didn't you…why didn't you use magic?"

I had absolutely no idea what he was referring to. "Not use magic, when?"

"When we were fighting," he answered like it was obvious.

Use magic during a fist fight? Why? I stared at him in complete incomprehension. "Why would I do that?"

"To win, without getting hurt!" he snapped in irritation. Very carefully he sat up, one hand holding his head in place. His cheek was so swollen now that it made his eye puffy. It was definitely obvious that he had been in a fight—and lost. "You're more powerful than I am, obviously, so why didn't you use magic and just end it quickly?"

This again. The guy really didn't get it. I let out a long sigh, trying to remain patient, while explaining my actions to him. "Look, I didn't fight to show you up, or to make it clear that I was better than you, or anything like that."

"Then why?!"

"You insulted my friend," I responded simply.

His eyes grew until they seemed to dominate his face, and his jaw dropped a little. "That's it? I insulted the Witch, so you punched me to shut me up? Are you really that simple?"

I didn't think there was anything simple about it. "That's what friends do, Kartal. Defend each other." Didn't he know that? "Why are you looking at me like that didn't make sense?"

"Because it didn't! I know you like her, that's why I was…well, never mind. I've been insulting you for days now, weeks, and you never did anything but glare at me!  Are you saying that other people are more important to you than your own reputation?"

I've always thought of Kartal as a stuck up jerk, but it's only now that I realize it's more than that. I don't think he really understands what it means to be friends with other people. Somewhere along the line he'd put himself first, and that doesn't leave any room for friends. I almost pitied him—that must be a very lonely way to live. "A reputation is no substitute for friendship."

His face twisted. "So you'll do anything to have friends, is that it?"

"No!" Curses, we still weren't really communicating. But at least he was listening now. "If you're living right, you'll attract friends to you."

A protest almost burst free from him, when he just froze, a startled look on his face. I've never witnessed someone have an epiphany before, but I could swear that Kartal had one in that moment. His mouth snapped shut as he turned away, a thoughtful frown sketched onto his face.

Something I said must have rung a bell. With a weather eye on him, I went back to relaxing, and waiting for Chatta to show up. Surely there was one inn in this city that would let a Meuritta stay the night.

"But why didn't you use magic?" he asked quietly, still perplexed. "Surely that would have been better than punching me."

"It is not what a man is capable of doing, but what he chooses to do that is important."

He snapped around, irritated. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"If I use my power to beat up on idiots that irritate me, what kind of a man does that make me?" I shrugged, deliberately meeting his eyes to drive my point home. "Not a good one."

"…hmmm." Very gingerly he lay back down, but his eyes were not focused on anything.

If he wanted to think, I was perfectly willing to let him think. But now that he was awake, perhaps I should go look for Chatta. She'd been gone almost two hours, and I was beginning to worry about her. "Night, I'm going to look for Chatta."

His head came up, tail swishing absently back and forth. "Is she lost?"

"She's been gone too long; I'm worried," I explained. Colts apparently have no sense of time…unless they're hungry. "Do you want to come with me?"

"Yes."

I really hadn't expected any other kind of answer—Night always wants to come with me—and gestured for him to follow me. This wasn't a particularly large town. It was about half the size of my hometown, but it was certainly big enough to get lost in. We must have wandered for about ten minutes before we finally spotted her. Chatta was stalking in our direction, a faintly outraged look on her face. Uh-oh. Her expression brought the word ''bode'' to mind; as in, "this does not bode well."

She brightened only slightly in seeing us and waved. I stepped to the side of the street and waited for her come within hearing range. "Find an inn?"

"Yes, but the price was outrageous! I can't believe what that man demanded for a single night."

Ah, that's why she looked so irritated. Well, as long as she wasn't mad at me… "Is it clean?"

"Very, and the only place I found that will take us, Meuritta and Nreesce included, which is why I paid." Releasing a heavy sigh, she shrugged. "I assume the narcissist is conscious?"

"Yes, and not blatantly rude, which is a nice change." I turned and fell into step with her, making our way back to the green to collect the horses and one slightly damaged Wizard.

Chatta was giving me an intrigued study. "Not blatantly rude, eh? What did he say?"

"He asked why I hadn't used magic in our fight."

"Hmmm." She collected a lock of hair and twined it absently between her fingers. "I suppose that is a valid question from his perspective. Kartal has a reputation for using his magic to solve everything. To meet a Mage like you, that uses magic as a last resort, must really confuse him."

"He looked confused," I admitted easily.

"Well, maybe this will make him re-evaluate some things. It might even make him a little more humble, the beginnings of wisdom."

"From your lips to the gods' ears," I sighed. We shared a wry smile, shrugged, and focused on where our feet were going.



Chapter Ten: Traveling
 

 

 

Ugh. I'm so bagged out.

Kartal had roused us so early this morning that we had been on the road for an hour before the sun had clawed its way over the horizon. I'll be the first to admit that I'm not a morning person—but there's something inherently wrong about getting up before the birds.

Stifling a yawn, I glanced down at Night. My poor Nreesce was so tired, he was weaving back and forth like a drunkard. Every so often he would stumble into my knee, blink, grumble, and then straighten himself up a little. "Night? You okay?"

"Sleepy!"

"I don't want to be up either," I muttered under my breath. Almost in unison we glared darkly at the back of Kartal's head. He was the reason we were up so early, so we could be reasonably mad at him.

Chatta came up on my other side. She was riding a finely muscled stallion (brought from the Academy's stables) that had a crush on my mare, Sunny. He tried to nuzzle her whenever he was within range. Chatta was a much better rider than I was (who wasn't?), so she kept him under control easily. I think the stallion resented her interfering with his love life. He kept giving her annoyed glances.

The Witch was just as groggy as I was, but apparently her mind was awake. She was watching Kartal with a rather appraising look. "Garth?"

"Hmmm?" I wish I had a cup of hot mulled cider to help me wake up.

"What under the stars is going on with Kartal?" She kept her voice pitched low, with a weather eye on the Wizard's back. "He's been a hindrance all this time, and now he's acting like he personally has to make up for lost time."

After our fight yesterday, the pompous Wizard had been mostly civil. I hesitate to use the word ''pleasant''…not aggressive is probably a better way of describing it. "It does seem that way."

"I've never seen such a turnaround in all my life. It's as if someone flipped a personality switch in him somewhere." Her forehead drew together in a perplexed frown. "Although I guess I shouldn't complain; he's more tolerable now than yesterday."

That was true. But then, there'd only been one direction to go. I can't imagine anyone being more unpleasant.

Chatta shifted in her saddle, absently checking her stallion from getting amorous. Her eyes on me were strangely penetrating. "Just what did you say to change him like this?"

"Nothing earth-shattering," I protested.

"That's not true," Kartal denied firmly.

Oops. He heard us.

Kartal stopped and half-turned his horse in order to face us. There was no smug, superior expression; no sneer; just that quiet pensive expression he'd been wearing since yesterday. A pensive Kartal was somehow a more disturbing sight than a sneering one. I had no idea what he was thinking.

Chatta wasn't fazed by this change—or at least, not fazed enough to stay quiet. "So what did he say? It's obvious that something struck a nerve."

What could I have possibly said…?

Kartal looked directly at me as he answered. "He said what a man chooses to do is more important than what he is capable of doing."

She blinked, absorbing the words and mulling them over for a minute. "Garth, that's rather profound. I'm impressed!"

"From my father's lips to your ears," I said with a slight smile. He'd said it so often to me growing up that I could still hear his voice in my head.

A slow grin grew over her face. "Aw, and here I thought that you'd come up with that all on your own."

At that I had to roll my eyes. "Chatta, I am many things, but 'profound' isn't one of them." I gave her a mock glare when she laughed.

Even Kartal had a hint of a smile on his face from the banter. Well, there might be hope for him yet, if he had a sense of humor.

"But why did that have such an impact?" Chatta demanded insistently. Apparently she couldn't just let this go.

Kartal sighed, and surprised me by answering evenly, "Because it reminded me of something that my grandfather taught me."

Chatta arched an eyebrow, pointedly waiting for the rest of the explanation.

"He said there's a difference between strength and power. Power changes what you are; strength changes who you are. A strong man does not need to sink to power's base demands. He doesn't need to prove himself to anyone." Kartal gave a wry smile. "Somewhere along the line I'd forgotten that, until a certain half-Mage beat it back into my head."

I grinned at him. "You're welcome."

"Kartal," Chatta stated slowly, "there might be hope for you yet."

"But only if you stop waking us up at this magic-forsaken hour," I added around a yawn.

"Sleepy!" Night agreed grouchily.

"We have a lot of ground to cover." Kartal's smile was not at all nice.

He had a valid point, so I couldn't argue…but I wanted to. I really, really wanted to.

"Come on," Kartal turned his mount, kicking it into an easy trot. "We're burning daylight."

Chatta and I followed suit, matching his pace. I gave Chatta's Meuritta an envious glance. Didi had curled up around Chatta's shoulders as soon as we hit the road, and had been asleep ever since.

I wanted to sleep too.

The responsible part of me kept my body in the saddle, and at least semi-conscious. Sometimes being an adult was no fun at all.

~*~

Hindsight is perfect. It's easy to look back and see what you should have done. It was just coming on noon, which meant we had spent roughly seven hours in the saddle. We now realized that we should not have let Didi sleep.

The Meuritta had been awake all of two minutes before he grew bored. And a bored Meuritta is a very dangerous creature indeed. He started arguing with Chatta about the ribbon keeping her hair back. And then he attempted to steal the string in Kartal's shirt. Then, he took to the air and started diving at us, chittering in laughter when we couldn't swat him fast enough.

What made the situation worse was that he was well rested, and we didn't have the energy to deal with him.

"Didi, stop!" Chatta burst out in exasperation. "You are such a pest!"

Didi ignored her, flew a wide circle around her head and landed on Night's back.

Night immediately let out an equine scream of outrage and started bucking. The road instantly developed several respectable sized craters when his front hooves touched the ground. I groaned when I realized that, as tired as I was, I had to fix them before we could move on.

Night finally managed to buck off the Meuritta, throwing Didi into the air and toward the grassy banks of the road. Didi twisted in mid-air, landing on his feet. He pulled himself up, giving an indignant "Di!"

"You can't ride me!" Night snapped.

"Di!"

"No!"

"DI!"

"NO!"

"Didi, stop it!" Chatta growled. "Garth is the only person who is allowed to ride Night. Don't you pout at me! You can fly or ride with me, but stop being lazy!"

Yup, it was definitely a mistake to let Didi sleep. I made a mental note to torment him tomorrow when he tried to take a morning nap.

Kartal had his wand out and was muttering some sort of incantation into his open palm. A moment later a small black box appeared. He tossed it casually towards Chatta. "Here."

Chatta caught it easily and stared at the box with blatant curiosity. "What is it?"

"Puzzle box. That should keep him entertained for a few hours."

Didi snatched the box from Chatta's grasp, settling comfortably behind her and poking at the box. When he couldn’t open it the first few moments, he looked immediately intrigued instead of frustrated. I was just glad to have some peace.

Chatta gave her Meuritta a thoughtful study over her shoulder. "Kartal, will you teach me that spell?"

"Of course. I'll even teach you the one spell that no Meuritta can undo, so you can keep him out of your bag."

Her eyes lit up. "That would be marvelous! I was told no such spell existed."

"I had a classmate in school with a Meuritta. He finally made a locking spell that his Meuritta couldn't undo." A reminiscent smile darted over his face. "I think it was created as much from desperation as inspiration."

Maybe it is a good thing that Kartal wasn't drowned at birth. He was proving handy now. I extended my thoughts into the strata under the damaged road. It took less effort than I had anticipated to remove the evidence left behind of Night’s dance with Didi.

Peaceful silence descended again. We were only a day or so away from the Boren Mountains now. The land was getting steeper with more hills, and the land itself was rockier. We were forced to slow our pace to a walk in order to navigate the treacherous roads. It was bad enough that the horses occasionally would slip, or trip over some of the rocks—a sure recipe for disaster.  Actually, it wasn't really a road—not to my mind. ''Trail made by a wandering drunk cow'' was a more apt description. The thing twisted so badly, I had to wonder if we would make better time just going cross country.

It was late afternoon now, and I was beginning to worry about where we would stop for the night. I hadn't seen any towns in the past several hours. Sleeping on this rocky ground did not sound appealing. Hopefully there was a town up ahead.

Kartal suddenly stopped, swearing under his breath.

I reigned in sharply. "What's wrong?"

"My horse, I think he's come up lame." Swinging smoothly out of the saddle, he started talking soothingly to his mount, running his hand gently up and down one of the forelegs.

Chatta and I exchanged worried glances. If Kartal's horse had pulled up lame, it meant that he would have to double up with someone until we could reach a town and buy a new horse for him. That would slow us down even more.

"Shrieking hinges," Kartal swore angrily. He set the leg back down gently, all the while with a disgruntled frown on his face. "He's got a bruise on his frog, all right. I think he'll be fine with a few days of rest, but we don't have that kind of time."

"Double up with me," Chatta offered. "We'll sell him at the next town and buy you another mount."

"It’s the only sensible solution," Kartal admitted, still frowning. He untied his saddlebags, slinging them off the horse. I took his saddlebags and added them to mine, then accepted the reins. It was easier for me to deal with the horse than Kartal and Chatta.

The whole process took only a few minutes, and we resumed our trek. Didi was not pleased to lose his favorite seat behind Chatta, and was chittering angrily. We all pretty much ignored him.

I freely admit that I wasn't paying my fellow travelers a lot of attention. I had my eyes peeled, searching my surroundings for any hint of a town. So it was a complete surprise to me when I heard Kartal burst out in an exasperated growl. It was followed closely by a panicked yelp, a feminine scream of distress, ending in two resounding thuds.

I whipped around in my saddle…ohhhh boy.

Kartal was on his back, sprawled on the ground, with Chatta flat on top of him. The Wizard had a hand over his eyes, as if he were trying to keep his temper in check. Chatta just looked outraged, and a little humiliated, to be smack on top of the prostrate man.

I was torn between being jealous (I wouldn't mind having Chatta using me as a landing pad) and amused. Chatta unceremoniously rolled herself off, glaring at me, and silently daring me to say just one word. The amusement of the situation started to win out.

Can't laugh…can't laugh…Chatta will kill me, can't laugh, please gods don’t let me laugh…

"Garth, this is not funny."

"Sorry." I put a hand over my mouth, trying to stifle my laughter. "Er, what happened?"

"That thrice-cursed Meuritta tied our boot strings together," Kartal snarled with a lethal glare in Didi's direction. The Meuritta was preening himself innocently on the back of Chatta's stallion, acting for the entire world as if he hadn't done anything wrong. "Then he dove at me. I lurched sideways to avoid him, and lost my balance."

"I went down with him because our boots are tied together," Chatta finished sourly. She was also glaring at the Meuritta, and there was an assortment of racks, hot pokers, and thumbscrews dancing in her eyes.

"Ah." I very wisely didn't comment further than that.

They started to untangle themselves, all the while shooting dark looks in Didi's direction. The Meuritta was smart enough to take to the air as soon as the Wizard and Witch were on their feet, staying well out of range. He stayed up in the air the rest of the day.

"If Didi keeps this up," I observed quietly to Night, "he might not survive the trip."

"I know." Night didn't seem particularly disturbed by this. "Who do you think will kill him? Chatta or Kartal?”

Hmmm, good question. "Kartal."

"I think it will be Chatta."

Maybe, but Chatta had more patience than Kartal did. I was fairly sure that the Wizard would lose his temper first. "Want to bet?"

Night gave me an amused appraisal. "What's the prize?"

"Name it," I offered generously.

"I get your peanut jam."

"You mean my peanut butter."

"Yes, that."

Peanut butter was one of my favorite snacks. It was excellent for giving you energy, and easy to eat with crackers, which saved me from having to cook. I'd been forced to make my own since coming to Hain, as it wasn't a food they made here. Night had tried some before we'd left the school and decided that he liked it. It was a frustrating food for him. It came in a jar, and it wasn't easy for him to eat with no hands. I had to feed it to him, which was a gooey, minor pain! Needless to say, he didn't get it very often.

I thought it through and nodded slowly. "All right. And you have to stop tugging at me when you want something." It was a bad habit he still had, tugging at my sleeve when he wanted my attention. Night had teeth now, and if he wasn't careful, he’d occasionally catch skin in with the sleeve.

"Deal."

"What are you two talking about?" Chatta inquired with a smile tugging at her mouth.

"We're betting on who kills Didi first," I answered with a straight face.

"Ah."

Kartal rolled his eyes. "So who do you think will do it?"

"You." I shrugged when he gave me a flat stare. "Night thinks it will be Chatta."

Chatta rolled her eyes. "You two are bored, aren't you?"

I shrugged again, not answering.

"Instead of placing stupid bets, you need to think of something a little more serious."

I had no idea what Kartal was talking about and gave him a blank look. "Such as?"

"Any person with magic in them will take one look at Night and know that he's a Nreesce. Most people will just see him as a very good looking colt."

Night actually preened about that comment.

Kartal ignored him and kept talking. "You need to Braid him so that people will know he belongs to you."

Braiding a horse was something else weird about Hain. In Chahir, you branded a horse if it belonged to you. In Hain, you wove a long strand of leather (dyed to match your House colors) into the mane and tied your personal seal to the bottom of the leather. It was a criminal offense to take out that Braid if the horse didn't directly belong to you.

I considered it and decided that Kartal had a point. Actually, I should have thought of this before I'd left Del'Hain. There was only one problem with the idea. "I don't have a personal seal," I pointed out.

"Actually you do," Chatta disagreed. "All Earth Mages have had the same seal. It's an oval disk with a mountain in the background and your initials in the foreground."

"Oh." I blinked, processing this. Well, I guess that would work; especially since I was the only known Earth Mage in existence right now.

"I'll show you how to make it when we stop," Kartal promised. "And show you how to braid it into Night's mane so it won't come out too."

It was a generous offer, and one that the old Kartal wouldn't have made a few days ago. I inclined my head, accepting it.

~*~

I'm an idiot and I should have seen this coming.

We'd stopped the night before in a small village, which was barely large enough to support a tavern. Kartal had swapped horses for a serviceable mount. He'd shown me the spell for forming a seal, and helped me Braid it into Night's mane. My Nreesce was clearly pleased to have the seal in his hair. He kept tossing his head, so that he could feel it swish back and forth.

The trouble didn't start until the next morning. Didi had taken one look at the new Braid in Night's mane and his fingers started itching. He kept trying to sneak up on the Nreesce and unravel the leather woven into Night's hair. Night, predictably, threw a fit whenever the Meuritta tried to get too close. The whole thing was giving me a headache.

I rubbed one temple, trying to subdue minor rolling twinges growing in my skull.

Another equine scream of outrage shrilled through the air.

"Didi!" Chatta snarled. "If you don't stop this, I'll immobilize you for the rest of the day!"

I really wish she would just do it, instead of threatening to do it! I'd do it myself if I only knew how. Experimenting just now would not be a good thing. Magic often followed your intent more than just your conscious direction. I was feeling murderously frustrated with the Meuritta, so it was probably wiser for me not to use magic just now.

Then again…

Almost absently I turned to look down at the seal braided into Night's mane. Wouldn't it be easier to just do something with the seal itself instead of trying to keep track of Didi? The Meuritta was fast and agile, and extremely unpredictable in all but one way—he wanted that seal. If I did something to the seal so he couldn't tamper with it…hmmm.

"Night, come in a little closer," I asked softly.

He gave me a questioning glance—after all he was only a foot away from me as it was—but came in close enough for me to touch him. I leaned forward in the saddle and picked up the Braid with one hand. Mages weren't really the type to use fancy spells; it just wasn't how our power worked. We had so much raw power at our call that it was hard to do the more subtle magic. But magic was magic, and I was pretty sure I could do this. It was all about intent, right?

After months of practice, I could feel the magic dormant within me and touched the core of it. It leapt to life, surging through me, just looking for an outlet of some sort. I directed it toward the seal in my hand, trying to mold it with only one thought in mind: unchanging. Do not wear away, fall away, or be taken away. Remain unchanging. The seal was made out of metal, which is close to one of my earth elements, so it was possible to impress my magic on it.

Under my eyes the Braid shone a dark green, nearly writhing in energy. When I felt that I had managed my intention, I let the power slip back inside me and locked it away again.

Night was trying to twist his head to see his neck, but he couldn't quite manage it. "What did you do?"

"I think I made the seal tamper proof," I answered somewhat hesitantly. There was certainly enough power still in that Braid to indicate that I had done something, but I wasn't sure if I'd managed what I'd wanted to.

"Garth," Kartal requested in a shaky voice, "please don't experiment like that."

I gave him a curious look. "Magic follows intent, right? Protecting the Braid was my only intent."

"That was your only conscious intent," Chatta corrected. She looked a little perturbed too. "There are subconscious intents in you as well. It's safe to experiment at the school because there are enough wards and shields there to protect you, and everything around you, if something goes wrong. The same is not true here."

You know, she did have a point. I didn't think I would ever do something as drastic as they're envisioning, but history was full of men who made huge errors without meaning to. "I will be more careful," I promised.

There was a sharp yelp of pain that grabbed my attention. I snapped around to see Didi high up in the air, cradling a hand to his chest and glaring at me. Ah, apparently my impromptu magic had worked. Night’s seal was now officially off limits for the light-fingered Meuritta.  Yes, this morning was looking up already!

~*~

It was obvious when we got close to the Beor Mountains. Well, at least it was obvious to me. There was this unsettled feel to the earth, as if something had shifted recently. That shifting had bared ley lines of magic in the earth too, and the air was so thick with earth magic, I could nearly taste it. This didn’t really come as a surprise to me; in fact, I rather suspected this might be the case. Normal earth bedrock is riddled with ley lines of power. If something breaks that bedrock, then those ley lines are going to break along with it, leaving the ends raw and open. Earth power was literally seeping into the open air, which, I have to tell you, is pretty potent for an Earth Mage.

Chatta came up on the right, looking at me oddly. "Garth? I know that there's a lot of magic in the air right now, but you are shielding yourself against it, right?"

"I don't think it will help him much," Kartal disagreed from behind us. "This is all Earth Magic, after all." Pausing he added dryly, "We'll have to come up with something if he starts giggling manically though."

I gave him a dark glare for that. Yes, the magic was potent but I was hardly going to lose my composure over it. He gave me an innocent look in return.

The man is a brat.

By mid-afternoon we had reached the bottom of the Beor Mountains, and then I didn't have to rely on feelings alone to guide me. There was a huge chasm cleaving right down the middle of a mountain. You could literally see it from miles away. As we approached, it loomed larger and larger in front of us.

Of course, that also meant there was an unimaginable amount of wild Earth Magic saturating the air as well.

I was shielding as hard as I could, but even with that, I could still feel it, taste it. It was like it had achieved a life of its own, and transformed into some sort of being. Mental note to self: as soon as I get back to school, I will do some serious research on how previous Earth Mages dealt with this kind of chaotic power. Being around areas like this must be a form of addiction for an Earth Mage. How can any mortal deal with this kind of raw power, on a regular basis, without losing his sanity? It was seductive and intoxicating.

Kartal reined in, eyes cutting sideways to look at me. "Is this close enough?"

I looked at the area carefully. I thought it was close enough for me to work, and frankly I didn't trust myself any closer to that jagged slash through the living rock. "Yes, I think so."

"It's probably not a good idea to stay here too long," Chatta stated in clear worry. She was looking at me sideways as well, but she was more obvious about it. "You start evaluating this; Kartal and I will set up camp."

A valid suggestion and one I readily agreed to. I nodded and dismounted before handing my reins over to her. Night stood perfectly still inside my shield, barely breathing. I appreciated how much effort he was making not to distract me. Distraction would be a very bad thing in this place.

You know, the more I looked at it, the more it reminded me of someone with a giant axe just taking a titanic swing at the mountain. You could see clearly through the vegetation and soil, straight down to the bedrock underneath. There was this long rend in the mountain, measuring several miles in length. I sincerely doubted that some lunatic deity swung an axe around and chopped up the landscape, so what caused this?

"Garth?"

I blinked back into reality to see Chatta studying me with a marked look of worry on her countenance. "I'm going to do a scrying," I told her. "I need to determine and understand the cause of this."

"All right. I'll pull you back out in an hour."

"No need," I denied as I settled into a comfortable sitting position on the ground. "Night will do it."

Distractions fell away as I slowly poured my conscious mind into the earth. Now that I was sitting right on top of it, I could feel how unsettled the earth was. I knew that it had shifted, but that was only the surface of the well. Of course, there were still all of those open ley lines of power coursing through the bedrock. I was doing my best not to trip over any of them. I was getting a buzz just looking at them! I couldn't imagine what actually touching them would do to me.

At first I couldn't see anything that would cause such a tremendous break like this. It was just normal, albeit upset, bedrock. So why…

Wait, what was that?

I backtracked a little and took a closer look. What under the stars is that? Color me insane, but it looked like a very large piece of granite (something about the size of Del'Hain) was shoved up against the main bedrock under the Beor Mountains. Huh! Now that's interesting. Never mind where that hunk of granite came from. Why was it there, and how was it remaining in place? I stretched out some more and traced along the seam of the two rocks.

"Come back."

Argh, not now! "Give me a minute," I thought back at Night.

"You find something?"

"Maybe." It was hard to be definite, but I thought this held the answer. I was so busy talking to Night that I almost missed it. Oh-ho, so I was right! There was a third member of this little party. Another piece of bedrock was shoved against the other two. Actually, the granite bedrock was wedged between the two. Judging from the raw feel of the rock, one of them had shifted a little, which in turn shifted the granite. Huh! Yes, that would make a giant rift in the terrain all right.

This definitely changed our plans. I pulled back to my body—

—and immediately fell sideways, gasping and shaking. I felt like I'd been thrown into a cold spring; my body was tingling all over, and I couldn't seem to catch my breath. It's for this reason alone that I hate scrying. The separation of mind and body was way too hard to manage. Surely there's got to be a better way to do this.

"Garth?" Chatta appeared from somewhere, throwing a blanket around my shoulders. The welcome heat of it immediately sank into my skin. "You were down for so long."

"F-found it-t," I chattered out. I hate being cold like this.

Kartal pointed his wand at me. "Heat."

I immediately felt warmer. There was only a slight chill dancing along my skin now. Sometimes I just loved magic. "Thanks," I nodded to him in acknowledgement.

He waved it away as he settled down in front of me. "So? What did you find?"

"The bedrock shifted," I explained succinctly. For some reason they both stared at me like my eyebrows had turned fluorescent green. "What?"

"Garth," Chatta said slowly, obviously doubting my sanity, "bedrock does not shift. Its one big piece, everyone knows that."

"Everyone's wrong." That sounded so arrogant of me, but it was the simple truth. "This area alone is made of three larges pieces of bedrock wedged together."

"You mean that theory is true?" Kartal blurted out incredulously.

I had absolutely no idea what he was talking about. "What theory?"

"Some Earth Mage a few centuries ago said that all of the continents sat on several large pieces of bedrock. Of course, he also said that they moved, which is why no one really believed him."

So someone else had figured this out already…interesting. That cinched it; I will so do research on Earth Mages when I get back to Del'Hain. "Believe him. One of the bedrocks shifted, which made another bedrock shift, and that's the result." I pointed at the deep ravine nearby.

Chatta turned to look at the ravine, twining a lock of hair between her fingers absently. "How large is each piece?"

"The smallest one is the size of Del'Hain." Now that I was warm again, I was starting to get hungry. Someone had put a pot over the campfire, and whatever was in that pot smelled really good. My mouth started watering.

"—plan won't work, will it?"

I forced myself to focus on the conversation, promising my poor empty stomach that I would feed it soon. "No, the previous plan won't work," I agreed. There is no way I can shift that bedrock back into place.

"Then what do you suggest?"

I was proud of Kartal in that moment. He'd come a long way to actually ask for my opinion. "Can't we just fill the hole?"

Chatta was nodding in approval. "A neat, easy solution. I like it."

"I want to add a spell so that your patch will stay solid," Kartal mused while staring blindly off into space. "But that sounds feasible. Where do we get the dirt to fill it up?"

"We're surrounded by hills and mountains," I pointed out dryly. "I think we have enough dirt on hand. Besides, I don't plan to fill up the whole ravine, just the area near the underground lake."

"Good point," Chatta agreed. "Let's eat, get a good night's sleep, and tackle it tomorrow."

Marvelous suggestion. Do I have to share the food?

 

 



Chapter Eleven: Patches
 

 

It's one thing to say it; it's entirely another to do it.

The basic plan of scooping dirt out of a nearby hillside and dumping into the crack sounded easy—it wasn't. We only had a third of the crack filled, and it was approaching noon. I was tired, sweating like a merchant on tax day, and so hungry that my stomach was gnawing on my backbone.

Chatta and Kartal were hardly just bystanders during the day. Using wands and crystal amplifiers, they were moving sizeable chunks of dirt and rock, as well, to patch the ravine. But still, with the combined efforts of our assembled trio, it was slow going.

Being the sensible one among us, Chatta was the first to call for a break. "That's it, let's stop. We need food and rest before we start getting tired and making stupid mistakes."

I nodded in agreement, moved back to the campfire and dropped heavily to the ground. Kartal was only a moment behind me, sprawling out completely prone on the ground. He was sucking in great quantities of air, like he'd been swimming a marathon underwater, with a large shark on his heels.

You know, when I was young I thought that Mages and Wizards were invincible. They had all this magic power available at their fingertips, and they could go on for days and weeks working magic without ever tiring.

Wrong!

Doing something with magic was pretty much like doing it with your muscles…with about three times as much effort. At least it was for me, I wasn't sure how it felt to a Wizard or a Witch. Judging from how exhausted Kartal and Chatta were, trying to keep up with me, it was probably a little worse for them.

"Who's making lunch?" Kartal asked laboriously. It was almost as if just breathing was draining the last of his energy.

I quickly touched a finger to the tip of my nose. "Not me."

Chatta gave me a strange look. "Um…Garth? Why are you touching your nose?"

I blinked, and then realized that what I had done was purely a Chahiran tradition and probably something completely foreign to Hain. "It's something of a game," I explained. "The last person to touch his nose loses, and has to do…whatever it is that nobody wants to do."

Kartal apparently caught the gist of my explanation before I got it all out because he quickly touched his nose.

Chatta gave us both a dirty look. "Fine. I'll cook. But you two have to do something for dinner."

I had the feeling that cooking dinner would be far more arduous than cooking lunch. It stood to reason that after an extremely long day I'd be out on my feet. I was feeling rather lazy at the moment and let her cook anyway.

Lunch was flat pan bread, hunks of cheese and what was left of…some unidentified piece of meat that Chatta had bought in a village the day before. I wasn't going to question what it was—no sir, not me. It tasted fine; my stomach hadn't rebelled, and that was enough for me. So what if the man that had sold it to us smelled like he hadn't had a bath in over a decade? So what if he appeared more like a beast than a man? It was good meat, dangit.

I still had only one small piece though. I'm a picky eater, so what?

We rested for another hour before dragging ourselves back to the ravine, and going back to our project. When darkness fell some hours later, we were so exhausted that just the thought of eating took too much energy. We collapsed into the awaiting arms of our bedrolls, and slept like the rocks we had been moving all day.

~*~

I discovered to my dismay that overusing one’s magical abilities felt rather like doing too much strenuous labor. There wasn't a muscle in my body that wasn't aching. It took ten minutes of consistent focus just to keep my eyes open.

The sun was well overhead when I finally managed to roll into a semi-upright position. Kartal was up and drinking some kind of hot tea. He was bent over the campfire like an aging crone. Chatta was still dead to the world, and even Didi's consistent prods failed to make her stir.

The only thing that made all of this bearable was that we were finished. The hole was patched, and all I had to do was make another deep scan to ensure that we hadn't missed anything. Kartal could then do his spell to make the dirt as hard as granite, and we could head for home.

Praises to the gods!

Something nudged my shoulder and almost made me fall over. I caught myself with one arm before I could do a face-plant. "Don't do that!" I protested with a voice rough with sleep.

"We can go home now?"

I twisted a little to look up at Night, who was staring down at me hopefully. "Almost, we just need to tidy up some.  After we tie up a few loose ends, then we can go home."

This apparently was the right answer because he pranced away, his tail swishing happily. Watching him, I was truly envious of his energy. But then, while we were working like slaves, he'd been playing or napping.

Stifling a yawn, I dragged myself completely off my bedroll and toward the fire. Maybe with some breakfast in my stomach, I'd gather up enough energy to finish the job.

~*~

We were all so tired and worn out that working the final spells, and double checking the area, took twice as long as it normally would have. Still, mercifully, by noon we were done. The water was damned back up where it was supposed to be. Our patch had sealed nicely, and showed no signs of cracking now or, hopefully, in the near future. All in all, a job well done. It was a most rewarding feeling.

Breaking camp took another hour, and then we headed back the way we had come. Didi was even well behaved for once; I think it had something to do with his survival instinct. Chatta proved to be a very grouchy person when tired. If Didi started acting up, none of us had any doubts that she would zap him just to shut him up.

It was as we were leaving the foothills that she seemed to perk up a little. "How about we do a slight detour on the way home?"

Just the thought of one more day in the saddle made me groan. "What kind of detour?" It better be a short one, or I wasn't interested.

"The Red Festival," she replied with an expectant smile.

Red Festival, Red Festival…it took a moment, but my Jaunten side finally clicked in and gave me the information that I needed. The Red Festival was celebrated every spring, usually at the end of the Rain Cycle, in the city of Delta. It was a huge festival that lasted about two weeks, ostensibly to celebrate the huge red flowers that were the source for most of the city's medicine. Actually, it was just an excuse to throw one big party.

Now I'm a city boy, and city boys love to party! Since I've been working non-stop for over two months now, a party was just what the doctor ordered. The idea of a detour was a good one, and well worth another day in my accursed saddle.

Chatta must have read from my face that I liked the idea, and as one, we turned to look at Kartal. He rolled his eyes at us. "Of course I want to go to the festival."

Chatta beamed at us. "We should be able to make it tonight if we don't dawdle."

My body protested at the thought of several more hours in the saddle without a respite. I soothed it with mental assurances that it could have a hot bath and a real bed tonight. And I wouldn't have to ride at all the next day; just party. "So what are we waiting for?"

~*~

The city of Delta was sitting almost smack in the middle of two major rivers that ran the length of Hain. I'm sure it started out as a trading town, and it just kept growing. Now it not only touched both rivers, but parts of it were even built out over the water. I doubted that the city would be allowed to expand completely over the rivers; they had to let boats through after all. All of their commerce would die out if the river was impassable. Still, you couldn't even see the banks of the river for nearly a mile in either direction, because of the sprawl.

We caught our first sight of the city at twilight. There were lights on in all of the buildings, and larger lanterns stuck here and there in the middle of the streets. Even from this distance, the sounds of music and laughter could be clearly heard. The river seemed to pick up the mood of the festivities, and the lights danced to the motion of the water. There was most definitely a party going on!

The horses seemed to sense that the end was near because they picked up the pace a little. Tired and sore from the long ride, a mantra started running through my head. Hot bath, soft bed, hot bath, soft bed, food, hot bath, soft bed…

Somehow, I managed to stay alert enough to make it to an inn. In Delta, the innkeepers saw it all, apparently—they didn't even blink at Didi. When I explained about Night, they just shrugged, and gave me a ground floor room. They were even nice enough to resituate the mattress to the floor, so that Night and I would have sufficient room, without any danger of falling off during the night.

My head barely hit the pillow before darkness claimed me, and I was out like a light.

~*~

The morning air was full of sounds, with a mixture of laughter, voices, the sharp staccato clip of hooves against cobblestones, and food vendors rattling their pans. The music coming from some street musicians was barely discernible over the din that engulfed the crowd. I knew theoretically that the city would be filled with people attending the festival. It was only now, as I was standing on the street, that I realized just how packed the place was!

Chatta was standing at my side, voice heavy with amusement. "Garth?"

I was so busy trying to take in my surroundings that I barely gave her a glance. "Hmm?"

"You're bouncing."

I gave her a rueful look and shrugged. Actually, I had been bouncing—a little. More like rocking back and forth on my feet, really. Still, not terribly dignified. "I love cities."

"I can see that," she replied with merriment dancing in her eyes. "So what shall we do first?"

It was just Chatta and me—well, and Night of course. Kartal had split from us early on, not that I was surprised. We had a good working relationship now, but I still wouldn't call the man a friend. I think we all needed a break from each other right then. "You've been to this festival before, right?" I waited for her to nod. "Then you pick first. I have no idea what's here."

"All right, then let's go shopping."

I mentally groaned. I should have known that she would go shopping at the first opportunity. Still, I had said that she could choose so I docilely followed along, with Night trailing along at my side. It was then that I realized his head was actually level with mine. Busted buckets, when had that happened?! It seemed like the minute that my back was turned, he grew another hand’s length.

Chatta dove into a shop filled with dresses. I took one look at the place, and said 'no way'! Shopping was one thing, but going into a women's clothing store was something else entirely. I cast about quickly for an excuse not to go into the store. Food, food, another clothing shop, boots, jewelry, barber…wait, barber? I zeroed in on the shop and took a closer look. Yes, it was a barber's shop. Actually, my hair was getting rather long. This might be an excellent opportunity to get it cut.

I turned back to where Chatta was going through a selection of dresses. "Chatta?"

She looked up at the hail. "Yes?"

"I'll be across the street getting my hair cut while you're in here, all right?"

"I wouldn't do that," she cautioned.

"…why?" Last I checked barber shops were not dangerous.

"Haven't you ever wondered about this? Every picture we have of Earth Mages, they have long hair."

Uh…hadn't really noticed, honestly. "No," I said slowly. The look on her face said that it was obvious, but I wasn't following her train of thought. "Care to explain?"

She stepped out of the shop so she could talk with me. "You really don't know?"

I gave her an exasperated look. Would I be asking if I already knew?

"All right, sorry, it's just that I thought someone would have warned you by now. We're not sure why, but an Earth Mage's power is linked to his hair. The longer it is, the more control you have with your power."

Wait, what? "Cutting my hair affects my power?" I repeated dubiously.

She blew out a breath, looking at the sky for a moment before she looked back at me. "Let me put it this way. When you were made into a Jaunten, your hair changed color, right?"

"Right." Obviously, that is why I have white hair right now.

"Why?"

I gave her a blank look. Why had my hair changed color? "Um…don't know."

"Because you had new magic incorporated into your body. Garth. Magical power isn't just some mystical force that we can tap into. We are magic. Every cell in our body has an element of magic in it. If it were otherwise, the power would burn right through us—we wouldn't be able to handle it. The point is, magic is in every part of us, up to and including our hair. By cutting your hair, you're deliberately cutting off power as well."

Okay, that made more sense. Sort of. "But that's obviously not true for Wizards or Witches—I mean, Kartal's hair is short, and I can't imagine that he would cut his hair if it meant any loss of power."

"Magic works differently in us," she explained with a shrug of the shoulders. "We have power in us, of course, but we act more like a conduit than a powerhouse. Cutting our hair has some effect, but it's very miniscule—we don't really feel it. A Mage would definitely feel it."

Ah. Okay, so maybe I should re-think the whole cutting the hair thing.

Chatta's head cocked to the side as she studied me thoughtfully. That look alarmed me for some reason—it made me want to run in the other direction. "Actually, I think you'll look quite good with long hair." Her head slanted to the other side. "Of course, it will get in your way if you simply leave it hanging loose. Maybe a hair clasp to keep it out of your way…" She nodded firmly, apparently concluding on her own that the suggestion was a sound one.

Before I knew it, she had me by the hand and was towing me through the crowded street. I just resigned myself to following her. I knew that look—I've seen my mother and sister wear it on previous occasions. Resistance would be futile.

Four shops later, and Chatta let out a cry of victory. The hair clasp she held up for my inspection was leather, with some sort of complicated knot burned into it. I didn't see how this one was all that different from every other clasp we had seen. If it meant finally putting an end to the matter, I approved of it whole-heartedly. "Nice."

"Better than that," she negated with a happy smile. "This one is reinforced with steel, so it will last a long time."

Oh, is that what she had been checking for? Every time that I thought she found one that she liked, she'd wave her wand over it and then change her mind. "Then let's buy it."

I paid the merchant and then followed Chatta away. We only went as far as the nearest water fountain before she told me to sit, and started fussing with my hair. I hadn't had a haircut in over five months, so my hair was fairly long, but apparently not long enough to suit her. She finally gathered my hair up near the crown of my head, instead of the nape of the neck, before putting the clasp in.

"There," she said in a tone of satisfaction. "Not quite what I had in mind, but good enough. What do you think, Night?"

Night gave me a long study. Without any warning whatsoever his head darted in close and he gave my hair a not-so-gentle nip.

"Ow!" I reflexively jerked away—and fell promptly into the water behind me. From thighs up I was soaking wet and rather put out about it. Chatta was openly laughing, and Night was snickering in an infuriating way. It was bad enough that they were laughing, but all of the people nearby were as well.

I glared darkly at them both, but especially at Night. "This means war," I warned him.

"I can handle it," he assured me, eyes dancing with laughter.

Vowing mentally that I would get my revenge, I levered myself out of the fountain. At least it was a warm day, I should dry fairly quickly.

"Do you want to go back to the inn and change?" Chatta offered, valiantly trying not to smile.

Sighing, I shook my head. "I'll dry."

"Then let's go to the main square. They always have some sort of entertainment going on there."

As I followed Chatta through the crowd, I made absolutely sure that Night was not behind me. One nip of the hair was enough, thanks.

We weaved in and out of people, getting a few strange looks. I suppose that the sight of a chestnut colt following along like a docile puppy, with a Meuritta hovering over our heads, was unusual. Neither Chatta nor I were wearing robes, so we didn't look like magicians, just normal teenagers enjoying the fair.

Both suns were up high in the sky before we managed to make our way to the center of the town. Chatta was right about the entertainment—there were rough stages built in practically every direction, with benches set up in front of them. I couldn't see much as too many blasted tall Hainians were blocking my view! I could make out some impressions from the glimpses I caught. There were dancers on one stage, and some sort of magic show on the opposite side of the square. We noticed another group of performers were setting up on the stage closest to us.

Entertainment was all well and good, but first I wanted some food. I caught Chatta's shoulder to get her attention. She looked up over her shoulder, eyebrow cocked in query. "I'm getting hungry," I explained. "Let's get something to eat before we watch one of the shows."

"All right," she agreed amiably.

There were food booths all over the place, but I wasn't about to hunt through all of them. The city's streets had been crowded, but it was nothing compared to the square. It was almost like half the city's population was trying to cram itself into this one area. I'd get trampled if I tried to move much through this. Linking my arm through Chatta's—I was afraid of losing her in this mess—I made my way toward the nearest food stand. They were offering Leg of Fowl at a decent price, considering how huge the drumstick was, so I bought two.

I wasn't quite sure what to buy for Night, though. I'm sure he was hungry, since his appetite hadn't waned any from when he was born. I was grateful that I didn't have to bottle feed him anymore, but there was only meat or pastries available in the immediate area. Night was a sentient being, nearly human, but he was still in a horse's body with a horse’s eating habits.

Chatta must have seen my confusion because she piped up with a suggestion. "There's a fruit stand closer to the stage; we can get something for Night there."

"Perfect." I let her lead the way since she knew exactly where it was.

When we finally arrived at the stand, I was somewhat disappointed by the selection. There were watermelons, strawberries, some sort of fruit that I didn't recognize, and a large container of spiced cider. I looked at Night with a shrug. "Can you eat any of this?"

"The watermelons."

I wasn't sure how he knew that, unless he inherited the knowledge from his mother via my Jaunten blood. Still, I bought him one huge watermelon and tucked it under my arm. By general consensus, we sat in the benches closest to us, which happened to belong to the stage where another act was setting up. I cut the watermelon in half so that Night could bite into it, and then set it on the ground. He happily started munching on it. Seeing how much he was drooling, I was glad that I put the melon on the ground and away from me. "Good?" I inquired dryly.

"Wonderful," he commented blissfully before taking another huge bite out of the watermelon.

"I think he likes that," Chatta observed to me with a wry smile.

"I think that's a safe assumption," I agreed with a roll of my eyes. I was making a personal bet with myself that I'd be buying at least one more watermelon for Night before the day was out.

"Ladies and gentlemen, and any scoundrels that are in the crowd of course, welcome to my show!" a clear voice carried over the din. I looked up to see a man of normal Hainian height (in other words, a head taller than me) standing in the center of the stage. He had long hair that was going grey, a deep red tunic and a funny sort of hat that flopped over to one side. "I am Jachamo, bearer of tales, daring stunts, and laughter."

He picked up a long trumpet from behind him. "Let's see if we can gather some more interest, shall we?" Lifting it to his lips, he blew three short notes and one long one. Lowering it he looked around the crowd like a miser looking for a lost penny. "Well," he observed sarcastically, "that obviously didn't do the trick. Let's try something else."

Again he reached behind him and picked up the longest trumpet that I have ever seen in my life. It was easily seven feet long. He lifted that one up and blew a long note. You'd have to be deaf not to have heard it. I glanced around and saw that he had indeed gathered some more people.

He lowered the instrument and shrugged. "I suppose you'll do." Casually chucking the instrument over his shoulders, he beamed us a bright smile. "Now, I'm sure that all of you have seen people juggle things before."

Most of us were nodding because we had seen it done.

Jachamo expected the answer and wagged a finger at us. "Ah, but was it on fire?" Picking up three sticks near him on the floor, he lit them with a nearby torch. "People near the stage, you should be warned that I have, on occasion, let one of these slip," Jachamo noted idly, with just an edge of mischievous amusement coloring his voice. "So if I do, and it hits you, well…there are water buckets up here for emergency purposes. Designate now one of the people near you to grab the bucket, alright?"

I think some of the people near the front took him seriously because they quickly scampered back several benches. Jachamo laughed at them, even as he started to juggle the flaming sticks in his hands. "What kind of a professional jester do you people take me for? I'd never let something fly out into the audience! Now, I have on occasion let one slip—” one of the rods fell about a foot making everyone in the crowd reflexively flinch before Jachamo "miraculously" caught it.

Watching him, I had the suspicion that Jachamo had a twisted sense of humor. He was rather enjoying seeing all of us on edge.

With a final rotation he caught the sticks one by one in his right hand, blowing them out all at once. There were the usual stomps as the crowd showed their appreciation.

"Thank you, thank you," Jachamo waved us down with both hands, "but I know that you've probably seen that trick done before as well. However, I can do something better." This time he picked up three metal axes with (I hoped) blunt edges. "Now, what if I could juggle these?"

There was more foot stomping, and even more enthusiastically this time.

"You do realize that this is dangerous and I could possibly lose a hand attempting it?" Jachamo stared at us with both eyebrows raised.

This time the crowd was more vocal, egging him on.

"Fine, fine, for your petty amusement I shall do it. If I lose an eye, however, I lay the blame solely on your heads." He took a deep breath, and then the axes started flying through the air.

I had unconsciously held my breath when that first axe was thrown up, but when I saw that he had complete control over them, I felt a little foolish. Despite what the man said, I was sure that he had practiced this very thing for many long hours.

Have you ever seen something go wrong, but sheer shock kept you in place?

I knew the instant that Jachamo really did lose control of one of the axes. It slipped completely out of his hand and flew over his head, landing with a solid thunk into a wooden beam behind him. The look on his face was one of classic consternation—he had clearly not meant to do that.

Being a true professional, however, he just grinned and said cheerfully, "Good thing it didn't hit the baby in the front row, eh?"

He threw one axe around to go over his back, caught it easily in the front, then caught the other in his hand before bowing to us. We were laughing and stomping both feet vigorously in approval. That had been quite the sight.

"Next question!" Jachamo called to us. "Have you ever seen someone walk a tight rope and juggle at the same time?"

Somewhat intrigued, I shook my head.

"Well, you're about to! I shall now ask the strongest, toughest man in the world to come and hold one end of the rope for me." Jachamo scanned the crowd expectantly…then frowned. "Obviously he couldn't make it today."

Chatta and I both were snickering. His sarcastic brand of humor was very infectious.

Heaving a great sigh, Jachamo climbed off the stage. "Well, I'll have to make do with some of you." He started to point at various men and gesturing them up. "You, and you…not you, the one sitting beside you…yes him, did you think I wanted your girlfriend sitting there? Let's see, too skinny, too short, you'll do and you. That makes four…hmmm, I better have one more. Annnnnnd…you."

He picked up a rope that was already tied to a pole at the back of the stage and started arranging the men until they were all on the other end, pulling the rope tight. Jachamo tried the rope with one foot, which promptly sagged under his weight. "By the stars, you're not there for show! That's my job. Pull!"

The men strained backwards, and this time the rope held when Jachamo stepped on it. He held his position perfectly still on the rope for a moment, and when they didn't drop him, he slowly started to juggle the three axes.

We were all laughing and shouting encouragements by this point, as much for Jachamo as for the men holding the line. I was impressed they could do it—holding a man's weight like that wouldn't be easy, even with five men.

Well past the time that we had finished eating, we sat there and watched Jachamo's show. Some of his humor was a little crude for my taste, but the man was entertaining. When it ended, I tossed a coin into his hat without a qualm.

"Where next?" I asked Chatta.

"To find Didi," she responded ruefully.

I froze, only then realizing that we hadn't been interrupted by Didi the entire show. I started envisioning just how much trouble the Meuritta could find in a crowd this size, and groaned.

"I know," Chatta acknowledged darkly. She was scanning the area around her anxiously. "I gave him a puzzle box to play with, but something must have distracted him."

In this crowd, anything could have. I wasn't sure on how to go about finding him, however.

As we dithered in indecision, there was an outraged scream from behind us. Chatta and I shared a glance, and as one, spun about and raced in that direction. There was no doubt in our minds that whatever the reasons for that scream, Didi was probably behind it.

A crowd was gathering around near a candy shop, and it was there that we found the little Meuritta. I pushed my way through the people, with Chatta right behind me, but when we finally made it through the door, we just froze and took in the sight.

Apparently this shop made taffy—stringed taffy. Right smack in the middle of the cooking area was Didi, wrapped from ears to tail in different colors of taffy, and mewling in distress. Every time that he pulled off one strand, it would simply transfer to his fingers. When he saw Chatta in the doorway, he gave a cry so pitiful that I almost felt sorry for him.

Almost.

"You've done it now," Chatta observed in dark humor. "You're well and stuck aren't you?"

"Di," Didi uttered mournfully.

"Uh-huh. Didn't I tell you not to wander off?"

The Meuritta sniffed, head meekly bowed, with eyes large and imploring for some help.

A large woman in a plain blue dress appeared. She took in our arrival, and with a thunderous expression, stalked toward us. "Is this creature yours?"

Survival instincts kicked in and I quickly pointed to Chatta.

Chatta nodded in a resigned fashion. "He's unfortunately mine. Tell me how much damage he’s responsible for and I'll reimburse you."

Mollified that she would be paid, the shop owner settled down and started to explain just how much inconvenience and trouble Didi had caused. Chatta soothed the woman, passed over several coins, and promised to keep Didi under close surveillance. Only then did she gingerly pick up the Meuritta and carry him out of the store.

I saw her reach for her wand but stopped her. "No, let him clean himself up. Maybe if he learns that his actions have consequences, he'll think twice before getting into trouble like that again."

Chatta paused, thoughtfully considering the Meuritta in her hands and then nodded slowly. "Yes, I think you have a point.” She turned a stern frown to the sticky creature in her arms. “Didi, you'll have to get yourself clean."

The Meuritta's ears went flat in dejection. "Diiiii."

We had no sympathy for him. This was the same creature that tormented us when we were dead tired; he deserved to lie in the bed he made. Chatta concocted some sort of magical bubble that he could ride in, which prevented the sticky taffy from getting all over us too. She slung the bubble over her back, so that her hands could remain free.

I watched as Didi started to wash himself, tongue busy licking all of the sugary mess away. "You do realize that he'll be sick tonight after eating so much sugar," I muttered to Chatta.

"Probably, but that's just another consequence, isn't it?"

If she didn't care, I wasn't going to worry about it. I looked around to get my bearings and saw that Night was still behind me. Reassured that we still had everyone, I turned back to Chatta. "So what next?"

We ended up simply touring the city, just taking in whatever was around us. There were red flowers all over the place, no doubt in honor of the festival. Arts and crafts of every kind were to be seen, and everything was being sold, from delicate glassware to livestock. Several times something would catch my eye and I would think, "My mother would love that," or "Braeden would die to own something like that." I'd striven hard to not think about my family because all it would do was worry me. But now, seeing so many things like this, I found that I couldn't keep them out of my thoughts.

I tried not to let it show, focusing on other things instead. I bought a blanket for Night, which he loved and insisted on wearing despite the fact that it was scorching hot. For Chatta, I bought a bag of her favorite candy, simply for her being such a good friend.

It was late afternoon before I thought about stopping. We'd walked the length of the city (or at least it felt like it) and I was getting tired. I was about to suggest stopping, or at least resting somewhere, when I caught something out of the corner of my eye. Turning fully, I looked…and blinked in surprise.

There was a tent set up in the alleyway between two large shops. A table was set up front that was filled with clothing of all sorts. What caught my attention was the style which was distinctly Chahiran.

A Chahiran merchant? Here?

I quickly made my way to the tent, dodging people almost impatiently as I moved. I vaguely heard Chatta and Night scurrying to keep up with me, but my attention wasn't really on them.

Just as I reached the table, a man appeared from inside the tent. One look at him and I knew that he was Chahiran. He wasn't much taller than I, but broader, and with fair skin and coloring of my people. Recognition lit in his face as he saw me, and we both smiled. We were deep within Hain, but even here, there was at least one other Chahiran.

I bowed in greeting. "Vraula."

"Vraula," he returned, his smile broadening. "I had not thought to see one of my countrymen here, of all places."

"Neither had I," I admitted ruefully.

"Garth?"

I turned at Chatta's voice and saw that she was looking up at me with some concern. "Sorry, I just recognized the clothing. This is a Chahiran merchant."

Understanding dawned in her eyes. "Oh!"

"I am indeed," the merchant admitted in good humor. "I am Vorhaben."

"Rhebengarthen," I replied politely with a slight bow. "Thank you for the gift of your name. This is L-Chattamoinita." Chatta nodded cordially. "Tell me, Vorhaben, are you returning home soon?"

"I have one more festival, but that's near the Hain border. After that I'll go directly home."

I had this wild idea in my head, and I prayed that I could make it work. If it did, I might be able to send some sort of message to my family. "Do you go anywhere near Tobadorage?"

"I go right through it," Vorhaben responded, manner alert and interested. "Is that where you're from?"

I nodded. "I haven't been able to find a way of getting anything back to my family there. Could I ask you to deliver a letter and perhaps a few gifts?"

"Certainly. I won't charge you much, considering that it's on my way. But you'll have to get it to me by the end of the week. I leave then."

"I'm leaving the city tomorrow, so you'll have everything by tonight." I felt excitement course through me. My main concern was trying to contact my family through official couriers, if anyone had suspicions about me. A Hainian courier was sure to arouse further interest. A traveling Chahiran merchant, delivering what looked like trade goods, wouldn't warrant even a casual glance. "It'll take a few hours to get everything together, but I'll return soon."

Vorhaben nodded as if he had expected this. "Come before the last evening bell because I'll be closed about then."

"Understood. De Evana." I gave him another short bow, before leading Chatta and Night away. As I walked, I was frantically trying to remember all of the things that I had seen earlier, that I thought my family would like. More importantly, which stores the items had been in, and where they were located.

"Garth, slow down!"

Whoops! I had been nearly running without realizing it. I slowed abruptly and allowed Chatta to catch up.

As soon as she was near me, she latched onto my arm, breathing a little heavily. "What has gotten into you? I've never heard you refer to a family before this, and now you're acting like this is the only chance you'll have of contacting them!"

"It is," I responded softly.

That shocked her, and she froze for a moment. "Why?"

"Why do you think I'm in this country, Chatta?" I asked wearily. "Magic of any sort is outlawed in Chahir. If you are magical, and you’re discovered and convicted, it means death. That is not just for you, but for your entire family, as they are considered contaminated."

Her mouth dropped and an expression of horror crossed her face. "Great good gods, are you serious?"

"Yes. I do not dare contact my family through Hainian couriers—it would bring on too many questions. I left abruptly from my country, and I'm sure that brought suspicion on my family as it is. But with Vorhaben," I gestured to the merchant's tent, "they won't think anything of a Chahiran merchant delivering packages to my family."

She slowly nodded, eyes taking in my face as if she had never seen it before. "I see. I'm assuming that you want to send back more than just a letter saying you're alive and well? I thought so. All right, you're going to need help if you want to buy everything, write a letter, then deliver it to that merchant before night falls."

I wanted to kiss her for being so understanding. "The first thing is in that shop with all of those scarves that you liked so much."

She grinned, took my hand, and started towing me quickly back through the shops.

I have no idea how many shops we went into—I lost track at some point. But when we finally stopped, my purse was considerably lighter. I bought several pieces of parchment and quill and ink before we settled into an out-of-the way corner. Chatta was busy wrapping everything up for travel while I quickly wrote a letter to my family.

I had to be careful in how I phrased things, and what I said. I told them that I had arrived safely and that I was furthering my education as planned. That was a safe enough way of putting it, I thought. I told them about Chatta and how I had made other friends here. For my mother's sake, I mentioned the little things too—how the food was so very different, and the clothes more binding than I was used to.

I explained some about the presents, so that they would know what belonged to whom. There was so much more that I wanted to say, wanted to tell them, but I didn't dare. I might have said too much as it was.

Finally I made myself stop, just signing the bottom before rolling it all up and tying it with thick cording.

Chatta finished about the same time I did. Without a word we gathered everything up, and retraced our steps to Vorhaben's tent. He greeted us with a warm smile, and helped me pack everything into one crate. I gave him directions on how to find my family, and haggled a bit over the price of delivery, but in the end gave him more money than I had planned on. It was worth the price, for my peace of mind, and my family’s too. I needed to tell them that I was alive and well, and I loved them.

I looked at that crate that held all of the gifts, and felt a longing to stash myself in there as well. Not once had I really felt homesick, but now I felt a wave of it wash over me. I missed Braeden's laughter, and Xajen's way of sneaking up on me, wrestling me to the floor. Kaydan always had an array of seemingly endless questions, ones that she would pepper me with at lightning speed. I missed those days of working beside my father at the forge. I missed my mother's voice as she sang, and mended, and washed, and cooked. I just missed everything from home.

Shaking myself back into reality, I thanked the merchant one last time before making myself turn around and walk back to the inn. I was so lost in my thoughts that I nearly jumped when Chatta linked her arm through mine.

There was sad understanding in her eyes when I looked down at her. She must have realized that I was feeling a little homesick. Even Night sensed something because he kept rubbing his head on my shoulder. I patted his neck, reassuring him, maybe reassuring myself as well.

"Tell me about them," Chatta requested quietly.

"My father's a blacksmith." I was startled at how husky my voice was and cleared it before continuing. "A good one. He works with gold and silver too, although not often. Mostly he does work for the city; he helps build most of the government's construction projects. He's also a prankster at heart, which both of my brothers’ unfortunately inherited. My mother is a small wisp of a woman, but there's not anyone in this world fool enough to cross her. Out of all of us, I'm the one that looks most like her." I had to take another deep breath and fight against the emotion trying to clog my throat before I could talk again. "I have two brothers, both older than I am, and larger. I've been trying to catch up to them all of my life, but I haven't managed it yet. I only have one sister, younger than I. You've never met a more curious person; she's constantly asking questions. She's probably the smartest child out of the bunch of us, too."

"You don't sound bitter about that," Chatta murmured with a puzzled smile.

"Why should I be?" I shrugged one shoulder. "It's just the truth."

"Most siblings would be," she observed.

"Not in my family," I disagreed. "We've always been close, even when I was so frustrated that I wanted to just pound my brothers into the ground, or strangle Kaydan to shut her up. I knew that I could always count on them. We're all different, with different strengths, and that's how it should be. It'd be boring if we were equal in everything."

Chatta was truly smiling now. "I like that attitude. My sister and I can never agree on anything—I wish we'd been raised like you." She paused, biting her bottom lip nervously before venturing, "Do they know why you left?"

"Yes." The word was a bare whisper. "It was my mother who figured it out. I can almost see the fear on her face even now. Both of my parents sat me down late one night and voiced their suspicions. I couldn't disagree. It was decided then that I had to leave, for my sake as well as for the family. I was gone the next morning."

Her hand on my arm tightened briefly in a comforting squeeze. "They'll be happy to hear that you made it here safely, and are doing all right."

"Yes." But I still missed them.

 

 



Chapter Twelve: Mages
 

 

Mornings really weren't the best time of the day for me. If it weren't for Kartal shaking me awake, I could have continued sleeping peacefully for another few hours.

I stifled a yawn as I stepped out of the inn and into the sparkling light of a new day. Night had come out here earlier, to keep an eye on a very sick Didi. As prophesied, he'd been sick most of the night because of ingesting so much sugar. At least he'd gotten all of the taffy off of himself.

I looked around for my Nreesce, just to verify that he still had an eye on Didi. He was near the water trough in the stables, with Didi draped like some dead rat over the edge of the trough. It was the old woman standing near Night that gave me pause.

Never had I seen anyone dressed like this woman. She wore tight leather pants on her legs, and an over-tunic of deep green that dropped almost to the ground. It was split in back and front all the way up to her upper thighs. Her nearly white hair was pulled in a tight braid that wound around her head, with little strands of leather and beads hanging down to her shoulders.

This is going to sound strange, but when I looked at her I felt…power. Not like mine—not like any Witch or Wizard's that I've ever met, but there was power there.

Perhaps she felt my gaze on her, because she looked up, straight into my face. One hand pointed to the seal that was Braided into Night's mane. "Is this your seal?"

I think she already knew that it was. My nod only confirmed her suspicions.

"Then you are his Rider."

The way she emphasized the word made it clear that she knew Night was a Nreesce. Just who was this woman? "I am."

Slowly she walked to me, each step speaking of effort. I was walking to meet her before clearly thinking about it—I didn't want her to move more than necessary, since it was obviously difficult for her.

Placing both hands over her heart she inclined her head to me. "I am Roha of Del, DauZmor to the Tonkawacon."

Only half of her words made sense. The Tonkawacon are a largely nomadic tribe who lived far to the north, past the Beor Mountains. They have several different tribes; the Del being the most visible, as they are hunters and tradesmen. Usually if you saw a Tonkawacon in a city, he was of the Del Tribe. Someone in my Jaunten past had met a DauZmor before, and knew that they were important in the tribe. How are they important? Well, your guess is as good as mine. I knew enough to treat this woman with absolute respect and deference, however. I bowed to her politely. "I am Rhebengarthen. Thank you for the gift of name."

"You are an Earth Mage."

"One in training," I admitted without a qualm.

She nodded as if she hadn't expected anything else. "I have something that I must give you."

Ah…okay? She gestured for me to follow her. I hesitated in doing it, but, well…I was just too curious. I shortened my stride to match hers and followed without a word. She led me toward the very back of the inn. There were several horses there and other men who had the same styled clothing as the DauZmor. These could only be her tribesmen. As they saw my approach, everyone slowly stopped whatever they were doing and turned to face me. That kind of response was a little nerve-wracking, and I was beginning to wonder if blindly following was such a good idea.

The DauZmor abruptly stopped. "Trev'nor."

A little boy of about four years appeared from behind one of the horses and scampered to her. I knew by looking at him that he could not be a Tonkawacon by birth. Every Tonkawacon in front of me had dark coloring—this boy was more like me, pale blond hair and dark blue eyes. He stopped in front of us, staring up at me in unabashed curiosity.

I glanced at the DauZmor, looking for some sort of hint of her intentions. She steadily looked back at me, face blank. Well, that didn't help much. I turned my eyes back to the little boy. She'd obviously called him for a reason. I just had to figure out why.

Dropping to one knee I smiled at him. "I am Rhebengarthen."

"Trev'nor," the boy responded promptly. "You have a long name."

"I know." My lips twitched slightly. Children are so blunt it's almost funny. "Most people call me Garth."

"You have hair like mine." He reached up one hand to touch my hair—

—and I knew. I felt his power touch my very core, and I recognized it for what it was.

He was an Earth Mage.

Undeveloped, untrained, and far from mature, but the power of a Mage was there nonetheless. I sucked in a sharp breath, eyes flaring wide at the realization.

I nearly fell over, I spun around so fast, searching the DauZmor's face for confirmation that I didn't need. She nodded once, firmly. My eyes helplessly gravitated back to the little boy. I had thought I was the only one, but it wasn't true. Here in front of me was another Mage.

"You must take him with you," the DauZmor told me softly.

One of the men stepped forward, anger etched into the lines of his face. "DauZmor, this is not wise. The boy has great power. We should not put it into the hands of a stranger."

"His power is beyond our understanding, Braken. The Tonkawacon have no way to train him. This man is an Earth Mage; he has the ability to help the boy."

"He is still a stranger," the man named Braken argued. "We should not give the boy up lightly."

Roha of Del drew herself up to her full height. For a moment I was forcefully reminded of my mother. The DauZmor had the exact same expression of determination and authority that Mom sometimes wore. "I have spoken, Braken."

And that was the end of it, never mind that it was one lone woman against fifteen men twice her size. She had spoken, and that was just the way it would be.

Confident that she had them cowed, she turned back to me and repeated, "You must take him with you."

I thought of those months when my power started to awaken, and how scared I had been of myself. If I didn't take Trev'nor with me now, the same thing would happen to him. Roha of Del knew it, and it was what she was trying to avoid. "Yes, I must," I agreed quietly.

The little boy in front of me was confused, but he knew that something serious was being decided. He looked at the DauZmor for an answer, but she wasn't giving him one, so he looked at me.

I took a breath and tried to break it down to his level so that he could understand. "Trev'nor, do you know what a Mage is?"

He nodded immediately. "It’s a person with lots of magic."

That'll work. "I am one of those people."

"You can do magic?"

"Yes, I can."

"Can I see?"

I should have expected that next question. Little boys always wanted to see for themselves. I thought for a moment, then reached for the bon'a'lon hanging from my waist. I stood up and retreated a step so that I would have enough room, then I triggered the spell in the wood. The rod shot in both directions, blades springing free from each end.

People all around me jumped, muttering amongst themselves in low tones. Trev'nor's eyes grew as round as saucers, with his mouth forming a perfect ‘O’ of surprise.

I let it stay like that for a moment, then hit the spell again, folding everything back into the five inch rod. "Neat, huh?"

He nodded vigorously in agreement.

I knelt back down to his level, wanting him to truly understand. "Trev'nor, you can do this too."

At that he frowned, looking doubtful. "I can?"

"Not quite yet," I admitted. "But you will be able to. You have the power of a Mage in you, my young friend. It will need time to grow and develop, but eventually you'll be able to work magic like I do."

That pleased him enormously, and he smiled. "Can I do it tomorrow?"

"Probably not." I guess when you're only four, tomorrow is a long ways away. "You're going to have to grow up some more before your magic awakens. But it will happen, of that I have no doubt."

The DauZmor stepped in closer, calling the boy's attention to her. "Trev'nor, you must go with this man. He will be able to teach you about your power."

"You can't do it?" His face scrunched up in a frown.

"No, I cannot."

I could see the panic begin to build on his face. He liked the idea of working magic, but he didn't like that he would have to leave the only home that he had ever known.

"Trev'nor." The DauZmor's voice was stern. "You will go with this Mage."

He didn't like it, but the boy nodded. Apparently, even he knew better than to argue with her. I could sympathize with the kid—I'd lost my home too because of my abilities. I stood, hefting him into my arms as I rose. He buried his face into my shoulder, both hands knotting into my shirt.

Someone brought a saddlebag forward, presumably with Trev'nor's things in it. I slung it over my empty shoulder with a nod of thanks.

The DauZmor had a look of longing on her face, but she was right to give the boy to me, and we both knew it.

"I will take care of him like he is my own," I promised her quietly.

"The Guardians watch you and bless you," she returned just as softly.

With a last nod to her, I turned and headed back to Night. As I walked, I tried to work out in my mind just how I was going to explain all of this to Night, Chatta and Kartal.

Not to mention the Trasdee Evondit Orra when I got back to Del'Hain.

When did my life get so complicated, anyway?

~*~

Chatta looked at the child in my arms and said blankly, "That's a little boy."

"Thank you, Miss Obvious," Kartal drawled sarcastically. He had been fastening his saddlebags, but at my entrance had straightened up to look at us. "Rhebengarthen, where did you get the boy?"

I opened my mouth to explain, but couldn't figure out how to formulate it right. After a moment of thought, I finally offered, "He was given to me."

"Given to you," Chatta parroted dubiously.

With a sigh I related what had just happened out in the yard. While I talked I noticed that everyone's bags were down and packed. All we had to do was saddle up and we'd be ready to go. Well, I had to settle Trev'nor in somewhere so he could travel with us too, but that should be easy enough to do. He should be able to ride with me.

When I was done, they were both staring at the little boy in my arms with blatant astonishment scrawled on their faces.

"Another Earth Mage," Chatta breathed incredulously. "And he's so young too!"

"His power isn't active," I explained patiently. "But the potential for it is definitely there. When he touched me earlier, it was like…" I frowned, trying to put that strong sensation into words. "Almost like touching your own reflection. His power is the same as mine, just immature."

"The Trasdee Evondit Orra is going to have a minor fit when they find out about this," Kartal observed. "It's been nearly two hundred years since we had a Mage. Then we get two of them in the space of three months. They're going to be beside themselves!"

That was probably an understatement. I ducked my head a little, trying to see Trev'nor's face. "Trev'nor?"

He glanced up at me, still unhappy and a little lost.

I tried to keep my voice gentle and encouraging as I talked to him. "I want you to meet some people. This is L-Chattamoinita. She's a Witch, and a very good friend."

Trev'nor glanced at her shyly and muttered, "She has a long name too."

"Yeah, she does," I agreed and winked at Chatta. "I call her Chatta. I bet she'd let you call her that too."

"I certainly will," Chatta declared. She came around to my shoulder so that she could see his face. "It's a pleasure to meet you, Master Trev'nor."

He didn't answer, but he did smile and sit up a little so that he could see her better.

"And this is Roarke Kartal, a Wizard."

Kartal nodded to him cordially enough. "Hello."

Night came up behind me and nudged me right in the middle of my back with his nose. With a sigh I turned so that Trev'nor could see him. "And this is Night."

"He's a special horse," Trev'nor said knowingly.

I blinked at that and looked down at him. "Yes, he is. How did you know?"

"He talked to me."

Inter-es-ting. I quirked an eyebrow at Night. "Did he really?"

"He wanted to re-Braid me," Night explained. "He said he could make it better so that it could never be taken out. I told him not to touch it."

"Ah. Did he listen?"

"It glows green," Trev'nor explained. "Horsey said that was 'cause it was magic and it won't fall out."

I blinked at him in astonishment. He could see the magic? Usually I could only feel it—but at this young age, he could see it? "You can see it glowing green?"

Trev'nor just nodded his head.

Curiosity stole over me and I just had to ask. "Do I glow to you too?"

"You're green and brown," Trev'nor answered promptly. Then he pointed at Chatta. "She's white," the little finger shifted to Kartal, "and he's white."

"Chatta," my voice was a little shaky, and I took a breath to steady it. "Is it normal for magical children to see magic at this age?"

"I didn't until I was ten," she answered with just as much shock on her face as I'm sure there was on mine.

"I was turning nine when I could see it," Kartal confirmed uneasily. "You?"

"There was no magic around me," I reminded him. "I'm not sure what I would have experienced if I'd been born in Hain instead." I had thought it would take several years for Trev'nor's powers to start awakening; not until he was a teenager at least, but now I wasn't so sure. This was not on my "normal scale'' and I wasn't sure what to do at this point.

"I think we need to get back to Del'Hain quickly," Chatta said firmly.

The unspoken words hovered in the air between us; get the boy to experts who have some idea of what is going on.

"A wise idea," Kartal approved quietly. His dark eyes were trained on Trev'nor, and whatever he was thinking wasn't entirely pleasing.

Without another word we picked up our saddlebags and went outside to saddle up the horses. Time was once again of the essence, and we didn't know how much of it we had.



Chapter Thirteen: Culture Clashes
 

 

 

Trev'nor could indeed ride with me, and with great ease. I should have expected this—after all, the Tonkawacon people were famous for their beautiful horses. I sat him in front of me in the saddle, waiting to see how he did. The boy had a better sense of a horse's rhythm than I did. Just for fun I gave him the reins and watched as he guided my mare Sunny with complete confidence.

It's sad that a four year old is a better rider than I.

Having Trev'nor along was actually something of a blessing. At the very beginning of the trip, he dug out my peanut butter and fed some of it to Night. After that, he and Night got along famously, forming an immediate friendship. The true miracle was with Didi, however. Apparently part of the Tonkawacon culture included knowing how to braid and tie very secure knots. When Chatta explained that Didi liked all sorts of string, and undoing knots and locks, Trev'nor borrowed three of Chatta's ribbons and braided them in such a complex fashion that I literally couldn't figure out the pattern.

Didi was beside himself trying to undo it. He only unraveled a part of it before it was an unholy mess. We were all amused watching the Meuritta whimper in frustration, with his hands caught up in the ribbons.

Trev'nor took pity on him and untangled everything, then took the braid out completely. How, I have no idea. I still couldn't figure out the pattern. He called the Meuritta over, settled him in his lap, and then started to patiently teach Didi how to do the exact same braid.

You'd think Didi had been handed the key to life's greatest mystery. I've never seen him so still, so quiet. He was literally absorbed in learning how to braid, to the point that the outside world didn't exist anymore.

We were all so grateful that the Meuritta was being well behaved that we didn't question the means.

That was something of a mistake, in retrospect.

Have you ever woken up and just known that something wasn't quite right? One day into the trip back to Del'Hain and already something felt a little off. I glanced quickly around the campsite, but everyone was peacefully sleeping. Trev'nor was sleeping an arm's length away from me with Didi curled around his head, tail twitching slightly. Night was curled up at my back, radiating warmth that I appreciated in the slight chill of the morning.

Chatta was on the opposite side of the fire, still curled up in her bedroll. I couldn't see much of Kartal from this angle except his boots, but he apparently was still asleep as well.

No, everyone was fine. Even the protective wards we had put up around our campsite were undisturbed. So what felt off?

I lifted my head up and that's when I felt it—something thick shifting against my cheek. I gingerly felt my way along my hair until I found it. My hair was too short to really see much, but from what I could make out, there were two ribbons braided tightly into my hair, one brown and the other green. I recognized the braid instantly as the one that Trev'nor had been teaching Didi yesterday.

Busted buckets!

I'd seen for myself that unbraiding this again would be nearly impossible. I'd most likely have to cut it out.

A terrible suspicion started to seep into my mind. Quickly I rolled up to my feet and crossed over to Chatta, eyes scanning her hair swiftly. Almost instantly my suspicions were confirmed. She too had an elaborate braid in her hair, this done with white ribbon. Actually now that I got a good look at it, I rather liked it. Very unusual of course, but the stark white twined around Chatta's dark hair looked rather attractive.

Well, if they had put a braid in my hair and Chatta's…would they dare to do it to Kartal as well?

I tiptoed over to Kartal's sleeping form and peeked.

Then I had to clamp both hands over my mouth to avoid waking the camp with my peels of laughter.

Oh they had indeed decided to give braids to Kartal as well, but apparently ribbons had been vetoed for whatever reason. Long blond hair had been elaborately weaved all through Kartal's hair. I had a suspicion that it was from Sunny's mane or tail, since she was the only one with long blonde hair in the vicinity. And it wasn't just one braid; oh no. From my position I could count five individual braids.

Oh boy! Now this was sure to be interesting.

I stood there and debated with myself on whether to wake up Kartal now, or let him wake on his own. He'd have a conniption when he did wake up, that was for sure!

No, it would definitely be wiser to let the matter lie a little longer. I snuck back over to Chatta's side and quietly woke her. She blinked up at me blearily, using one arm to prop herself up in a semi-sitting position.

"Garth?"

I shushed her, not wanting to wake anyone else. Without a word I pointed to the braid in my hair. Her eyes went wide, and then she started quietly snickering.

"That's…cute."

Men are not cute, curse it. Arching a sardonic eyebrow at her, I picked up her braid and waved the end of it in front of her nose. She stared at it in open-mouthed astonishment for a moment before frantically feeling along the braid.

"Cute," I repeated softly, dry humor heavy in my voice.

"How does it look?" she inquired anxiously.

"Interesting, actually. You'll probably set a new fashion when we get back." I hesitated a moment, giving Kartal's still form a glance over my shoulder. Chatta could probably get by with this, but I didn't see Kartal being able to do the same thing.

One of the things that I love about Chatta is that she's quick on the uptake. She quickly sat up, horrified understanding dawning on her face. "Did they do the same thing to Kartal?"

"Worse," I informed her with, I admit it, malicious glee. "I think they borrowed a few strands of hair from Sunny's tail and weaved highlights all through Kartal's hair."

"Great magic," she breathed shakily. "He's going to have a conniption."

"That was my thought too," I admitted. "Is there any magical way to undo this?"

"I'm not an authority on hair," she muttered thoughtfully. "A simple unraveling spell might work, but I'm not sure."

As long as there was a way to undo this, I was pretty sure I could keep Kartal from killing either boy or Meuritta. I knew we couldn't do it manually, so if there was any hope, it would have to be with magic.

We didn’t have time to plan anything out or discuss it further. Kartal snorted slightly, groaned, and then sat up blearily. I felt like I should take some sort of preventive action so that he wouldn't discover the braids for a little while longer, but I had no idea what to do. I just watched with helpless resignation as Kartal ran one hand through his hair…and froze when his fingers caught.

He looked up, saw us both watching him, and suspicion hardened his features. Without a word to us, he lifted his wand and conjured a mirror before looking all around his head. I knew the exact instant that he saw the braids because he cursed loudly. "Shrieking hinges!"

Before he could start hurtling curses or hexes, I lifted a hand. "Calm down, Kartal. It’s not just you. We all got braids of some sort. We'll just use a spell to undo them."

"I'm sure its part of his culture," Chatta rushed to add. "I mean, every Tonkawacon I've ever seen has braids of some sort. We'll just explain things to him."

The Wizard didn't appear to be very appeased by our words, but he couldn't in all good conscious murder a four year old boy either. I was hoping for Didi's sake that he hadn't been involved. He probably had, but I was still hoping; otherwise the Meuritta might not live to see tomorrow.

~*~

By the end of the day, Kartal's dark mood was so thick that you could almost see it hovering like a black cloud over his head. We'd thinned out the stallion's tail of some hair and had Trev'nor braid it together so that we could experiment with it. Every spell that Chatta or Kartal tried had no effect, or worse, the wrong effect. Most of the spells just tangled it even more. My attempt at it had untangled part of it—and destroyed the other half.

I was definitely going to have to practice the fine art of control. I was using way too much power and effort when I attempted to do something.

Needless to say, Kartal was not happy. Trev'nor was sad too because of the Wizard's reaction. Apparently the little boy had thought it odd that none of us has braids—they are apparently a sign of independence in his culture. All adults have them, and he had attempted to rectify the matter by doing it himself. When we explained the cultural difference, he was rather remorseful, but not helpful with ideas on how to undo it. Because my braid had been done with two satin ribbons (instead of just hair that likes to tangle), he had eventually been able to unbraid it. He worked patiently for several hours before I was free of the ribbons... Chatta, after watching that, had taken mercy insisting that she liked her braid, and would just keep it.  Trev'nor felt a little better about the situation, since some of his handy work was approved.

I went to bed that night with the thought that maybe I should put another individual ward around Trev'nor and Didi—just in case. Kartal probably wouldn't kill either of them, but getting some revenge might be a little too tempting. Especially after receiving all of those amused looks from the people that we had passed on the road today.

Trev'nor had proven to be a proactive sort of person. If he saw a problem, then odds were that he would take steps to correct it if he could. I should have expected that and planned accordingly, but…I didn't.

What can I say? I just wasn't thinking far enough ahead.

When I woke up the next morning, there was evidence left behind that, again, not all was right in the world. Near the fireplace was a bowl filled with what looked like some sort of dried paint. Suspicious, I rolled silently out of my bedroll and tiptoed over to Kartal.

My instincts were right on the button. Sometime during the night, Trev'nor had dyed those yellow braids of his purple.

A very flamboyant purple.

Great magic, but this was not going to go over well.

It was just a hunch on my part, but I was guessing that Trev'nor had decided to change the braids since Kartal obviously didn't like them. He couldn't take them out without cutting them off, so he'd gone with what he thought was the next best thing and simply changed their color.

The kid's heart was in the right place, but his methods….

I woke up Chatta again. I don't know what my face was doing, but it was obviously cluing her in that something was wrong. Again. I pointed silently at Kartal.

She took one look and groaned, eyes pinching shut. "Purple?"

I just nodded in a very resigned fashion. Somehow I doubted that trying to wash it out would do much good, and I honestly wasn't sure which was worse at this point, the purple or the blond. "Know any dye spells?"

"Not a one," she groaned.

An idea slowly started to seep into my brain. Cautiously I asked, "Chatta, do you know any spells that make hair grow?"

"Well yes, but—” her mouth closed abruptly as she realized the same thing I did. We couldn't unravel the braids, but we could cut them out, and then re-grow the hair.

I grabbed the small knife out of my belt, and she snatched up her wand; and then we went to work.

It was a little tricky cutting out all the little braids without waking Kartal, but I managed it somehow. Chatta went to work with the spells, encouraging the hair to grow out again.

That's where things went a little wrong.

The hair was either not growing quite long enough, or way too long. I could tell by Chatta's frown that she wasn't doing it on purpose, and couldn’t quite put her finger on why the spell wasn't working correctly. It was her recent lecture to me about my hair that provided an explanation.

Kartal was a Wizard, therefore he had magic in every cell of his body, up to and including his hair. Chatta was attempting to alter that hair with magic, which clashed with Kartal's inherent magic, stumping Chatta's efforts.

She finally gave up and sat back on her heels, giving me a helpless shrug. She'd tried; it just hadn't worked as well as we had planned. Well, at least this way Kartal could just get a haircut, and be back to normal.

Kartal chose that moment to wake up. I still had the dyed braids in my hand, which caught his immediate attention. He took one look at them and froze.

"He dyed them purple?"

I just nodded, not knowing what to say in this situation.

Kartal's forehead scrunched up in a frown. "You cut them out." His eyes darted over to the wand still in Chatta's hand. "And dare I hope that you've restored me to my former self?"

Chatta winced. "I tried."

Poor Kartal was fatalistically resigned by this point. "The spell didn't work right, did it?"

Her smile was very sheepish.

"For the sake of my mental health," Kartal muttered in a level tone, "I'm not going to look. But we're stopping in the first town, and I will see a barber."

"Wise idea," I agreed faintly. Mentally, I was making plans to put up some kind of a shield around Trev'nor's bedroll tonight, just so he couldn't cause any more mischief of this nature.



Chapter Fourteen: Conflicts
 

 

It was such a relief to be back in Del'Hain.

After days of traveling through empty countryside and camping most nights out under the stars, I truly appreciated being back in a big city.

We'd stopped in a way station half-way there and were unsurprised by the message waiting for us. Kartal had orders to return to the peninsula and help with the clean up of that area, now that the water had drastically receded. Our earth patch apparently was working quite well. Kartal split up with us at that point; rather cheerfully, I might add.

Escaping from Trev'nor and Didi probably had something to do with it. It's funny how a small four year old boy and a Meuritta can make a Wizard prodigy a nervous sleeper.

Separating from Kartal was a relief for me too, in some ways. We could work together now, without wanting to kill each other, but he still wasn't the best traveling companion. And I didn't have to worry as much about a certain little boy or mischievous Meuritta. Chatta and I were much more tolerant with their pranks, and culture clashes, than a certain Wizard.

I spent much of the journey explaining things to Trev'nor. He had a working knowledge of Hainish, thankfully enough, so I didn't have to teach him that. He had a million questions about magic, some of which I couldn't answer. Chatta helped me when she had the answer, but sometimes even she was stumped. What I found interesting was that sometimes Night knew the answer.

I had noticed that as Night grew, he could draw more and more on the knowledge of the Jaunten. Not only the knowledge that he inherited from me, but also from his mother. When I had turned Advent Eve Jaunten during Night’s birth, I had changed both of them. What she knew joined the memory of the blood and that knowledge had been passed down to her son. Apparently Advent Eve had seen quite a bit of magic worked in her lifetime. I made a mental note to myself to sit down with Night sometime in the near future and figure out just how much my Nreesce knew.

We chose to travel by boat on the last stretch of the journey, which put us almost directly into Del'Hain. We'd barely gotten our feet on dry land when there was a hail from nearby.

"Rhebengarthen!"

I turned to see who was calling me. From a nearby street came a familiar figure, walking quickly in our direction. Val Haben. My eyebrows rose in sharp surprise, and I couldn’t help but wonder how he knew to find us here. Granted, we had sent a message ahead of us saying that we should be arriving soon, but….

By this point, I was within hearing range so I called to him, "How did you know where we were?"

"Kartal said you'd probably take a boat back!" Haben answered in a voice meant to carry over the crowd of people all around us. "I've had people keep one eye on the docks since yesterday."

I felt a little fission of alarm dance up along my spine. "Something wrong?"

Val Haben was now only a few feet away from me, so it was easier to hear his response. "Kartal said that you've found another Earth Mage."

Ah. That was the reason. I should have expected that, I suppose. "Yes." Turning, I found Trev'nor standing right behind me, and gestured for him to come around so that Haben could see him. "This is Trev'nor."

Haben was not a man to really show surprise, but his eyebrows rose slightly when Trev'nor came in sight. "This is the other Earth Mage?"

My head tilted slightly as I considered his reaction. What had he been expecting? "Yes."

Haben closed in the distance, stopping only a foot away before he sank to one knee. Even then he was taller than Trev'nor by a head. "Hello, Master Trev'nor. I am Val Haben, Head of the Jaunten."

Trev'nor put both hands over his heart. In an adorably cute and formal tone he responded with child-like seriousness, "I am Trev'nor; a pleasure to exchange names."

Haben had apparently never heard the traditional greeting of the Tonkawacon because he blinked slightly before he caught himself. "A pleasure to meet you, Trev’nor." Turning back to me he said, "The Trasdee Evondit Orra is demanding your immediate presence, along with the boy."

I hadn't really expected anything different and nodded. The Trasdee Evondit Orra had been nearly frothing at the mouth when I showed up, and they were sure to be beside themselves with ecstasy at the discovery of a second Earth Mage. "Let me get everyone unloaded."

"No need; I have everybody!" Chatta called from behind me.

Turning, I looked and discovered that while I had been talking to Haben, she had gathered all of our bags and put them on Night. Didi was cradled in her arms, apparently content to play with a new puzzle box. As I watched, she handed off the horses to a handler to be delivered to the school. I smiled at her in thanks before nodding at Haben. "Lead the way."

Ten steps down the road, I realized that this wouldn't work. Trev'nor was only four, and he was nearly running trying to keep up with our pace. Grown-ups didn't always see such a tiny boy; he had to dodge people, carts, wagons, and horses so he wouldn't be trampled. I stopped long enough to scoop him up and put him on my shoulders. He jerked in surprise, but put his hands on either side of my head to keep his balance. "Better?" I asked him.

"Yeah, I can see things now!" he responded enthusiastically. "What's Jaunten?"

Apparently he was going to capitalize on his close proximity to indulge in Trev'nor's favorite game—A Thousand Questions. As we walked, I explained what the Jaunten were, and that I was one. He seemed fascinated by the story, and I wound up telling him more than I had planned on. The fact that I had accidentally made Night a Jaunten, as well, was particularly fascinating for him.

"So can I become Jaunten too?" he bounced a little in enthusiasm, jostling my head around.

"Uh…I suppose." I certainly didn't see any harm in it. "But that's something I want you to decide when you're older, all right?"

"Why?"

That was one of Trev'nor's favorite questions. This time, I hoped I came up with an answer that would satisfy him. "Because I want you to make absolutely sure you want it before you're made Jaunten. Once you are one, you can't change back."

"Is it bad being Jaunten?"

I just knew he'd ask that. I hesitated, trying to figure out a way to explain conflict of interest to a four year old. Chatta, bless her, came to my rescue.

"It's not bad," she spoke from my elbow. I felt Trev'nor twist a little so he could look at her. "It's just complicated. You remember how Garth told you that the Jaunten serve the King?"

"Uh-huh," Trev'nor agreed.

"Well, Mages don't necessarily serve the King. They serve the Trasdee Evondit Orra, the magic council. Garth is a Jaunten, so he must obey the King's orders; but he is also a Mage, so he has to obey the Trasdee Evondit Orra, too. Sometimes their orders may conflict with each other. It makes it hard for him because he has to decide on whom to obey."

Fortunately, I haven't been forced to choose one over the other. Yet. I didn't expect that situation to last long, but I was enjoying it while it did.

"So why can't I be Jaunten?"

Apparently Trev'nor hadn't made the connection yet. I blew out a breath and broke it down for him. "You are an Earth Mage, Trev'nor. That means that you will have to obey the Trasdee Evondit Orra. If you're made into a Jaunten too, then you'll be in the same situation I'm in. You'll have to decide whom to obey. I don't want you to be put in the same situation unless you really want to be Jaunten."

"Oh." There was a long pause in which the four year old seriously contemplated the idea for a while. "I think I want to be Jaunten anyway."

"If you think that way in a few years, I'll change you myself," I promised. "But for right now, let's focus on what we're going to do with you."

"Why? I'm living with you."

"Er…I'm not sure about that, Trev'nor." My life was not suited to raising a four year old, and probably wouldn't be for a few years. My talents demanded that I be on the move to different areas to solve problems, and all of that traveling would be hard on a young child. The problem was, I wasn't sure what the solution would be either.

"Can't I live with you?" His voice was troubled and very small.

"I'm afraid not," I answered quietly. "I'm a student, you see. What you need is someone to look after you properly, and I can't do that."

"We'll discuss the matter further later," Val Haben said firmly from ahead of us.

I felt like he was quietly chastising me for even bringing the subject up, and fell silent. I had a suspicion that he was making plans on what to do with Trev’nor, and I wished that he would clue me into them before we faced the Trasdee Evondit Orra. He didn’t though, just led us quickly through the city streets.

We did not go directly to the school as I suspected, but toward the Palace. I exchanged a glance with Chatta, wondering what this change in location meant. She looked slightly perplexed as well, and a little worried, which didn’t ease my concerns any. Chatta, because of her family and social background, had a much better grasp on politics than I did. If she was worried, it did not bode well for me.

That small kernel of unease grew rapidly the closer we got to the King’s personal study. This was indeed very serious if we were meeting there. Aw cripes!

Trev’nor must have picked up on my tension because he became very quiet. Night nudged my shoulder gently to catch my attention.

“Is it bad we’re here?”

I’ve never tried speaking back to Night telepathically unless I was doing a scrying, but I didn’t want to answer him out loud either. Carefully, I tried to think back, “I’m not sure. I don’t like the location of this meeting; it smacks of political maneuvering.”

He must have heard me because he answered, “You think the Trasdee Evondit Orra
and King Guin will fight over Trev’nor?”

That was unfortunately exactly what I thought, and I nodded grimly.

By this point, we’d reached the study. I set Trev’nor back on his feet before we entered the room, and I kept his hand in mine. He didn’t know what was going on, but he could clearly see that it might not be good. He stayed close to my side, looking around with anxious eyes.

King Guin hadn’t changed since I saw him last, with clothes still slightly wrinkled, and hair mussed from his running an absent hand through it. He stood when we entered and came around the desk to greet us. “L-Chattamoinita Delheart, it is a pleasure to see you. Your father was in here earlier complaining that you’d left on some mission for the Trasdee Evondit Orra with nothing more than a note.”

“I was in a bit of a hurry,” Chatta agreed with a pretty smile. She curtsied gracefully, all poise and confidence. “It is a pleasure to see you, Your Majesty.”

“I look forward to the story of your latest adventure with my young Mage,” he answered with a suspicious twinkle in his eye. Turning to me, he grinned in outright impish delight. “Garth, it’s good to see you. I see you’ve managed to find trouble again.”

“It’s a gift,” I agreed dryly. I gave him a polite bow before gesturing to my side. “This is Trev’nor; he is the Earth Mage that was given into my care.”

Guin had obviously spent too much time in diplomatic circles because he didn’t even blink when faced with a four-year-old Mage. He just sank down to the boy’s level to greet him. “Hello, Trev’nor. I am Guin Braehorn, King of Hain.”

Trev’nor’s eyes had gone a little wide, but he was admirably calm and responded, “A pleasure to exchange names.” Without hesitation he put both hands over his heart and inclined his head formally. I assumed it to be the correct greeting for his culture.

Guin’s head cocked slightly, and then he said something in a foreign language that I only barely recognized as Tonkawacon. Trev’nor’s eyes lit up and he chattered back in reply. For several moments they spoke in that language, clearly happy to talk to each other. I gave Chatta a look to see how she was taking this, only to find her almost snickering in amusement.

“That is so cute,” she whispered. “King Guin adores children; we’re all hoping that his wife will conceive soon.”

He was certainly good with them. Trev’nor was more relaxed than any other person in the room. After a moment, Guin stood up, and led Trev’nor to an informal sitting area off to the side. There was a long couch, and three comfortable chairs arrayed in a circle. It was there that that Guin and Trev'nor sat. “Please, everyone sit down. I expect En’Nelle of Tain to be here shortly.”

I mentally groaned. I didn’t want to deal with that woman; couldn’t I talk to Doss or O’danne, instead, about this situation? They were far more agreeable.

Speak of the devil…the words were no sooner out of Guin’s mouth when the door to the study opened and En’Nelle of Tain swept in like an enraged bat. How did she get her robes to billow out like that? She eyed our group—all of us sitting comfortably on different couches—and scowled. “Rhebengarthen, where is the Earth Mage you discovered?”

Kartal apparently hadn’t said much in that message he sent if she didn’t even know that she was looking right at said Mage. I gestured calmly to Trev’nor, who was seated comfortably on the King’s lap (and seemed quite happy to be there). “Lady En’Nelle, this is Trev’nor.”

She stiffened ever so slightly in surprise. “This is the Earth Mage?”

I just nodded yes.

“…I see.” She cleared her throat, took a seat without being invited, and took the only vacant chair. “How did you discover him?”

Again, I really didn’t trust the woman, so I wasn’t very generous with details. I gave her a brief outline of events, with barely enough information for her to go on. I think everyone in the room knew what I was doing, but no one called me on it. When I was finished, she was eyeing Trev’nor thoughtfully.

“He can already see magic?”

At this, Trev’nor finally spoke up. “I can see it. You’re white.”

At this En’Nelle’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, I am. What color is Chatta?”

“She’s white too,” Trev’nor stated promptly. “Garth is green and brown. Val Haben is a little red. No one else glows.”

“Yes, child,” En’Nelle said slowly, “you can indeed see magic.” For some reason, the way she said that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Abruptly she turned to Guin, her mouth set in a firm line. “You surely see that the boy’s education must be overseen with great caution.”

“I see only that I hold a little boy,” Guin negated with a pleasant smile that quite belied his firm tone. “A little boy that deserves a stable home life, whether he is an Earth Mage or not.”

“His magic is active at far too young an age,” she argued immediately. “He must be supervised.”

“That does not require that he be given over to your control completely,” Guin countered.

Watching them, I felt like I was watching some elaborate form of Catch—only it was a conversational ball being tossed back and forth.

En’Nelle’s face became markedly pinched. “A normal couple will not be able to deal with any magical backlashes.”

“A ‘normal couple’, as you put it, bares quite a few magical children, and deals with them just fine.” Guin arched a pointed eyebrow. “If we put up the proper shielding and wards on the house to prevent accidents, he should get along swimmingly.”

She really couldn’t argue with that. I managed to grow up in a house without any protective spells or wards whatsoever, so she couldn’t argue that a Mage’s power made the situation more dangerous. Abruptly she switched tactics and tried a different angle. “And what couple would you trust to raise the boy? They must be above reproach so as to not take advantage of the situation.”

“I am sure that we will be able to find someone.”

“And I believe that the best option is to allow the council to oversee the boy’s training.”

I knew what she really wanted—an Earth Mage completely under her thumb. But I wasn’t about to let it happen. I sat up, catching her eyes and holding them with mine. “He will not be given over to your control.”

The glare she shot me was venomous. “You have no say in this, young Rhebengarthen.”

“On the contrary, my lady, I do. When Trev’nor was given to me, I swore that I would look after him as if he were my own.” A Chahiran’s word was quite literally his bond—and according to my Jaunten knowledge, that promise was legally binding here in Hain. I have every right to determine who will raise Trev’nor, and dictate the terms of his education if I feel like it.

Her venomous look from before paled compared to the look she gave me now. She had been neatly outmaneuvered, and she didn’t care for it in the slightest. I wanted to tell her that if she hadn’t been so high-handed with the whole issue, she might have stood a better chance of getting her way. But that was probably adding fuel to the fire, so I kept my mouth shut.

I turned to Trev’nor, who had been watching us adults argue with wide eyes. Maybe he was only four, but he was a very mature four, and I thought I should at least give him some say in this. “Trev’nor, we’re all a little worried about who you can live with. Your magic isn’t supposed to be awake yet, and we think you might use it by accident.”

“Is that bad?” he whispered fearfully.

Adamantly I shook my head, smiling at him in reassurance. “No, just a little unusual. We all go through a time when our magic wakes up, when we can’t really control it. You’re just going through it sooner than we did. We’re going to put special spells on your room, so you won’t accidentally hurt anyone, all right?”

That reassurance made him relax and he nodded. “Okay.”

I nodded back, pleased that he was listening so well. “But I need you to decide something for me. We’re going to try and find you some guardians, people who can raise you. Do you want those parents to be magical or not?”

He chewed on the end of his thumb, completely absorbed in the question as only a child can. En’Nelle was giving me a look of disgust, apparently appalled that I was letting him choose. But Guin and Chatta were both smiling slightly, so I knew that they approved of the way I was handling it. I trusted their opinions much more.

Trev’nor abruptly sat up, brightening in excitement. “Can my new parents be Jaunten?”

I blinked at this question, coming out of the blue no less. “Er….”

When I didn’t give him an immediate answer, he twisted to look up into Guin’s face. “Is that okay?”

Guin looked at him thoughtfully and then glanced at Val Haben, who had been remarkably quiet this entire time. “I believe that we have a few couples who wish to adopt a child. Val?”

“One couple immediately springs to mind,” Val Haben answered thoughtfully. “They are both doctors and are normally here close to the Palace. I choose to keep them nearby in case something happens to you, sire, or to the royal family. They are unable to have children.”

“So I can?” Trev’nor asked again with growing impatience.

“I think so,” Guin answered with a look in my direction.

Trev’nor caught the look because he turned to me as well, silently demanding a ''yes'' from me. I smiled at him ruefully. “Yes, I think that will be fine. But remember what I said, Trev’nor—I don’t want you to make that decision until you are older.”

He nodded dutifully, but I had no doubts that he would argue the matter again with me later. Children were like that—persistent. To Guin I added, “I do wish to interview them first.”

Guin nodded as if he had been expecting that. “I’ll arrange a meeting for this afternoon. For now, consider the subject closed. I’m sure you all want to eat a decent meal and rest from your long journey. Garth, if you could meet me here for dinner, I would appreciate a report on how everything went.”

“Of course, Majesty,” I answered promptly. Again, I am not in the habit of arguing with royalty. Besides, they serve really good food here.

~*~

Allan and Liah Gaines were definitely born Jaunten, since both of them had dark hair, and not white. They were of the typical Hainian build—slim and tall—and dressed like doctors. Their clothing was plain, but of very good cut and quality. They were also bubbling over with good humor and intelligence. From the moment that I met them, I liked them.

We had arranged to meet in an outside café near the school (outside because Night wanted to meet them too, and most restaurants pitched a fit when he tried to go inside). I was of half a mind to leave Trev’nor with someone while I had this meeting, but decided to bring him along. His opinion of them mattered too.

With Trev’nor riding on my shoulders and Night following like an overgrown puppy, it was easy for them to find me in the crowd. Allan stood and immediately offered a hand in greeting. “You’re Rhebengarthen?”

“I am,” I admitted easily and accepted the hand. This whole handshaking business was still strange to me. In Chahir, contact was only made with friends and family—and we greeted strangers with a bow. “The boy on my shoulders is Trev’nor, and this is my Nreesce, Night.”

“I’m Dr. Allan Gaines,” he responded with a pleasantly deep voice. Turning slightly, he gestured to his wife who had stood up from the table to greet us. “And this is my wife, Liah.”

I bowed to her slightly, but only slightly so Trev’nor wouldn’t slide off my shoulders. “Thank you for the gift of your names.”

“Come sit down,” she invited with a warm smile.

I put Trev’nor on his own feet, but he stayed close to my side and gave both adults a cautious study. Wanting to see what would happen, I took a chair and made no effort to direct Trev’nor on where to sit.

Without missing a beat, Liah turned to the little boy and bent down to his level. “Trev’nor, would you sit beside me? I want to get to know you better.”

Not many children could stay withdrawn under that warm smile, and Trev’nor hesitantly nodded. Liah lifted him into the chair next to hers. Unfortunately, he was much too short to properly see over the table.

“Oh dear,” Liah laughed. “I hadn’t thought about that. Wait a moment; I’ll see if I can’t find something for you to sit on.”

I held up a hand to stall her. Puzzled, she halted in mid-step, head cocked at me in silent question. I turned my attention to the stones under Trev’nor’s chair, asking them to enlarge so that the chair would rise.

Trev’nor yelped in surprise, then twisted to look down when the stone under him abruptly grew, raising him a good foot in the air. “The stones are glowing brown!” he exclaimed.

Suppressing a smile, I asked him, “Is that high enough for you?”

He nodded happily. “Can I do that next time?”

“In about ten years,” I countered mildly. “Remember, you haven’t grown into your magic yet.” He frowned back at me, not at all pleased with that answer. Shaking my head ruefully, I turned back to the Jaunten doctors…who were staring at me in shock. Liah was actually gaping at me. “Dr. Gaines?”

It was Allan who responded in a hoarse voice. “We…we were told that you were Jaunten. Is that in error?”

My eyebrows shot up. Had they not been told about me? “It is not. I am Jaunten.”

Liah finally found her voice, but it was rather strangled. “You clearly can use magic.”

No, they definitely hadn’t been told about me. Now why was that? “I am an Earth Mage.”

At that, the blood just seemed to drain out of their faces. “Sweet heaven,” Allan breathed, “you are the Advent Mage!”

“I’m the what?” I’ve been called many things in the past, but this was a new one.

“There was a rumor going around several months ago,” Liah responded hesitantly, “of a young man from Chahir that was an Earth Mage. The story went that he was turned Jaunten before he reached Del’Hain, although no one knew why. I thought it…well, implausible.”

“A Jaunten named Elis made me,” I explained. “It was a matter of survival at the time. I needed the knowledge of the Jaunten in order to make it to Del’Hain in one piece. But why do you call me the Advent Mage?”

“Because you are the first Mage born since the Magic War,” Allan stated simply.

Put that way, I suppose the title made a certain sense. The word advent did mean that something was coming into place, or being. With my appearance, the age where Mages lived began again. “The first, but not the only Mage." I wanted to ask who had come up with such a ludicrous title, but I doubted that they knew. I was definitely asking Val Haben, however. As the King's Ears, he should have at least an idea. Shaking the idea away, I went back to more immediate concerns. "You were at least told that Trev’nor is an Earth Mage?”

“That, Val Haben told us,” Liah admitted with a wry smile. “He neglected to mention much about you, other than that you were a Jaunten recently made.”

Sometimes I think the man refrains from giving people information simply for the entertainment value. "Trev'nor was raised by a Tonkawacon tribe until a few days ago. His power has been prematurely awakened somehow. This causes us some concern, as he shouldn't even see magic for another six years."

"I can see magic," Trev'nor pointed out with a child's certainty.

"Yes, I know," I answered patiently. "I'm just saying you shouldn't be able to."

"So I'm special?"

More than he realized. I smiled at him wryly. "Yes, you're special."

That satisfied him, and he sat back in his chair with a broad smile.

"If he is an Earth Mage," Liah said slowly, "then why isn't he staying with you? You said his power was awakened—”

"Not fully," I disagreed with a small shake of the head. "It will take years yet for him to be able to work magic. There will be the occasional magical accident, of course, but he won't be able to actively use it for at least a few more years. I am not fully trained yet, and so cannot train him at this time even if he were ready for it. Also, the Powers-That-Be will continue dispatching me out, all over the continent, to fix things. I don't see this pattern changing in the near future, which puts me on the road a great deal. Trev'nor needs a consistent, stable home life."

They were both nodding in agreement. "True," Allan agreed in quiet approval. "Val Haben said that you have legal authority over him."

"Yes," I admitted easily. "Under normal circumstances, I'll defer to his guardians. After all, I'm not the one who will be raising him. I'll only invoke my legal authority if it becomes strictly necessary." I didn't want them to think that I was going to dictate their every action with Trev'nor. If I needed to say or do something, then I would—but I didn't think it would be necessary. Val Haben said these were good people, and I trusted his opinion on this. Besides, what little I had seen had only validated his opinion of them.

Content that we were on the same page, I steered the conversation so that Trev'nor could add to it. He started to tell of his journey here. I tried to stay out of it as much as possible, letting him interact with both doctors, without my input. Both adults were completely focused on the child, honestly listening and asking questions that he could respond to. They were extraordinarily good with him, and I could tell he enjoyed their attention.

We must have stayed there for an hour or so before Night became so bored that he nearly ripped my ponytail out. Brat! I'm going to strangle Chatta for encouraging that bad habit. Making our excuses, I gathered everyone up and left.

As we walked home, I asked Trev'nor, "So what do you think?"

"I like them," he answered with an enthusiastic bounce on my shoulders. "They need special braids," he added firmly.

Since he couldn’t see it, I let a small smirk play over my mouth. I had no doubt that a certain Jaunten couple would wake up at one point with braids twined in their hair. Well, that story of Trev'nor's journey here should have warned them adequately enough. It will be entirely up to them to take the necessary precautions.

"So may I tell Val Haben that they can be your new parents?" Liking them and keeping them was not necessarily the same thing, so I thought it necessary to ask.

"I guess…." he said doubtfully.

Not the firm answer I was looking for. "Do you not want to live with them?"

For several long moments he struggled with that before he asked in a small voice, "But I won't be able to see you or Chatta or Night or Didi."

Ah-ha! That was the problem. "No, Trev'nor, you won't be able to live with us even if you don't choose Liah and Allan. But I promise you, that no matter whom you choose, we will all come and visit with you often."

"Promise?"

"Promise," I whispered huskily. This poor child was so like me in some ways, and I wasn't referring to our shared abilities in magic. Both of us cut off from the only home we had ever known, were thrust into this strange culture that conflicted with ours, and had to make new friends and allies. I understood his panic in losing the only people that he knew in this huge city.

But I wouldn't abandon him. Not ever.

"So what do you say? Do you want to stay with them, or shall we keep looking?"

"I like them," he answered again. The voice wavered slightly, but he had said it.

"Alright then," I murmured back. I turned my footsteps toward the Palace, and Val Haben. I might as well get the soldiers marching now instead of later.

 

 

 



Chapter Fifteen: Magic
 

 

If my "field trip" had taught me anything, it was that I needed to focus on my personal training. I was very wasteful when it came to using my magic, using far more than what was absolutely necessary to get the job done. I couldn't do the more subtle magic at all—in fact, I depended on Chatta (and Kartal at times) to do certain tasks because I hadn't a clue on how to do it.

I spent the next month really buckling down and focusing on sharpening my skills. During the weekends, I was a regular visitor at Trev'nor's new home, of course, but during the school week itself, I was almost entirely absorbed in practicing magic.

In hindsight, that might not have been entirely wise.

I started today out in the practice yard, under one of the shield domes just in case something went wrong. Considering that no one living knew how to train a Mage, an accident was a very real possibility.  More than half the time what I did was sheer guess work, and it tested my limits when it came to metal. Dirt was easy to manipulate, as was stone, but metal was a little more involved. I've come to the conclusion that the more that something had been tampered with by man, the harder it was for me to affect it. Too far removed from its natural state, perhaps?

"Garth!"

At the hail, I turned my head, looking curiously at a very agitated and irate Doss heading my direction. His red hair was standing out from his head in various directions; his face was flushed in unattractive red, and he was breathing heavily. Uh-oh, this didn't look good. I dropped the shield, and put the metal I had been playing with back in my pocket. "Yes sir?"

"Why aren't you keeping an eye on that Nreesce of yours?" he demanded.

Oh sweet heaven, now what had Night done? He had gone to visit Trev'nor, or so he told me before I came out here to experiment.  I had thought him safely occupied. "What did he do?" I asked in resignation.

"He's eating the flowers!" Doss was fairly shaking in outrage.

I blinked, sure that I had misheard him. "Flowers?"

"Oh come with me," he snapped before spinning on one heel and storming back into the building.

Bemused, I sprinted to catch up with him, falling easily into step with the puffing Wizard. "What flowers, sir?"

"They are called Blue Whispers," he explained in a short tone. "They were specifically developed at King Guin's request. They can record every sound they hear on their petals, for a twenty-four hour period. Anyone with magical ability can touch their petals, and listen to whatever they have heard."

Sort of a silent and decorative spy, eh? Fascinating! I hadn't known something living could be manipulated to that extent. I wonder how it works? Shaking my head, I tried to focus on the immediate problem. "Where did Night eat one of these flowers?"

"Not one, three!" Doss exclaimed indignantly. "And he did it at the Palace."

Ah. Now that made more sense to me. Trev'nor's house was technically on Palace grounds. Night must have been playing with him when, apparently, he saw the appetizing flowers. "I'll go deal with him," I sighed.

"See that you do." With a last huff, Doss stormed off.

I cast my eyes skyward, praying for patience, then turned around and headed for the Palace.

~*~

It took a while to straighten out the Flower Incident. As punishment for not watching my Nreesce, they made me grow replacement flowers. That took about a week to do, as I had to figure out just how under the stars the things were made in the first place. I was still not good with the more subtle magic; I think I would have been in serious trouble if I had attempted something similar on some not-living thing. As an Earth Mage, plants and growing things were somewhat in my domain—I could manipulate them to an extent. Naturally, I was much more comfortable with dirt and stone than I was with living plants, but I could still control plants.

After I made the replacements, Night and I had a long talk about what was considered to be "edible" and "not-edible." He was very apologetic about eating the flowers. Apparently he hadn’t realized they were magical, just that they looked good—and he promised not to eat anymore.

I went back to training, and putting in long hours reading in the library.  I was completely reviewing the scant bits of knowledge that had survived the Magic War concerning Mages. Not much material remained, but it still gave me some direction and ideas to work from.

For three months I did some very in-depth experiments. Some of them scared the magic out of Chatta when she caught me. Boy did I get a lecture on my Earth Transport technique! I had read an account about a Mage that could sink into the earth itself, and propel himself at incredible speed through the bedrock, then pop up whenever he wanted. I had thought it a rather far fetched idea, but was definitely intrigued by the possibilities. So, naturally, I had tested the theory. Unfortunately, I had chosen to pop back up into view just as Chatta walked onto the training grounds. I was thoroughly chewed out for just “experimenting without anyone around to supervise. What do you think you are doing?! What if something went wrong? We would have had no idea on where to look for you or what had happened!”

Needless to say, she kept a much closer eye on me after that.

I learned a few other tricks as well, not necessarily from my research. Trev’nor was perfectly happy with his new foster parents, but he was also used to having a certain leeway in wandering around on his own. I was constantly being called in to hunt the kid down. Allan and Liah were convinced that because I was the "Advent Mage" I could do anything. Actually, sensing people magically wasn't easy. I was grateful that Trev'nor was a Mage; people with magical abilities were easier to sense.

It took the whole month to convince Trev’nor that he could not wander off without supervision. After a whole month of this, I had refined my abilities to sense people. Everybody left a signature of sorts in the ground as they passed over it, and it was this that I sensed more than anything else. Anyone with magical capabilities left a stronger signature to follow.

At the end of those three months, I was officially declared an Earth Mage, and released from the Academy. Almost before the ink was dry on my certificate, King Guin yanked me into his office, offered his congratulations, and then directed that I spend the next six months of my internship helping him. Since he had paid for my schooling to begin with, I immediately agreed—it was only fair, I concluded.

I have got to learn to think things through before opening my big fat mouth!

For the next six months I was run ragged—I should say we, actually, since Night was with me the entire time. I think we crossed the width and breadth of Hain a dozen times altogether. We dealt with every conceivable problem—from floods to forest fires and their aftermaths. I’m not sure what developed more, my magical abilities or my diplomatic skills, since I had to deal with so many people.

All I know is that after nine months straight of near constant studying, traveling, and work, I wanted only one thing:

A break.

~*~

When Guin appointed me for my internship, he offered me a room in the Palace to call my own—purely for the sake of his convenience, I believe. The easier to summon me from, you see. I had stayed in that room for perhaps three weeks out of the last six months altogether. It seemed like something of a waste, but I was grateful to have a place to return to.

I came home from my last mission worn out and in serious need of sleep. Barely tugging my boots off, I tumbled into bed and slept like the dead.

What woke me was insistent knocking.

With a heartfelt groan, I dragged myself from my warm, comfortable bed. I winced at the icy texture of the floor beneath my stocking feet; mental note, get a rug for the floor. Soon.

Weaving like a drunk, three-legged dog, I navigated my way to the door and yanked it open. As soon as I saw the man darkening my doorstep, I was seriously tempted to shut the door in his face. “Haben,” I snarled, “the roof had better be on fire!”

“No, but it is about that important,” he answered with a sympathetic smile. “Sorry, Garth, I know you just got in last night. Normally, I’d let you have at least a day of rest but…the reports on this don’t paint a pretty picture.”

The last time he had said something like that to me, a whole forest had almost burned to the ground. That situation had been a nightmare to deal with. I growled in wordless irritation. “Give me ten minutes.” I was at least washing the travel dirt off first and climbing into clean clothes.

“I’ll have breakfast waiting for you in my office,” he promised—probably with the hope that I wouldn’t bite his head off.

I managed—barely—not to slam the door in his face. I had promised myself faithfully that as soon as I caught up on some much needed sleep, I’d spend some time with Chatta. It was that promise alone that got me through the long trip back here to Del’Hain. I considered the prospect that I wouldn’t even be able to see her before having to leave again. That, in concert with little sleep, put me in a foul temper. I wanted to visit Trev’nor too, but I’m not sure if I’d even manage that, despite the fact that we were both on Palace grounds.

Still snarling to myself, I did a quick wash up, yanked on the only pair of clean clothing I had left, and stalked up to Haben’s office. I didn’t even bother to knock, just barged in.

In self-preservation, he pointed to the breakfast tray sitting on his desk. I sat down, and started in without a word.

Food is a miraculous thing—it always lifts the spirits, at least a little. Or it does with me, anyway. Once I had eaten half the plate I almost felt human again. Not enough to forgive Haben for waking me up, but I didn’t feel like burying the man near the center of the planet anymore either.

He was eyeing me cautiously when I looked up, no doubt trying to judge if it was safe to talk to me yet. I sighed, knowing full well that he wouldn’t be talking to me now if he had any choice in the matter. Haben was good about not overextending his people—most of the time. And it was hardly his fault that there seemed to be a rash of natural disasters in the past two months, which gave me no time to recuperate or, at least, rest for a full day.

I could feel the anger drain out of my system and I sat back, returning his look with one of resignation. “So what’s the emergency?”

He looked a little relieved to see that I wasn’t going to snap and start flinging curses at his head—at least not yet. “There are reports of earthquakes near the northern coast. It’s a fairly remote region, and normally I wouldn’t worry about it. However, there is one very prosperous city up there, and they are a direct point of contact to the Tonkawacon tribe.”

I didn’t need to be told how important this was. Tonkowacons were famous for their abilities with horses, medicines, and weaves. King Guin had a special contract with one of the Tonkowacons tribes. He arranged to have several of their horses in his stable, to be used as royal mounts. In special cases, they were Jaunten mounts. Losing that kind of contact wouldn’t be a good thing. “How serious are the quakes?”

“Minor damage to buildings, but they’re growing in frequency, duration, and strength.”

Not a good sign. That meant that the bedrock under the city was becoming more and more unstable, for whatever reason. “Name of the city?”

“Jward.”

Of course. I recognized the name instantly—being Jaunten was really handy sometimes—and knew where the city was. It was a seaport at the very top corner of Hain. Of course, it just had to be on the other end of the bloody country! It meant five days of hard riding at the very least—and I wasn’t in the mood for any riding, hard or otherwise. My slightly improved mood plummeted immediately.

Haben has excellent survival instincts, and he instantly started side-stepping the travel issue. “You can always do that earth transport thing you do; you don’t have to ride.”

“Night hates that mode of travel and will only do it under life or death situations,” I growled at him, eyes narrowing. All possibility of seeing Chatta today vaporized like so much smoke in front of my eyes. Curses, sometimes I wish I wasn’t me.

I couldn’t stay mad at Haben for long, since it really wasn’t his fault. It would mean shooting the messenger. I shoved back the urge to throw a tantrum like a two year old, and made my voice even. “Can you find a ship going upriver? I’ll get packed.”

He was obviously relieved that I wasn’t going to take my frustrations out on him, and nodded vigorously.

With a sharp inclination of the head, I stalked out of his office. Haben had the easy task of finding me a boat—I had the hard job of waking up Night and informing him that we were hitting the road again. My infamous partner was not going to be pleased.

~*~

I don't remember much of the trip upriver toward Jward. I woke up long enough to eat a few times, that I remember—I woke up once because Night nearly rolled on top of me. Have you ever tried breathing when you're flat on your back with a full grown stallion's head smack on top of your chest? It gets very difficult very quickly. Other than that, I think I slept the entire three days.

Unfortunately, the Semainai River did not go all the way to Jward. I stopped at Delta, the site of the Red Flower Festival that I had visited with Chatta and Kartal nine months before, and got off there. It was early spring, but the weather was already turning rather warm. I was hoping that I would be able to cool off, once I got into the mountains.

As I unloaded and saddled up my mare (appropriately named Sable for her dark coat), I was given several strange looks. I'm sure the citizens of Delta were used to foreigners, but I must admit that I was probably odd even to them. I was in the brown leathers of the Jaunten, but I had the crest of the Magus emblazoned on my right shoulder and on my back. That was an obvious conundrum. I was riding a small, nondescript mare when I had this huge hulking stallion following me around—without any saddle, bridle, or halter on him. Night was actually old enough for me to ride at this point. The trouble was, I hadn't had time to train with my Nreesce on how to ride him. For that matter, I wasn't sure how to go about it either. I was finally—after six months on the road—comfortable in the saddle, but that didn't make me an expert on horses.

With a sigh, I ignored the looks, and swung up onto Sable's back. It took a while to negotiate our way out of the city; the place was extremely busy even during the middle of the week. It was practically packed to the gun walls with people, and once we were out of the city's limits, we still had traffic to contend with on the road. As soon as I deemed it clear enough, I kicked Sable into a smooth trot. Night effortlessly kept up, keeping pace with the mare.

"I wish we could have seen Chatta and Trev'nor before we left," he observed wistfully.

"Me too," I sighed. It had been too long since I saw either my adopted-brother or my best friend, and I sorely missed them both. "But this is the last job that Guin can demand of me. My internship ends in two weeks, and then we are free to say no."

"I assume we can take a vacation then?"

"Absolutely." I smiled in anticipation. "We just have to solve this problem first."

"That's going to take longer than two weeks," he pessimistically predicted.

I gave him a glare. "Don't interrupt my happy moment."

He gave me a sardonic look, but switched topics. "So what are we going to do once the internship is finished?"

"Haven't had the time to think about it," I answered honestly. "I think we should find our own place to live, though. Probably on the outskirts of the city so you have enough room to really stretch out." Heaven knows that I have enough money saved up to buy a decent house at this point. Internships from the King paid decently, and I really hadn't had a chance to spend any of it, as I was constantly working or traveling. All of the traveling expenses had been paid for me, leaving my money gathering interest in the bank. "I'm not worried about having enough work when the internship ends," I continued thoughtfully.

"With you being the only trained Mage in existence?" Night drawled in amusement. "No, I don't think you have anything to worry about. Besides, you're famous."

"Infamous is more like it." I rolled my eyes at the reminder. I still didn't know where the nickname "Advent Mage" came from, but it was a very prevalent nickname. No matter where I went, as soon as I introduced myself, people recognized me and called me that. I couldn't get them to stop calling me that either. Night thought it was hilarious.

For probably the thousandth time, I promised myself that if I ever figured out who had given me that nickname, I'd bash them over the head.

"How long will it take to get to Jward?"

Too long. I accessed my mental Jaunten map, as I'd come to think of it, and started calculating distances. "Probably about two days."

"Do we have a point of contact?"

Night was as familiar with the ins and outs of the business as I was by now. "The one writing all the reports was a scientist by the name of Greddon Ibbin. But the real leader of the city, according to Haben, is the Head Patriarch, Raimon Elion."

"So we talk to Elion."

"That's the plan," I agreed.

~*~

As with most plans, mine didn't last long—actually it barely survived the day. As soon as we hit the Beor Mountains, we ran smack into a party of Tonkawacons. Which tribe, I had no idea—being around Trev'nor had taught me quite a few of their customs, and some of the language, but not much else. These Tonkawacons didn't look like the ones that Trev'nor had been living with, although the differences were subtle. Their tunics were shorter, for one, and predominantly black. I knew enough about braids at this point to recognize that I was faced with all adults and most of them were in the horse business, in one way or another.

I was on a narrow mountain pass which had been cut through a fairly dense forest. If this meeting became trouble, I could always get the trees to wrap their limbs around the Tonkawacons. Still, I didn't think there would be trouble—Tonkawacons were known to be a very friendly lot. I wrapped Sable's reins around the saddle horn to free up my hands, and then put both hands directly over my heart. Trev'nor had told me it was the correct way to greet Tonkawacons—if they were DauZmor or higher, I was to bow my head as well. I was hoping at this point that there was not a DauZmor in the group because I wasn't sure whether to include the head nod or not. Carefully, I used the little bit of their language I knew. "E asse Magus Rhebengarthen. Fideh tre inlah ness."

One of them nudged his stallion up a step, drawing my attention. "I am Small Rider," he said in fluent Hainish even as he returned my greeting. "A pleasure to exchange names."

I heaved a mental sigh of relief—oh good, one of them at least spoke Hainish. I had been wondering what to say after that greeting, since it used up most of my linguistic skills. I took a quick study of Small Rider—about my age, dark hair woven in the braid of a…master horse trainer? I think that was right. He was clearly in charge of the party if he was the one speaking. "I am traveling to Jward," I offered cautiously. Tonkawacons, as a rule, were not territorial, but there were always exceptions to the rule. I was trying to step cautiously here, until I had a better idea of where I stood. "Have I crossed into your territory?"

"A little," Small Rider acknowledged cheerfully. "But we don't mind, Magus Rhebengarthen. I suspect you're here to discover why we have had so many minor quakes recently?"

I relaxed at his reply and smiled at him. "I am indeed."

"Patriarch Elion told us that you were coming. Come, we will take you to him."

Ooh, spiffy. I got an escort and everything. Nodding in agreement, I waited until they were turned around—with a path this narrow, that took a bit of maneuvering—then I fell in beside Small Rider. Now that I was closer to him, I was sure that he was my age, maybe a shade younger. And the braid in his hair was that of a master trainer for horses. Maybe when I had this earthquake problem fixed, I could ask him for a few pointers on how to train Night.

"You have a remarkable stallion," Small Rider observed. His eyes were practically glued to Night, and I think he might have been drooling. "Where did you get him?"

"Del'Hain," I answered dryly. I had a pretty good suspicion of what the next question would be.

"Will you sell him?"

People are sometimes really predictable. I shook my head with a sigh. "I can't sell him. Believe me, if it were my choice, I'd just give him to you—but he can't be sold."

Night gave me a dirty look for that comment. I gave him a pointed one in return, reminding him of a certain episode this morning when he had nearly scalped me. I got an eye roll in return.

When I turned away from my glaring contest with my Nreesce, I realized that Small Rider was studying me through narrowed eyes. "Why can he not be sold?"

"Because he is not a horse, Small Rider," I explained calmly. "He is a Nreesce, and I am his Rider."

His jaw dropped so hard I think it bounced on the ground. "Nreesce?!"

I just nodded in confirmation, finding his shocked reaction rather amusing.

Night finally decided to participate in the conversation and turned his head so he could look directly at Small Rider. "Surely you must have realized that I am no normal horse."

"He speaks," Small Rider breathed, almost reverently. He wasn't alone in this reaction—every man in the group was staring at Night with the same reverence. "What is your name?"

"I am called Night."

Small Rider blinked at the name, brow furrowing a little. "Night?" he repeated dubiously.

"Short for Nightmare," I explained for perhaps the thousandth time. "When he was a colt, he was an absolute nightmare when he wanted something—the nickname sort of stuck. I shortened it to Night so that my friend Chatta would stop ranting about it."

This really perturbed the Tonkawacon, and his frown became even more fierce. "He should have a proper name."

"And so I do," Night countered mildly. "But I prefer to be called Night."

Reluctantly he subsided. "As you will it. But if you are his chosen Rider, Magus, then why are you not riding him?"

"He only recently matured enough for me to ride him," I explained easily. "But we've been traveling around so much that neither of us has had the chance to train together. Night needs some proper instruction on how to follow my signals before I can get on his back."

"While you are in Jward, I will teach you," Small Rider told us in a no-nonsense manner. "I am the best trainer in my clan, and it will be my honor to work with you both."

If he was a master trainer at this young age, then he probably was pretty good. It was easy for me to smile at him in gratitude. "I appreciate the offer, and accept."

"Good." He smiled back, obviously pleased with himself. "Now tell me where you found a Nreesce?"

There was something about Small Rider that let me relax and enjoy his company. He had a charming air to him, rather like Chatta, actually. I related the story to him about how Night chose me, and a few anecdotes about raising a demanding colt. Most of the men were laughing at me at one point or another, but it was the laughter of men who had experienced similar things, and not the laughter of derision. The rest of the trip to Jward passed pleasantly in their company, and made the long road there seem just that much shorter.



Chapter Sixteen: Jward
 

 

Jward was not an impressive or beautiful city. It hugged the coastline, as expected of a port city, and was constructed out of the native stone—which happened to be a rather dark and dreary gray. It was larger than I had expected, perhaps about the size of my hometown. Despite its considerable size, it felt cramped and hemmed in. The closer I got to it, the more foreboding it became.

Usually I loved being in cities, but this one felt very unsettling to me.

Night must have picked up on my unease because he asked quietly, "Are you all right?"

"I don't like the feel of this place," I muttered back.

"Any reason in particular for this feeling?"

I shook my head grimly. I couldn't put my finger on why I didn't like this city, I just didn't.

"Garth."

I turned to look at Small Rider, my eyebrow cocked in question.

"You are unwell?"

"There is something wrong about this city," I reluctantly admitted. "It's making me uneasy."

His face lit up in sudden understanding. "You are an Earth Mage, yes? Legend says that Earth Mages did not like being in cities."

I twisted abruptly in the saddle, giving him more of my attention. "Really?"

"Yes," he answered slowly, eyes intent on my face. "You have not realized this?"

"It's the exact opposite with me," I negated with a flick of the hand. "I love cities—that’s why I'm confused on my reaction to Jward."

Now he was confused. "Odd. Perhaps the legends are wrong? Every story I have ever heard mentioned that Earth Mages could not bear to stay in a city for long."

"No, they're probably right." I pondered this new bit of information, turning it over and over in my mind. "Things that have been altered or created by man are hard for me to manipulate. I can see why an Earth Mage would be more comfortable in the country, where things are more natural. I think I'm probably the odd one—I just love cities."

"Hm."

Two independent thoughts that had been swirling in my brain suddenly crashed head on. I love cities, but this one made me uneasy—why? And the reason why I was at this city was because they had minor earthquakes one right after another—why?

The light dawned, and I suddenly had a healthy suspicion as to the answers to both of those questions. I reined Sable to a quick halt, and nearly jumped off her back. "Night, give me a half hour," I requested quickly as I sank to my knees on the ground.

"You're doing a scrying right here?"

"Yes." I was already tuning him out, putting my mind into the earth beneath me, mentally focusing so that I could feel the bedrock itself. Night probably realized this because he didn't say anything else.

It’s usually a little tricky for me to do a scrying in the earth—at this moment it was downright hazardous! There are magical ley lines running all through the bedrock of the planet, and I’m used to "seeing" them. But these ley lines were almost swollen with unused power, and they were not lying in the bedrock as they should have been, but almost jumbled together—like a ball of yarn tangled by a playful kitten. What, by all of the stars, could have caused this?

I spread out even more, searching for a cause. I have no idea how long I looked before I truly realized what I was looking at. Retreating a bit, I tried to feel the general lay of the land instead of looking for specifics.

And that’s when I found it.

There was a huge fault right in the middle of the bedrock, and it was being driven apart. This part of the continent was literally breaking away from the mainland, bit by bit, earthquake by earthquake.

Great guardians!

I snapped back into my body, breathing hard, and not just from the exertion of doing a scrying. Feeling the land tearing itself apart like that was terrifying me down to my toes. There is a city sitting on top of the land that was breaking off, for crying out loud! I had to get the people out of this place, and I had to do it fast. I wasn’t sure how much longer the dividing process would take, but my bet was—not long.

Night had pressed his forehead against my back, offering me a support to lean against. I took it gratefully, taking in deep breaths until my body stopped shaking. "The land is breaking apart," I told him grimly.

"Why?"

"I'm not sure why," I responded slowly. "There's some great force that's coming up from beneath the bedrock. It's hot and…it feels like liquid rock."

"Is it breaking the bedrock?"

"Not exactly." I struggled with what I had sensed in my scrying, trying to put it into words. "It's finding a great fault in the bedrock and is pouring into the gap, forcing the fault wider until this part of the land we're sitting on will break apart completely."

"How long do we have?"

"At most? A few months. But I can't guarantee that."

A lithe body dropped in front of me, settling onto its knees. My head jerked up in surprise—Small Rider. Great magic, but I'd nearly forgotten he was there.

"You are sure of what you have seen, Magus?" His eyes were solemn on mine, and the serious tone of his voice made him seem so much older in that moment.

"I’m sure," I acknowledged quietly. "We need to get to the city quickly."

He nodded in agreement.

I hauled myself to my feet, and with shaking limbs scrambled onto Sable's back. I really hate scrying for this reason—it takes so much out of me. No one said a word as I settled myself in the saddle, and I appreciated their understanding silence. When I felt secure, I tapped my heels to Sable's flanks and urged her into a quick trot.

Time was very much of the essence.

~*~

Small Rider had taken me directly to the Order of Eyl-Szen, the Father of all the Gods in Hainian religion. I had seen Orders before, but this was by far the largest complex I had ever laid eyes on. It was as big as my old school in Del’Hain.

Running into Small Rider was truly a blessing—everyone recognized and respected him. Because of my association with him, we were immediately taken to see Elion. Alone, I would have had to introduce myself, and explain my presence a dozen times over. Right now, that was not a delay we needed. Once outside Elion’s study, however, I was brought short by the realization that I had absolutely no idea what to tell this man. How do you tell the leader of a city that he has to move because the land he was sitting on wasn’t going to stay connected to the mainland for much longer? These people had been here for centuries—generations upon generations. They probably never questioned whether their surroundings would ever change. It had always been here, so why should they? It was as solid as, well, the ground underneath their feet! I was going to have to be very persuasive.

And I’m not good at persuasive!

I’ve never gotten used to speaking to people. Conversationalist, I am not. Even after all of these months of traveling and working with people, I still felt tongue tied when meeting people for the first time.

Why hadn’t I brought Chatta with me? She was good with people, curse it.

I was brought out of my thoughts when there was a hail from the doorway to the patriarch’s study.

“Patriarch Elion will see you now,” a fresh faced page told us. He couldn’t quite hide his curiosity, eyes darting over Small Rider, Night and me.

With a last, deep breath for composure, I squared my shoulders and walked into the study as if I knew what I was doing.

Patriarch Elion was not the little, wizened old man that I had been mentally picturing. In fact, nothing could be farther from the truth. He was a tall man, towering over even most Hainians. He had thick black hair, bushy eyebrows, and a hooked nose that had to have been broken at least three times in his life. If it weren’t for the simple grey robes of a patriarch, I would have guessed he was a carpenter or stonemason. He politely nodded to us both, and flashed a friendlier smile to Small Rider, who apparently was a good friend. “I am Patriarch Raimon Elion, of the Order of Eyl-Szen.”

“Thank you for the gift of your name. I am Rhebengarthen,” I responded just as politely. With one hand, I indicated my four-legged shadow. “This is Night, my Nreesce.”

Elion’s eyes went a little wide as he took in Night, and I think he silently put together just who I was in that moment. “You…are the Advent Mage?”

After so many months of asking people not to call me that, I’d pretty much given up. With a mental sigh, I just nodded.

He was giving me a familiar look of awe, but fortunately recovered after that brief second of stunned realization. “Please, be seated. May I offer you any refreshments?”

“No, thank you.” I doubt I could swallow anything in this moment. “More importantly, Patriarch, I must tell you what I have found.”

He paused, half-way into his seat, and shot me a disbelieving look. “You have only just arrived. Surely you have not discovered the problem already!”

“He stopped outside the city and worked magic,” Small Rider informed him neutrally. “He bears grave news, my friend.”

I waited until Elion had fully seated himself. For this, he needed to be sitting down. “I shall be blunt, Patriarch. In a few months time, the land that you are sitting on will no longer be connected to the mainland.”

The silence in the room was so absolute that it was oppressive. Elion was staring directly at me, like a man waiting for the punch line. When I didn’t offer another word, he wet his lips and croaked, “Say that again.”

“The ground the city is resting upon is breaking away from the mainland,” I reiterated in calm tones. “In a few months, this city will no longer be a part of the mainland of Hain, but will be separated by the ocean.”

“Magus…” he had to swallow twice before he could speak again, “are you sure?”

“Positive.” And I just knew that he wouldn’t be able to fathom what I was telling him until I somehow showed him how this was happening. I cast about for a moment, looking for something to aid me in a small demonstration. There was a potted plant sitting on his desk, probably from some female family member. Then I took a closer look at it and realized it was one of those spy flowers that Night had eaten several months ago. I wonder if Elion realizes exactly what that flower does…?

Shaking off the speculation, I gestured to the flower. “May I?”

“Er,” he blinked like a man coming out of a bad dream and nodded jerkily. “By all means.”

I solidified the soil directly around the flower’s roots, lifting it cleanly out of the container, and laid it on a blank piece of paper nearby. Then I lifted all of the remaining dirt out of the pot entirely and spread it carefully over the desk. This was a tricky skill that I had picked up over my internship. So many times, I had to draw a diagram of what was happening, and what I planned to do. To help people understand, I had finally learned how to manipulate dirt and stone to the point that I could make a physical representation. It took a lot of fine control on my part, which wasn’t easy, but at least I could do it. Under my careful direction, the dirt formed into three distinct shapes, mimicking the bedrock that was under Hain.

There were gasps of surprise from both men, and I looked up to find that both of them were leaning over the desk, eyes wide with wonder at what was forming under their noses.

Well, at least I had their attention. “There are three very large pieces of bedrock that form up the foundation of Hain,” I explained in my "lecture voice," as Night called it. “This smallest piece is the one that you are currently sitting on. Now, at the moment,” I concentrated some more, and the line between that small "bedrock" piece started bubbling, “there is hot, liquid rock bubbling up from underneath the bedrock and forcing its way into the cracks. That molten rock is forcing your part of the bedrock away from the continent.”

“The reason for the earthquakes?” Small Rider guessed in a shaky whisper.

“Precisely,” I confirmed. At a glance at Elion’s face, I was relieved to find that he was following my explanation closely and wasn’t on the verge of fainting or having hysterics. That was a plus. “Patriarch Elion, I cannot accurately predict how long this is going to take, but my guess is that we have two to three months—certainly not longer. At the end of that time, this city will be on an island. That much I know with absolute certainty.”

He looked up, eyes solemn, a thousand ideas and emotions flitting over his face. “Can you reverse this?”

I shook my head firmly. There was absolutely no way I could make Mother Nature reverse something of this magnitude. I could no sooner halt the tide.

“What do you suggest?”

“Evacuation,” I answered firmly. “This is not going to be an easy or clean break, Patriarch. It will make all of your earlier earthquakes combined look like a minor hiccup in comparison. I have little hope that the city will weather this catastrophic break intact.” Seeing the consternation in his face, I relented a little. “I will, of course, do everything in my power to help you.”

He visibly pulled himself together, straightening his shoulders and lifting his chin in determination. “Thank you, Magus. I must call an emergency meeting of the city council and guard.”

I had sort of suspected that might happen. “Of course.”

“I will have a page show you to a room so that you might freshen up, and eat something. Is it acceptable for you to take a room here?”

I didn’t see why not, and it saved me from having to hunt down a room in an inn somewhere. “Night must stay in the room with me, if that is all right?”

He nodded immediately. “Of course, whatever you wish.”

“Then I gladly accept your hospitality.” It kept me close to the action as well, which was always a good thing. He was fairly vibrating with the need to go start things in motion. “Go, Patriarch. You don’t need to dance attendance on me.”

He gave me a grateful nod and bolted from the room at a run. I turned to Small Rider, who was watching me carefully. “You might want to return home and warn your people too. They’re going to feel the shocks of this as well.”

“I will send one of my men,” he agreed. “But first, we must see to you and Night. You are very tired and there is much to be done still.”

I was feeling rather drained, not from just the use of magic, but from the constant journeys over the past several months. I smiled at him in gratitude. “Lead the way.”

~*~

It was a mistake to lie down.

The same fresh-faced page that had shown me into Elion’s study had shown me to a room on the ground floor (in deference to Night). It was rather spacious compared to most rooms found in an inn. I’d washed up some, just to remove most of the dirt from the road, eaten a hastily prepared snack fetched from the kitchens, and made myself a little more presentable. Then, since no one had come to fetch me yet, I thought it wise to lie down and catch a bit of sleep while I could.

Bad idea!

Stars knew that I needed the sleep, but the nap didn’t help, it just made me groggy.

Night was nudging me in the side with his nose, mental voice very persistent and very loud. “Garth, get up. They’re ready for you.”

“Five more ‘inutes,” I pleaded. My mouth was so clogged with sleep it was hard to talk, and made my voice sound like it was coming from under a ton of cotton.

“Now,” Night insisted in exasperation.

Mental note: do something mean to him later. With a one-eyed glare at my four-legged pest, I grudgingly pulled myself up into a sitting position. When the world stayed relatively stable, I risked getting to my feet and pulling my boots on.

“Your tunic is wrinkled,” Night informed helpfully.

My glare in his direction silently proclaimed that I didn’t care.

He gave me a pointed look in return. “You look like you just rolled out of bed, too.”

“In this case, appearances are not deceiving.” I yanked open the door and nearly tripped over the page hovering just outside. Through sheer luck I caught myself on the doorjamb before I could fall on top of the poor boy. Oh yeah, I was tired if someone could sneak up on me like this!

Dressed in a large gray robe, he looked like someone’s kid brother playing pious knight. He was neatly pressed from tunic to shiny half- boots. I felt like a child, in comparison, to that meticulously groomed boy—the irreverent child that tracks mud in the house, no less. “Magus Rhebengarthen?” he asked uncertainly.

The question was hovering in his mind; I could see it clearly in his face. He never said it, but the words were clear as a bell—surely this can’t be the famous Mage!

I straightened to my full height and gave him a serious look. “Yes. Are they ready for me?”

With another dubious look he apparently decided to believe me, for now. “Yes, Magus. This way, please.”

I obediently followed him down the long, narrow stone corridor. Now that I was actually looking, the building was sharply reminding me of an old fort or castle renovated for the Order’s use. I couldn’t explain the narrow arrow slits in the walls or the hints of reinforced gates otherwise. Night’s hooves were a sharp counterpoint to my every footstep, making the hallway ring. The sound was rather annoying, actually.

At the very end of the hallway there was a large door, partially open. It was that the page led me through. The room on the other side was impressive in the terms of sheer size—I saw perhaps a hundred or more people standing or sitting throughout the room, and the place didn’t seem terribly crowded. Actually, you could probably cram another hundred into the chamber.

The people nearest the door looked up as I entered, took one look at Night, me, and the Mage crest on my left shoulder—and fell silent. Word rapidly spread about who I was to the rest of the room. Silence fell like a wave from me outward, until even the far corners of the room were as still as a mountain covered in snow.

I was the focus of everyone’s eyes, which is a remarkably nerve-wracking experience. I’m really, really not good with situations like this. Part of me wished that I had followed Night’s advice, and changed into something not wrinkled. Oh well. Lifting my chin slightly, I walked into the room, with as much confidence as I could muster.

Elion caught me before I could go more than a few steps and gestured me toward the center of the room. “I have explained the situation to the city’s main leaders. Here we have the representative of every major guild, the Captain of the City Guard, the Mayor and the City Council. There are a few who have some questions for you.”

That last bit sounded more like a question, so I nodded agreeably. “I’ll answer any questions you have.”

“Excellent. This way, please.”

I don't like feeling uncertain. I don't do "nervous" very well either. I prefer ''confident'', ''composed'' and ''stubborn." I took the indicated place at the head of the table and watched as everyone sat down. I did my best to pretend the room wasn't really full of a hundred or so people. Their sheer numbers would make it just that much more difficult to build the type of rapport I’d need, to convince them of the grave crisis they faced.

It took a few moments to settle that many people at the table, but once everyone was in his or her seat, I was once again the focus of a legion of eyes. To get away from that, even briefly, I turned to look at Elion. "How much have you told them?"

"The basics of what you told me," he answered immediately. There was a slightly greenish cast to his skin that suggested he found this whole situation very unsettling. Well, who wouldn't, in his position?

"Ah. Very well, if you know the basics, are there any questions?"

A tall, very fit man in his late twenties stood at that point. He was in the dark grey uniform of the City Guard, but with the dark blue shoulder markings of captain. "I'm Captain Landis of the Jward City Guard. Magus, I am a simple soldier—I'm afraid I didn't really follow Patriarch Elion's explanation very well. The only thing I understood was that the ground under us is breaking apart. Can you explain exactly what is happening?"

"Of course, Captain." There was no handy plant this time with dirt that I could borrow. But the building was made out of stone, which was actually more suited to the purpose than dirt. I turned and carved out a chunk of stone from the wall—something that caused practically everyone to gasp in surprise. Without appearing to notice, I turned and set the stone on the table. Under my watchful eye, the stone melted and reformed into a small model of the bedrock under our feet. Patiently, I went through the exact same explanation I had related to Elion and Small Rider.

From beyond the door there was the sound of…barking?

The sound was just odd enough to completely distract me from what I was saying, and I glanced toward the door. Focusing, I could now discern about seven people rapidly heading in this direction. They all seemed to be following along behind a dog.

Before my mind could completely process this, the door (never completely shut) swung open so hard that it hit the wall, and bounced off again. A large brown dog, of some unidentified breed, was barreling in my direction, leaving behind a wake of wet paw prints and soap suds. Close on the dog's heels were several boys, also wet to one degree or another. Ah. Apparently they had been giving the dog a bath, when the creature had made a bid for freedom.

Unexpectedly, the dog skid to a halt and pivoted around to face me—wait a minute, it wasn't me he was looking at; it was Night. With a challenging bark, the dog leapt forward, charging Night.

Night took one look at this charging mad dog and reared slightly, whinnying in building panic.

Busted buckets, he's going to— "Night, calm down!"

My Nreesce either didn't hear me, or didn't care what I said. He bolted, running as fast as he could in the confines of the room. The dog, happily pursuing, kept barking and nipping at Night's heels. People were scampering out of the way, either leaping on top of the table or quickly diving under it. The boys were following the dog, yelling at each other and trying to come up with some quick way of catching the creature.

"Garth, help!"

Aw nuts! I wasn't quite sure how to stop this mayhem; at least, not without hurting someone.

Night wasn't going to idly wait for me to rescue him; he took matters into his own hands. With an equine scream of indignation, he bucked, kicking out at the dog with his hind feet. Of course to do that, he had to put his front feet on the ground at the same time—which put a rather sizeable hole into the floor.

Gah!

"Night, stop bucking!" I yelled over the din. "You'll destroy the floor!"

"Then get the dog away from me!"

If I could just get to Night, I could throw up my shields; the dog wouldn't be able to reach us that way—

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Captain Landis stand up on the table and lift his fingers to his mouth. A sharp whistle pierced the room, drawing everyone's attention to him—even the dog. He snapped his fingers sharply and pointed to his feet. "Briggs, come here."

The dog, after a startled moment, meekly slunk to the Captain's position and looked up with a rather shamefaced expression.

"Sit," Captain Landis ordered firmly. I saw quite a few people almost obey that command before they realized it wasn't aimed at them. When you become Captain of the City Guard, apparently you learn how to bark out orders so that people automatically obey.

I gave the Captain a thankful look, which he acknowledged with a wry smile. "Night, are you all right?"

"Fine. The dog never managed to actually bite me." He lowered his head slightly to look at the holes he had left in the floor from all his bucking. "Sorry about the floor."

"Fortunately it's made out of stone, so I can fix it," I sighed. Concentrating, I started smoothing out all of the holes and restored the floor to its original condition.

"I'm terribly sorry about this, Magus," Elion apologized with a hard look at the cowering novices. "I'll deal with this personally."

When I was younger, we'd had a dog that hated having baths—in fact, I could remember chasing a wet dog a few times myself. I smiled at the memories and shook my head. "Don't let it bother you, sir. I've been in their position before. No harm done."

"Just look at the state of this floor!"

Huh?

Turning, I took in the latest interruption to the meeting. A wizened old woman, slightly stooped and wearing a pristine grey robe, stood just in the doorway. She was scowling down at the soapy paw prints, and her foot tapping. "I knew it was foolishness to let that dog in here. Elion!"

The Patriarch jumped, for all the world like a guilty novice. "Mistress Esme, I had nothing to do with this—”

"Stars, I know that!" she snapped with a brief eye roll to the heavens, as if praying for patience. "Get all of these people out of here so I can get this room cleaned."

"Yes, Mistress Esme," he answered quickly. "All right, I think we know everything we need to about the situation. Let's start making evacuation procedures for all of our areas and meet again tomorrow morning to discuss plans more in-depth."

I looked from wizened old cleaning lady to towering Patriarch and just had to wonder—who exactly was in charge here?

~*~

I fervently wished that the dog would break in again.

The meeting had started an hour ago, shortly after breakfast, and I’ve been arguing ever since. First I had to convince a few dozen people that, yes, the city would really break apart from the mainland, and, no, I was not powerful enough to stop that kind of natural force. What did they think I was—a demi-god?

That took about an hour to pound and re-pound into their skulls.

Then we had gotten to the fun part—how to react to the situation. I had always wondered why the government was so slow to act on things, but after sitting in this room for the past hour, I now knew. It’s nearly impossible to get a hundred people to agree on anything. I felt like we were going around and around in circles, and I would have welcomed anything to break us out of the rut we were in.

The discussion had by this point degenerated into a shouting match. Sighing, I rubbed my temples, trying to subdue the twinges that were trying to break out into a full-blown headache.

“QUIET!”

Captain Landis was on his feet, glaring at the three people who had been shouting at each other. Under his fierce expression they meekly sank back into their seats.

I’m really beginning to like this man.

“Instead of arguing about the best course of action,” Captain Landis stated in a tone that allowed no room for argument, “I suggest that we let Magus Rhebengarthen tell us how he is capable of helping in this situation. After we know of his abilities, we will have a better idea of what our options are.”

Finally, someone was speaking sense! “Thank you, Captain.” I smiled at him, trying to silently tell him how thankful I was that at least one person in this room had kept a cool head. From the smile he gave back to me, I think he understood. Considering that he had to deal with these people on a regular basis, he probably did. Turning back to the room at large, I pitched my voice so that everyone could hear me. “Let me be very clear on this. I cannot stop this break from happening. I can help you move the inhabitants of this city. I can try to delay the break to buy us more time, if we need it. But this situation will happen, and there is nothing that I can do to prevent it.”

“How can you help us move?” one guild member inquired doubtfully.

“I can make the road smooth and hard,” I answered promptly. “That will prevent any wagons from getting stuck, and it will ensure that everyone makes good time.” I had learned this trick about a month ago. Really, I should have realized that I could do something like this earlier, but it seemed like such a waste of power when it was just lil' ole me traveling. Fixing the road hadn’t occurred to me until I helped a whole village change locations, and their wagons kept getting stuck in the muddy road.

A few people brightened at this prospect. “What else?”

I spread my hands helplessly. “My power does not lend itself to the common uses of magic. I’m limited to things of the earth. Once we get to the new site for the city—” and I had no idea where that would be “—I can help there. I can create new roads, build temporary structures to serve as housing, and help to put in sewer systems, water systems, plant fields and things like that.”

“That will save us a lot of time and effort,” Elion agreed with something like relief on his face. I don’t think he relished the idea of trying to quickly build a city.

An elderly gentleman on my left stirred slightly. “Magus, you said that you could delay this break?”

I turned to him and arched an eyebrow. “Yes, sir.” Now that my eyes were on him, I started to pay a bit more attention and realized that he had a very specific crest on the left shoulder of his tunic—this, then, was the Master of the Architect Guild.

“Magus, tell me, is there any way for you to hasten the process?”

What was he getting at? My head cocked slightly at the idea and I started to consider all of the ramifications. “Yes,” I answered slowly. “It will certainly be easier than trying to delay it. Why?”

“I quite like this city that I live in,” he answered with a growing smile. “Tell me, Magus, is it possible that we can keep it? Is it possible for you to break the city away from the mainland, and then build a bridge that connects the new island to the mainland?”

What he was suggesting was so alien to what I had envisioned, I had to stop and really think about it for a moment. Keep the city…just speed up the breaking process and allow the city to become an island. If the break was successful, then build a land bridge from mainland to island. It was unorthodox, but I couldn’t see why it wouldn’t work. “The buildings will absorb a lot of impact and damage,” I warned. “This will not be an easy or clean break.”

“The buildings are made out of stone, for the most part,” he replied with a twinkle in his eye. “And you have already said that you have control over any element of the earth.”

Hm. Granted, it would be a lot easier to just fix this city than to build a new one… “The possibility has merit,” I agreed with an approving nod. “It will certainly be less work.”

I swear that everyone in the room perked up when this new idea had really sunk in. “Can you really do such a thing?” Elion demanded with growing enthusiasm.

At this, I shrugged wryly. “It’s easier to break than to mend, Patriarch. It might take me a week or two of effort, but yes, I can make this city into an island.”

“And the bridge?” Elion pressed impatiently.

The bridge would be child’s play compared to everything else. “Easy,” I assured him.

"Let me see by a show of hands how many are in favor of this new proposal!" Elion called with real enthusiasm in his voice.

My eyebrows shot up when practically every hand in the room went up—aside from a woman at the far end, who apparently was debating something with the man sitting next to her. Her vote hardly mattered; the majority was in favor of keeping the city.

"Excellent." Elion beamed like a child with candy in his pocket—candy that his parents didn't know about. "Magus, I assume that we cannot have anyone in the city while you're breaking it away from the mainland?"

"Correct," I confirmed. I wasn't entirely sure of the protocol for this, as I had never attempted something so…radical? Extreme? Insane? There just wasn't a good adjective handy for this situation. Still, from what I knew of the plates under the earth, I think everyone within a two hundred mile radius was going to feel it when I started pounding the earth apart. "I would move everyone at least fifty miles away," I cautioned him, making sure that my voice was loud enough that the entire room could hear the warning.

"This will take some time," Captain Landis noted thoughtfully. "And we'll need to make a base camp of sorts to move everyone to."

There wasn't much that I could do in the city itself, but this part I could do. "Patriarch Elion, I can scout the area and prepare a place to move everyone to, and then fix the roads on my way in."

"While you're doing that, we'll make sure the city begins to pack up," he promised.

Finally! We had an agreement; we had a plan; I had some real work to do. This would still take a while, but maybe within two months or so I can get back to Del'Hain, meet up with Chatta and Trev'nor, and have some time to relax.

 



Chapter Seventeen: Night
 

 

 

Small Rider came with me to scout out the temporary site for Jward's inhabitants. I was never given a good reason for him accompanying me, but I didn't really need one either. Small Rider, undoubtedly, knew the area better than I did and when he wasn't trying to bribe Night away from me, he was good company.

Actually, there wasn't much 'scouting' to do. Small Rider told me that he knew the perfect place to put everyone, and we rode directly to it. Even at the hard pace we set, it took a full day to get there. Once I looked over the location, I had to admit that he had chosen well. It was a shallow valley that bordered next to a stream, more than large enough for our needs. I spent a few hours improving the area a little—mostly making a very wide, firm road that led to the valley. The road connected to the main highway that we had used to get here. Once I was done with that, I fully intended to turn around and start fixing the highway. It was in pretty good shape, actually, but there were a few rough spots that were sure to cause problems.

Small Rider had different plans.

When I told him of my intention of fixing the highway, he shook his head. "There is something else we must do first," he disagreed with a stubborn set to his jaw.

I quirked an eyebrow at him, clueless. "Such as?"

"You have said that you do not ride Night because he lacks training, yes?"

"Yes," I agreed with slight suspicion. Was he suggesting that he take the time to train us now?

"We have time to do this now," Small Rider continued, splitting his attention between me and Night.

"No we don't," I objected. "We need to get back to Jward, there's still a lot to do there—”

"You cannot do much there at the moment," Small Rider corrected. "They are still packing, and making plans for evacuating the city. Your time would be better spent here, learning how to be a true Rider."

I opened my mouth to protest, but he had a point. Really, until they had everyone ready to move, I couldn't do much to help except keep an eye on the situation. "Okay," I said slowly. I glanced at Night, who was watching me just as thoughtfully. "It's up to you," I told him with a slight shrug. "Do you want to do this now?"

"Yes. I'm tired of you not riding me."

I had thought that, over the year, Night had gotten used to me riding other horses. From the sour look he was giving me, apparently it was still a sore point. I nodded and turned back to Small Rider. "What do we do first?"

~*~

The first couple of hours, Small Rider focused solely on Night. He attached two very long reins to a bridle, or at least that was the idea…Night gave him a disdainful look at the bridle and spit it back out. Night had known since the moment that he was born that he was a Nreesce—a mount created for a Mage, or Wizard, or Witch. He had no problems with letting Garth ride him, either. But there were limits here; certain lines that he was not about to cross.

The bridle was one of those lines.

He was a Nreesce. He was not a horse. He didn't need some two-bit bridle cutting into his mouth in order to control him like a dumb animal. The cutting look that he directed at the Tonkawacon said as much. He silently dared the man to even think about putting that back into Night's mouth.

Small Rider let out an explosive sigh. "Night, you need a bridle."

"No, actually I don't," Night disagreed, his dark glower increasing.

"Yes, you do," Garth growled out. "Night, I know that you are an intelligent being, and, yes, you can choose for yourself, but when I'm riding you, I'll need to direct you."

"You can do that with your voice," Night pointed out.

"And if we're in a situation where it will be dangerous to talk to you?" Garth demanded, throwing his hands up in exasperation. "I need a silent way of directing you."

"You can think the thoughts at me."

"Night," Small Rider said patiently, "it is necessary to have a bridle of some sort on you." Night shifted, ready to protest this, but Small Rider held up a hand. "Wait, let me finish. I realize that you can direct yourself, and Garth can certainly direct you with voice commands, but it is far faster for him to simply direct you with the reins. And what if he is talking to someone while riding? He needs to focus on the conversation instead of verbally directing your every footstep. Do you really want him distracted in a dangerous situation because he is talking to you, instead of instinctively guiding you with his hands?"

Night was all set to argue the point…but at this moment, the Jaunten blood that he had inherited from his mother (through Garth's accidental intervention) decided to kick in. She had known that it was necessary to have a bridle. In fact, every Nreesce had been equipped with one—not like the one in Small Rider's hands, but something similar.

Heaving a disgruntled sigh, Night decided to compromise. "The bridle shouldn't be shaped like that."

Small Rider looked puzzled, glancing at the bridle in his hands. "Eh?"

Garth perked up slightly at this. "Jaunten knowledge?"

Night nodded. "I know what the Nreesce bridle looks like. There is a strap that goes across my chest, and that strap is directly connected to the nose piece. That way, I feel the pressure when you tug, but there is no bit in my mouth."

Small Rider knelt in the ground and quickly drew out a rough sketch with the aid of a small knife. "Like this?"

Night cocked his head to look at it, and then nodded slowly. "Yes, that looks about right. But it's not made out of just leather; there are metal rods at both ends where the two pieces connect."

Small Rider corrected the drawing where Night had indicated. "Is this right?"

"Yes, that's it."

"It will take some time for me to create something like that," Small Rider said, still thoughtfully staring at the drawing. "But I can do it. In the meantime, let's get you used to everything else."

Everything else was, naturally, the saddle and blanket. Night really didn't like the feel of the blanket and didn't care much for the saddle either. They made him feel like he was being…submissive. Night was a young stallion, fully grown and independent, and the feeling of being submissive to anything rankled. He shifted from foot to foot in irritation as Small Rider put everything on him and strapped it down.

Small Rider dealt patiently with the irritation, letting Night become familiar with the new equipment. This was far more than he ever did with a young colt on the first day, but Night was not your normal young horse either. Still, Small Rider felt it best not to push things too hard on the first day. "I know this feels strange," he soothed as he took everything back off again, "but you'll soon get the feel of it."

Night let out an extended snort, eyeballing the saddle and blanket with scorn.

Small Rider sighed, exchanging a look with Garth. They had a lot of work ahead of them.

~*~

Day Two of the training dawned. Night was watching Garth and Small Rider talking, some distance away. Small Rider had insisted that for this to work right, Garth would need to be the one who would train him. Night certainly liked the idea of Garth training him over Small Rider.

The problem, of course, was that Garth had no idea how to do that; hence, the conversation between the two men.

Night flicked his tail idly, clearing off a fly that wanted to land on his back. This conversation had been taking place for at least an hour already. Just how much longer would it take to teach Garth what he needed to know?

Night was all set to take a mid-morning nap when Garth finally nodded and headed in his direction. In his hands was a modified bridle—not quite what Night had described the previous day, but the bit had been removed and the reins adjusted to connect directly to the nose piece. Night would still have to be very alert to the commands given on the reins, but it would work for now.

Obediently, he held still while Garth slid the bridle over his head and adjusted the reins over his back. Night, at a year old, had reached most of his height—he now stood at a very tall eighteen hands. Garth, unfortunately, was still at a medium height for a Chahiran and was having a hard time holding both reins over Night’s back. He had to stand on tip toe in order to do it.

“All right, Night, let’s start.”

Night had his ear cocked a little in Garth’s direction; his attention was focused on the bridle around his head and the tugs of pressure that Garth was giving him. Turning right was no problem, and even though it felt somewhat odd to be directed like this, he was adjusting just fine.

When he turned left at Garth’s urging, however, his shoulder rammed right into Garth’s chest and he nearly stepped on his foot. “Garth!”

Garth grunted at the impact and staggered back a step. “Sorry, I didn’t expect you to turn quite that sharp. I didn’t back up enough.” The Mage stepped back and took an analytical look at the situation. “Hm. Let’s try this.” He stepped back several feet, letting the long reins trail over Night’s back.

Night twisted his head in order to see, wondering just what by all magic his Rider thought he was doing.

“Night, don’t turn your head!”

“But I can’t see you back there.”

“You’re supposed to be paying attention to the reins, not looking at me!” Garth responded in exasperation.

Small Rider was standing a few feet away, shaking his head and obviously praying for patience. “Garth, you cannot stand that far back. He won’t be able to feel anything through the reins, not without a bit.”

Grumbling, Garth went back to his original position, holding the reins over Night’s back. They started again, with Garth giving his Nreesce different signals, and slowly getting him accustomed to everything. Night was fine for the first half hour or so, but after a while, he got tired of doing the same thing over and over. He started to become sloppy when responding, or only doing the bare minimum required.

“Night, pay attention.”

“I’ve got this; can’t we do something else now?”

“You have to do this until it’s instinctive,” Garth responded patiently. “You’re still hesitating a moment before you respond, which means you still have to think about it for a second. Stick with it, all right?”

Night blew out an irritable breath.

It was going to be a long day.

~*~

It took the rest of the day of going over (and over and over) all of the commands before Garth was satisfied that Night was comfortable with them. Night was glad he finally stopped, because Rider or not, if Garth hadn’t stopped then, Night would have done something nasty to him later.

Finally, the day ended and Night was able to sleep, back hoof cocked at a slight angle and head dipped low. Normally, when he slept, he didn’t really remember his dreams.

This night was an exception.

Maybe it was the influence of the Jaunten blood singing through his veins. Maybe it was because he was finally training with his Rider. Maybe it was a combination of both—whatever the reason, Night dreamed of the great Nreesces before him. Khaer and his Rider Taab Liiben became famous during the war for saving an entire city from destruction. Hekrewb and her Rider Sojavel Ra, who went down in history as the first Nreesce and Rider pairing that served on the Trasdee Evondit Orra. That Council gave all magical beings the same rights as humans. There were many Nreesces and Riders that had carved their names into history, and Night dreamt about all of them to one degree or another.

It was still dark when he woke, with only a bit of light flirting over the top of the mountains. It was pre-dawn; normally Night hated being awake this early in the morning. He was rather like Garth in that respect—neither one of them were morning people. This morning, however, he wasn’t irritated about being up. In fact, his mind was rehashing the dreams from the night before, and he couldn’t help but think that there was some underlying message to them.

Since he had been old enough to understand, Garth had sat him down and explained just how the Jaunten blood worked. The only time that magical blood memory kicked in was when Night needed it. He had seen this happen for Garth many times already, from everything to identifying food to knowing which road to take while they were traveling. Knowing what he did of magic, Night could not easily dismiss the dreams that he had as nothing more than an overactive imagination.

The Jaunten blood had engaged for a reason. A part of his mind compared his conduct with the conduct of those legendary Nreesce, and he winced. He had been whining for almost a year now of how he wanted Garth to ride him, and how had he reacted when Garth finally started to train him?

If his mother were still alive, she probably would have smacked him.

Well! Maybe he had acted like a brat yesterday, but he wasn’t going to do that from now on. He’d accept his Rider’s lead in this, as a good Nreesce should, and stop being so mule-headed.

Night waited patiently for the other two to wake up, eat breakfast, and to get the next part of the training. He stayed docile and polite when Garth started to put a blanket on him.

“How does that feel?” Garth asked him cautiously.

Had he really been acting so badly that his Rider was wary of his every reaction? Night turned his head slightly so that he could look at Garth. “Fine. It’s rather like wearing those blankets you put on me during the winter.”

Garth notably relaxed. “Good! Let’s put the saddle on, then.”

Despite having gone through this two days ago, the sensation of having a blanket and saddle on his back was still strange. The saddle was definitely a different experience. The weight of it was not really important, but the cinch that went around his belly was…odd. It was not really uncomfortable, just snug. Night wasn’t used to wearing anything that confining.

When it was in place, Garth took a step back and looked at Night carefully. “How about that?”

“Odd,” Night replied finally. “But I can get used to it. It’s snug enough to where you won’t slip, right?”

Garth blinked, obviously not expecting this question. “Uh, yes, it’s snug enough.”

“Bridle?” Night prompted him.

His Rider looked a little baffled at this new, willing attitude of Night’s, but he definitely wasn’t going to question it. While Garth and Night had been training yesterday, Small Rider had made a bridle that was very similar to the design that Night had described to him yesterday morning. It wouldn’t win any prizes on beauty and craftsmanship, but it was fully functional and could do the job until they could have a better version made. Night ducked his head so that Garth could put the nosepiece on, and waited until everything was buckled into place.

“Nothing’s pinching or anything?” Garth inquired, running his eyes over the leather.

“Feels fine,” Night assured him. “Are you going to mount me now?”

“That’s the plan,” Garth answered with a slight smile. “Ready?”

“Ready,” Night affirmed. He made sure to stay perfectly still when Garth put a foot in the left stirrup.

Garth had been riding on a pretty regular basis for a year now, so he was no novice to being in the saddle anymore. But he still had to put an extra bit of effort into swinging up onto Night’s back. Most of the Mage’s previous mounts had been on the shorter side. Garth had done that on purpose. If he was going to fall off the back of a horse, he wanted to make the distance he fell as short as possible. Night was anything but short, and it took additional momentum to swing onto his back. Garth threw his right leg over the stallion’s back and settled into saddle’s seat easily.

As soon as he was fully seated, something magical happened. A connection formed between mount and Rider, and for an eternal moment, two very different people were completely in tune with the other. Garth sucked in a sharp breath when he felt the bond snap into place; between his legs, he felt Night shiver slightly in reaction. It was like two pieces of a puzzle clicking into place, as perfect as a warm sun in a clear blue sky. The absolute rightness of that moment could not be denied.

Small Rider was standing off to the side, just observing, as Garth swung up into the saddle. But even he felt it, when bond between mount and rider formed. Small Rider had little to no sensitivity with magic, but even he could feel that something was going on—and it was awe inspiring to watch. For that moment, he felt equal parts of surprise and envy, wishing that he could switch places with Garth. Right in front of his eyes, he knew without a shadow of a doubt, he was witnessing history being made. Mage and Nreesce were like the scent of warm bread coming from the kitchen; the sound of children’s laughter; the feel of a lover’s warm caress. They were the picture of perfection, contentment, acceptance, and completion.

Like all such moments, this one couldn’t last. In a petulant tone Night lifted his head and asked “Why did we wait to do this?” This sent Garth off into snickering and Small Rider into shaking his head in amusement.

When Garth was able to subdue his laughter, he gathered up the reins in both hands, which gave a silent signal to Night that they were about to move. With infinite patience, he led his Nreesce through movement after movement, using reins and heels and knees to guide Night. The Nreesce followed each lead without complaint.

Small Rider stayed on the sidelines and watched, with approval, as the two went through the paces. Rider and mount were in true harmony with each other as they moved, and it was beautiful to watch. Night was almost prancing as he moved, clearly overjoyed to finally have his Mage on his back. It was like watching poetry in motion, a ballet between horse and rider.

He left them to it, turning to make some lunch. Small Rider was no longer concerned about them. They were like unto the great masters and their canvas, a sculptor and his marble stone; a wave in motion, and a perfect oneness that could not be denied.

 



Chapter Eighteen: Work—Of All Kinds
 

 

The next week was very busy for Night and me. After the training was complete, I swear that I spent every waking moment on Night’s back. Part of it was because Night was always pushing me to ride him. Now that he had me on his back, he wanted to carry me everywhere, it seemed—but the other part of it was completely practical. I traveled back to Jward, fixing the road as I went. As we entered the city, I began shoring up the bedrock underneath as well as I could. I tried to keep the base strata stable enough that we wouldn’t have any serious earthquakes during the evacuation. I couldn’t stop the process completely, but I did what I could to dampen the effects. I was also repairing the roads within the city itself, to make it easier for people to leave when the time came. There had been so many earthquakes recently that some sections of the road were nearly impassable.

I knew that I needed to slow down. I was working from sunup until way past midnight trying to get everything done and, at the same time, keep everyone safe. My magic level was beginning to run low, hinting that I was overworking myself. There was just so much to do. I couldn’t in all good conscience stop working and rest—not when I saw how much work there was left to be done.

It was difficult to drag myself out of bed this morning, and down the stairs. Only one thing convinced me to leave my warm covers. Food.

By all that is magic, I was famished!

And I wouldn’t mind sleeping for about eighteen hours straight.

This morning I was bolting down a quick but oversized breakfast, with firm plans to go out and make sure that all of the roads were still clear. It had been at least six days since I had done that, and I felt it was time to check up on everything again. Keeping those roads passable was crucial to the efficient evacuation of the city, after all. Half-way through my piece of bread, one of the Order’s pages darted in and handed me a note. He darted out again, before I could swallow the food in my mouth, and ask him a question. Frowning, I opened the note and read the contents quickly.

 

Magus,

 

The Trasdee Evondit Orra has sent help for us. They have just arrived if you wish to meet with them. Everyone is in my office.

 

Elion

 

Help? The Trasdee Evondit Orra had sent help?!

I scrambled to my feet and sprinted for the door, grinning like an idiot. Finally, finally, I could share the workload with someone else.

“What has you so excited?” Night demanded as he followed me out the door.

“The Trasdee Evondit Orra sent us help!” I responded happily. Grabbing a handful of mane, I kicked myself up and onto his back, a maneuver that was much harder to do than it seems. Night waited until I was firmly seated, then moved off into a quick trot without my urging. Riding a Nreesce was so much better than riding a horse for this reason alone—a Nreesce could anticipate what you wanted and didn’t need to be controlled in every little thing. “Go to Elion’s office.”

As Night weaved in and out of people, heading toward the Order’s building, I stretched out my magical sense, trying to determine who the magical council had sent. I didn’t know everyone, of course, but over the last six months, I had met quite a few Witches and Wizards.

The first two people I felt were strong enough magically to be a Witch or Wizard, but I didn’t recognize them. Everyone has a different aura, or a different “signature”—for lack of a different word. It was easy to tell people apart. There was a third person that felt very familiar, although it took a moment to place him—Doss. They had sent Professor Doss! Of course, he was an Earth Wizard. I guess his abilities were perfect for this problem.

I turned my attention to the last magical person—and my teeth nearly fell out of my head. “Chatta’s here!”

“Are you sure?” Night demanded incredulously.

“Of course I’m sure!” I wanted to urge him to go faster, but the streets were pretty crowded—he was probably going too fast as it was.

Night apparently didn’t share that assessment—he sped up to a full run, forcing people to dive out of his way, or get run over. Fortunately, we were close to Elion’s office at this point, so he wasn’t running at that insane speed for long. No one was hurt with Night’s mad dash.

I slid off his back to open the doors. With Night in this impatient mood, he’d probably just break them open, instead of waiting for someone to open them for him. It took two long hallways to reach Elion’s office, and by the time I was there, I barely had the patience to open his door.

“Garth!”

I jerked around at Chatta’s voice, turning automatically toward the sound. That happened to be a good thing, because I was barely able to catch her when she launched herself at me, hugging me tightly around the neck. I hugged her back just as tightly, burying my face in the silky feel of her hair. “I missed you,” I whispered hoarsely.

“I missed you too,” she whispered back in heartfelt tones.

There was so much joy building up in me, so much happiness in finally being back with my friend, that I couldn’t contain it. I spun us both about in a tight circle, making her laugh and hold on even tighter.

“Stop hogging her,” Night whined. “I want my hug too!”

Chatta really started laughing at that. I reluctantly let go of her so she could throw her arms around Night’s neck and hug him as well. He rubbed his head against her back, tail swishing in contentment.

Without Chatta distracting me, it finally penetrated my delirious brain that there were other people in the room. Doss was standing nearby, a smile playing around the corners of his mouth. I gave him a slight bow and a smile of greeting. “It’s nice to see you, sir.”

“Likewise, my boy, likewise.” He offered a hand, which I accepted with a firm grip. “You’ve done very well keeping things together up here. I took a peak while we were waiting for you. Your control has improved since you graduated.”

I flushed a bit at the praise. “Thank you, sir.”

Doss turned to the other two Wizards in the room. “I don’t think you’ve met our colleagues yet. This is Wizards Jarod Toumen and Marcus Narain. Gentlemen, may I introduce Magus Rhebengarthen, the Advent Mage.”

I gave him a dirty look for using my nickname as part of a formal introduction. The man had the absolute gall to look innocent. Ignoring him for the moment, as he and I would have words on this subject later, I gave both Wizards a polite bow. “Thank you for the gift of your names.”

“It's a pleasure to meet you as well, Magus,” Toumen responded. He was tall, even for a Hainian, and had rather unusual wavy chestnut hair and hazel eyes. There was just something soothing about him, and I liked him instantly. “We’ve heard quite a few stories about you from Chatta on the way up here.”

I shot my best friend a suspicious look. “What kind of stories?”

She blinked back at me, all innocence. “Oh, nothing major. Like that time we were at the Red Festival and Night knocked you into the fountain. And of course, I had to tell them all about the early days when you and Night were still at the school.”

I groaned and covered my face with both hands. “Thanks a lot, Chatta.”

“It was very entertaining,” Narain offered with a broad grin. He was a rather large man in build, rather like a blacksmith would be, and with the typical Hainian dark coloring. “In her defense, I think she told us most of those stories so we wouldn’t be nervous meeting you. You have quite the reputation, Magus Rhebengarthen.”

I held up a finger to stop him. “I’m Garth, not Magus or Advent Mage, or any of that nonsense. And what do you mean, I have quite the reputation?”

Chatta was the one who answered. “If you believe the rumors, you could probably move mountains if you felt like it.”

I probably could—if I felt like it. But it would be pretty pointless and pretty exhausting. I didn’t exactly want to own up to that, but I didn’t want to lie either, which left me slightly tongue tied for a moment. “Uh-huh. Well. I think everything you heard was rather exaggerated.”

“Probably,” Narain acknowledged with a twinkle in his eye. “At least, that’s what we decided after Chatta told us what you were really like.”

Chatta came closer and linked her arm through mine, looking up at me with forlorn eyes. “So am I forgiven?”

And how was I supposed to stay upset with her when she’s looking at me like that? I blew out a breath and gave up. “I’ll forgive you—in this life.”

She beamed at me.

Why do I have the feeling that I was just manipulated…?

Don’t answer that.

Ignoring the knowing smiles on everyone’s faces, I turned to Doss, who was without question the person with the most experience and authority in the room. That made him the leader of this group, in my mind. “I’ve been keeping the roads in good repair to help expedite people moving out of the city. As I’m sure you’ve seen I’ve been attempting to keep the bedrock underneath us stable. I haven’t had the time or energy to do much else.”

“Understandable,” Doss replied with a nod. “We’ll handle the rest of it. Garth, you are aware that your magic level is too low?”

I winced. I had hoped that he wouldn’t notice that. “Yes sir, I am. There’s just been too much to do.”

“You won’t do anyone any good if you collapse,” he pointed out with a stern finger. “I expect you to rest today. We’ll handle things until you’re properly rested, and your levels are restored.”

I nodded, more relieved than chastised.

“Today, I want you and Chatta to go around the perimeter of the city and mark where you think the land will break. It will give us an idea of which parts of the city need to be reinforced.”

A sound suggestion, and I’d get to spend the day with Chatta, which delighted me no end. “Understood, sir!”

Since we were going out shortly, I borrowed one of Elion’s pages and sent him to fetch Night’s saddle and bridle.

Elion had a map of the city hanging on one wall. I went to it and started pointing out the areas that needed the most work done to them. Some of the buildings were shaky and needed repairs done to the foundations. That gave them a rough outline of what the bedrock was doing under our feet. They already knew what the basic plan was (I assumed that Elion had filled them in), so it didn’t take long to divide up the workload among the five of us.

Within a half hour we were outside again. While we waited for Chatta’s mount to be brought around, and Night’s saddle and bridle to show up, I asked something that had been bothering me. “Where’s Didi?”

“He and Trev’nor have become inseparable,” Chatta explained with a bright smile. “He and I had a talk when I was packing for this trip, and I offered to just let him stay and play with Trev’nor while I’m gone. Since he would have to be quiet and well behaved for weeks on end, he instantly agreed to stay and play with Trev’nor.”

“In other words,” I fixed a suspicious look on her, “you foisted Didi off on a poor, unsuspecting Jaunten couple for an unspecified amount of time.”

“Pretty much,” she agreed cheerfully.

“Chatta, you are an evil, evil woman.” I couldn’t keep in my grin any longer and let it loose. “I’m proud to know you.”

“Why thank you, Garth. I thought it was rather clever myself.”

Chatta’s pretty little palomino mare was brought around at this point, and the page came back with the saddle and bridle. Chatta watched with interest as I quickly saddled Night before I swung up onto his back.

“When did you find time to train him?” she asked me. “For that matter, when did you learn how to train him?”

“Small Rider,” I answered. “I’ll have to introduce you to him when he comes back into the city. There’s a Tonkawacon tribe near here, and he’s one of the master horse trainers. When we went out to find a temporary site to move everyone, Small Rider went with me. He taught me how to train Night while we were out of the city.”

“Oh. Then this must have happened recently.”

“I’ve only been riding Night for about a week now,” I confirmed.

Chatta gave Night a quick wink. “I'll bet you’re happy about this.”

“Very,” Night agreed fervently.

“I was going to check the road out of town to make sure its still in good condition,” I told her as I gathered up the reins in my hands. “Do you mind if we do that first?”

“No, not at all.”

~*~

Everything went by so much faster with Chatta there. She did the majority of the spellwork, partly because I wasn’t supposed to be using magic today, and partly because my magic wasn’t really suitable for putting up red flags. As we worked, we both talked and swapped stories about the last six months, just catching up.

I’d forgotten just how easy it was to talk to her, and it was only now as I rode beside her that I realized just how much I had missed my friend.

Maybe I can talk the Trasdee Evondit Orra into assigning Chatta as my partner. Most Witches or Wizards had partners, and it would make even more sense to assign me a partner. There was some magic that I couldn’t do, after all. I was absolutely loathed to be apart from her again, for any serious length of time.

We went in a large half circle around the city, putting up markers every hundred feet or so, which sounds easy, but takes forever. It was coming on dusk by the time that we were finished.

I hadn’t realized it until Chatta started putting markers up, but actually, when I force the break open, there would be quite a bit of space left around the city. It varied, of course, but there was at least a mile on all sides, and sometimes up to five miles. The city would have at least some room to grow, if it needed it. When we were finally done I stretched in the saddle and hid a yawn. “Why don’t we go get dinner? My treat.”

“I can’t refuse an offer like that,” Chatta replied with a yawn of her own. “I’m starving. Are there any decent restaurants?”

“There’s one near the Order building that serves excellent food. Even their fish is good.”

Chatta rolled her eyes at me. “What is it about fish that you don’t like?”

Rubbing the back of my neck, I pondered that for a moment. “Well, it tastes like…fish.”

“It’s supposed to, Garth,” she drawled sarcastically.

I couldn’t argue that point. “Most men don’t like fish,” I pointed out.

“Wait a minute, I thought men like to go fishing,” she protested.

“Well, yeah, but we don’t eat it.”

That made her think for a moment. “That’s true. Hm. I wonder if it’s just a male thing.”

It could be. I turned and led the way into Jward with Chatta keeping pace beside me. “So how is Trev’nor?”

“He’s growing like a weed. I swear he’s at least a foot taller than when you saw him last. And it’s getting hard to keep track of him. He keeps disappearing all over the Palace. I finally put a locator spell on him for his parents.” She abruptly snapped her fingers, turning to look up at me from the saddle. “That reminds me, I forgot to warn you. The political situation is looking tense right now between Chahir and Hain.”

My head snapped in her direction. “Explain.”

“Apparently there are more people popping up with magical abilities in Chahir.” Her expression was dark and troubled. “They’ve been crossing over into Hain, like you did, but the last few people that crossed the border claimed that they were chased by Chahiran soldiers most of the way. King Guin is becoming very upset about this. I mean, its bad enough to outlaw magic and put a strict sentence on it—but to actually hunt the people down who are trying to leave Chahir?”

I wish I could say that I was surprised by this, but I wasn’t. “Chatta,” I said softly, “if anyone had suspected that I was a Mage, I would have been hunted down, and killed.”

Her complexion turned deathly pale. “Even if you’re trying to leave the country?” she breathed shakily.

“Yes. There is no leniency in Chahir for magic, no mercy. If you have magical abilities, you die. That’s all there is to it.” My voice was flat, leached of all emotion. I couldn’t soften the truth for her. It was the way that the world worked in Chahir.

“You told me this before, I know, but I still can’t believe it. It’s just not right,” she said with anger simmering in her voice.  

“No, it’s not right. But that’s the way it is.”

“Not for much longer,” she refuted firmly. “King Guin is protesting this treatment—loudly. He has already informed Chahir that in a month’s time he will visit them, and they are going to work out some sort of truce for the magically inclined people.”

I blinked at this. “Can he do that?”

“Every Witch, Wizard, and Mage makes a promise before the King to serve him when called upon,” Chatta reminded me patiently. “That includes serving as part of the army if the country ever goes to war. If we ever were to engage in battle with the Chahiran army, they’d lose—badly. If Chahir is wise, they will at least negotiate with King Guin.”

That sounded good on paper, but… “Would he really go to war over this?” I asked her skeptically.

“You haven’t seen him recently,” she told me with a dark frown. “He’s seriously upset. Think about this, Garth. You came out of Chahir, proved to be a powerful Earth Mage, and one of the most loyal magical users to serve the King. How many other people could have been like you, if given the chance, but were caught before they could cross the Hainian border? And that doesn’t even touch on how wrong this is on an ethical level.”

She had a definite point. Two of them, actually. “A month…” I said softly.

“He wants you to go with him,” she continued. “Partly to shove it in their faces that Mages are being born in Chahir, and partly to serve as a guide. You’re going to have to train us all on Chahiran customs, language, and the like before we go.”

I quirked an eyebrow at her. “We?” I parroted. “Are you going too?”

“Oh yes! King Guin was under the distinct impression that you would lynch him if he didn’t let you spend some time with me soon.”

“A perceptive individual,” I noted with a smile in her direction. “Is that why you’re here, then?”

“In part,” she admitted. “But when I heard what you were doing up here, I knew that you’d bitten off more than you can chew, so I came up to help. Besides, if we’re to be ready to leave for Chahir in a month, you’re going to need all the help you can get.”

Unfortunately true.

When I thought of everything that I had left to do to get Jward fixed, I sighed inwardly. Now I had to help prepare everyone to go into Chahir, and once I was in Chahir—well I felt like bashing my head repeatedly against the nearest granite wall. There was just way too much work piling on my head.

“Garth, don’t stress about this,” Chatta advised sympathetically. “We’ll get it all done. We just have to do it one step at a time.”

There was an old Chahiran expression that popped up into my head when she said that, and I muttered it aloud without thinking about it. “A man can not ride ten horses at once.”

She blinked, confused. “What?”

“Old Chahiran expression,” I explained. “A man can not ride ten horses at once. It means that you can’t do more than one thing at a time.”

“I’ll have to remember that one,” she murmured thoughtfully. “In this case, it’s very true. You can’t try and do more than one thing at a time, Garth.”

“I know it,” I sighed. But in the essence of time, I really wished that I could.

~*~

“So…is she a friend, girlfriend, or relative?”

I blinked at this question, turning toward my bedroom doorway. Captain Landis was standing just outside the door to my room, a smile quirking the corners of his mouth.

It was early in the morning, and I wasn’t truly awake yet, so I couldn’t figure out what he was talking about. “I’m sorry?”

“Your Witch friend, Chatta,” he clarified patiently. “Is she a friend, girlfriend, or relative?”

I narrowed my eyes, trying to discern from his expression just why he was asking me that question. “Best friend.”

“Ah.” That smile on his face grew, broadening into more mischievous lines. “Then you won’t mind if I…”

“Your intentions better be honorable, Captain,” I growled at him, “Otherwise I’ll bury you so deep they won’t find your body.”

“Protective of her, aren’t you?” He was outright smirking at me by now.

“Yes,” I replied flatly. When you have a friend that is as gorgeous and incredible as Chatta, any male would be protective. “Are you here simply to tease me, or did you have a more practical purpose?”

“Practical, actually.” He sobered slightly, although the ghost of a smile was still lingering over his face. “The first evacuees are ready to move out. I’m taking a squad with me to act as escort. I know that you gave me a map on how to find the place. However, I want you to go with us this first time and put up some sort of marker along the road so that no one can get lost trying to reach this place.”

That was a sound suggestion and I nodded. “I can put up earth markers easily.”

“Good! I’ve already invited your…friend…Chatta to come with us. She’ll help set up the base camp.”

The strange emphasis he put on the word “friend” made me bristle again, but I held my peace—I just knew that if I said anything more, it would be an open invitation for him to really start teasing. I didn’t intend to be an easy target. “Fine, when are we leaving?”

“In about an hour, we’ll meet at the north gate.”

I nodded. As he turned and sauntered off, I made a mental note to myself to keep an eye on him. He seemed nice enough, but…well, I didn’t think he was worthy of my best friend either.

~*~

“I’m hungry,” Chatta complained.

“Nice to meet you, Hungry,” I answered with a straight face. “That certainly is an odd name, why did your parents choose that one?”

“Oh, we are so funny,” she rolled her eyes expressively.

Was it my fault that she gave me such a beautiful opening to tease her? I did my best to look innocent, but I don’t think I pulled it off, because she continued to glare at me.

In all fairness, I was pretty hungry myself. We traveled ahead of the main group of evacuees in order to prepare the camp. It took a full day’s riding to get there, so we set up a hasty camp the night before. We had gotten an early start this morning, and we have been working since daybreak; it was now well past noon. Add in the fact that we had been working magic practically the entire time. We had every right to be starving.

Unfortunately, we had nothing handy to snack on so it meant that we had to stop and cook something. See, this is why I like cities—at least in a city I don’t always have to cook, I can just go to a restaurant.

Since we were rather restaurant-less at the moment, I went with the next best option. I quickly touched a finger to the tip of my nose, “So who’s going to cook?”

Chatta whipped around, saw my position and smug smile, and actually growled at me. “I am not cooking!”

I let my smile grow wider.

Obviously she realized that she could continue to argue the point, but that would simply delay the food being cooked and leave us hungry that much longer. With ill grace she gave in. “Oh, fine, but you’re cooking next time!”

That was perfectly acceptable at the moment, so I nodded agreeably. “All right.”

As Chatta started to cook something for lunch, I took a look around the valley. No one would be able to recognize the place again. Chatta and I divided the area up into twenty large sections that were meant to be neighborhoods. I put up streets connecting those twenty sections by simply putting the dirt under enough pressure that it turned into solid stone.

While I was doing that, Chatta put markers all over the place. Each place had a name card, and was marked with a distinct color, so that it would be easier to direct people to certain places. Once the streets were in place, I put in a ton of fire pits, and then diverted the stream in a few places. Now people wouldn’t have to walk so far to draw water.

Really, we had done very good work. The place was ready for people, now. I nodded in satisfaction, and then because I felt a little guilty about tricking her into cooking, I turned to help Chatta.

~*~

It was late that afternoon when the first wave of evacuees arrived. As soon as they were near, Chatta rode out to meet the people and started to direct them to different areas.

While she was polite, cheerful, and completely charming, there was no doubt in anyone’s mind on who was in charge.

I sat nearby and just watched her, intrigued by this new aspect of my friend that I had never seen before. I hadn’t known that she was good at organizing people like this. I knew that Chatta was from an aristocratic family, but she was so comfortable camping out of doors, or doing hard work, that I sometimes forgot her upbringing; at least I did until she did something like this and reminded me of it.

When people were heading in the right direction, Captain Landis rode up and gave us both a friendly nod of greeting. “Witch Delheart, Magus, everything looks perfect.”

“We did our best,” Chatta answered with a winning smile. “Were there any problems with the road as you came in?”

“None,” Landis answered immediately. “We had a very easy time coming in, actually. Just before I left, I received a report that the next group of evacuees should be ready to leave in a day or so.”

He had received that report two days ago, so they were probably ready to leave right now. “Are you the only one bringing people out here?”

“No, I have several lieutenants that are in charge of certain sections of the city. They’ll bring their people out when ready to do so. The first few sections you’ve prepared look excellent, but are all of the other sections this well prepared?”

Ah, now I saw what he was getting at. “Yes, they are.”

A look of relief passed over his face. “Good.”

After the teasing that the man had subjected me to three days ago about Chatta, I had expected him to start in again now that he had the opportunity to do so. I was wrong, however, as he politely excused himself and went off to oversee everyone.

“He seems like a nice man,” Chatta observed.

I nodded in agreement, thinking to myself that the Captain’s nice exterior covered a streak of mischief.

“Do we stay the night here or head back?” she asked, changing the subject completely.

I glanced at the sky, estimating that we had about three or four hours of daylight left. “We might as well leave now. We can find some place to camp along the road tonight.” That would put us back in Jward somewhere around noon tomorrow. Normally I would have stayed put for the night, but time was in short supply right now.

Chatta nodded, as if she were thinking along the same lines. “Let’s double check with Landis first to see if he needs us to do anything else for him before we leave.”

That was the polite thing to do, so I agreed. It took only a few minutes to check with the Captain; he didn’t need anything else from us, so we packed up what little we had brought with us and rode out of the valley.

As we left, I took one last glance at the valley behind us. Very soon this empty place would be crawling with people, although at the moment it was hard for me to picture that.

I blew out a breath and turned back around, tapping my heels to Night’s flanks to get him into motion. We still had a lot to do, but we were definitely making progress.

 



Chapter Nineteen: Moving
 

 

I sat on Night’s back, looking over the city of Jward. The city was empty now; there wasn’t a single soul inside of its walls, aside from a rat or two. The hard part, moving everyone to the valley and reinforcing the city, had been done.

Now came the “easy” part.

Well, at least, it was easy in theory. Actually doing it would be another matter entirely.

I had thought long and hard about this before doing anything, and had realized a few days ago that I couldn't expect to just drop a large chunk of land into the ocean without there being some rather significant side effects. It would be like dropping a large stone into a bucket of water and not expecting the water to splash over the rim. So I took about an hour and built up the walls near the coastline as high as I could, trying to prevent any flooding to the mainland. I went down about, oh, fifteen miles in either direction. There would probably still be some flooding after that point, but nothing too major. And I honestly couldn't spare more magic to extend my walls any further out than that.

Chatta rode up at a brisk canter, reigning to a stop beside me. She had gone briefly to make absolutely sure that there was no one within a five mile radius of the city. I didn’t want anyone closer than that when I started, literally, to tear the earth apart. In fact, I wasn’t very easy about having Night or Chatta nearby when I started working, but when I had dared to suggest that they wait for me with everyone else, I had been met with twin glares of disgust. It had been fairly obvious that I wasn’t going to win that argument, so I had just given up.

“Ready?” she asked me with pensive eyes.

No. “Yes.”

I slid off Night’s back, gesturing for her to do the same. “You want to be as flat on the ground as possible when I start,” I warned grimly.

She slid off the back of her mare immediately, and her eyes on me were distinctly worried. “Garth, this isn’t…dangerous, is it?”

I was going to purposefully break the ground under us. What part of that was safe? I didn’t want to worry her more than I already was, so I didn’t say that. “You’re going to get pretty shook up.”

“I know that,” she burst out in frustration, running a rough hand over her hair. “What I want to know is if it’s safe for you to be doing this!”

“I’m not in danger,” I assured her quietly. And I wasn’t, really. This was just going to be exhausting in the extreme, and I had to do everything exactly right. I had to hit the right spot, with exactly the right force, at precisely the right moment. If I was off, even a little, I risked causing damage that I didn’t intend. That might result in opening up a large fissure down the middle of the city.

Not exactly a reassuring thought.

“Garth,” she growled, her expression as black as a thundercloud. “Why do I get the feeling that there is something that you’re not telling me?!”

Sometimes I really wished that Chatta was less perceptive and intuitive. I sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Chatta, if I don’t do this precisely right, I risk damaging or destroying the city entirely.”

Her eyes went wide. “Oh. That’s…not good.”

I think “not good” is an understatement ranked right up there with saying that a beaver might have a little trouble building a dam in the middle of a typhoon. “This is going to be very taxing,” I continued in a quiet voice that hid my own anxieties. “And I’m going to need absolute concentration so I don’t do something stupid.”

“I’ll be as quiet as a mouse,” she promised fervently.

As nervous as I was, I still appreciated that she was there. If anything did go wrong, she probably couldn’t do much to stop it, but she might be able to dampen the effects. I knew that this was going to drain me badly, so it was comforting for me to know that I could collapse afterwards, and that Chatta would be there to help me.

I sat on the ground, crossed my legs comfortably to help keep me more stable. I glanced up at Night, then Chatta, and nodded firmly. “Here goes.”

“Good luck,” Night offered.

I was going to need it. I closed my eyes, shutting out the outside world and putting my mind firmly into the ground underneath me. I had been doing this fairly regularly for nearly four weeks now, but it was still somewhat of a surprise to look at it. Something about the sheer violence of what was brewing in front of my eyes made a shiver of panic run up my spine.

This was not a good place just to throw power around. And guessing definitely wasn’t an option. If I guessed wrong, and hammered a spike in the wrong place, a crack could form and spread right through the city. That would be bad, very bad.

I spent the last week intensely studying everything and making plans on where the best spots were for a short, hard jab of power to go. Still, it was best not to assume anything, especially not when working on something that was highly unstable to begin with. I spent an hour looking the situation over again, but it hadn’t really changed since I last studied it, which was last night.

It was the moment of truth. I was either right or wrong, and just sitting here staring at it wasn’t going to do anything. I marshaled all of my control and power, in as great a quantity as I could safely hold, and drove it hard into the first fracture.

Even as detached as I was from my body, I could still feel the earth rock as it splintered from the force of my blow. When the tremors died down a little, I looked the area over carefully; the bedrock had broken in pretty much the path that I had expected it to. Heaving a mental sigh of relief, I moved on to the next spot.

Don’t ask me how long I was doing this. I couldn’t tell you. I lost all track of time as I worked. It was longer than an hour, I can tell you that. It was less than a day; that I was sure of. Anything in between that time frame was possible.

Everything in me was focused on the next critical spot that I needed to hit. The raw power that was flowing through my body sent my nerves singing so highly, that I hovered somewhere between pleasure and pain. The sound of the earth splitting around me, literally tearing itself apart, rang out in wild peels through the air.

I had worked from one end of the city to the other, following the markers that Chatta had so carefully erected nearly three weeks ago. Actually, I never made it all the way around the city. I was still a half mile off when the force building up beneath the bedrock finished the work for me. With a final, terrible wrench, the city of Jward and the land around it split off from the mainland and fell into the sea. There was more that enough force to cause a tidal wave to rise up and crash against the shore.

I wish I could say that the hard part was done, but actually that had been easy; brutally hard, but simple to do. The hard part was getting the earth to calm down again after I had dealt it so much damage, and fed it so much power. I spent quite some time just re-diverting that latent power and, figuratively, soothing the bedrock’s ruffled feathers.

It would still take time for everything to truly settle, of course, but I finally had everything fairly stable, and quiet. I pulled back into my body—shivering so hard that I nearly bit my tongue. Great magic, but I really had been down there too long!

Warmth suddenly flooded my system, calming the violent shivers that were wracking my body. I settled into it with a sigh of relief. Without the extreme cold taking up all of my attention, I realized that I was actually leaning against something—scratch that, I was leaning against someone. My back was against something soft and warm, there were two arms twined around my waist, and something silky kept brushing the bare skin of my neck.

Chatta.

“Garth? Are you back?”

“Yes,” I croaked.

One of those arms left my waist for a moment, and then a canteen hovered in front of my nose. With shaking hands I helped guide the canteen to my mouth. Then I swallowed the contents down in one long gulp. Canteen water always tastes flat, and warm, but at that moment it was heaven to my parched throat and mouth.

Chatta put the canteen down when it was dry and brushed her hand against my forehead. “You scared me,” she whispered and her voice trembled slightly. “I’ve never seen you down for so long.”

“I had to do it all at once.” I explained slowly because my brain was still a little rattled and the world didn’t feel entirely solid yet. “I couldn’t risk taking a break; things changed too fast.” It felt so wonderful to just lean against her and not do anything, that I lost the thread of my explanation and let my eyes fall closed.

Distantly I heard a conversation floating over my head, but I didn’t pay a lot of attention until I heard my name.

“…Garth didn’t think he’d need help after doing this much work!” there was a mix of frustration, fondness, and exasperation coloring Chatta’s words.

“I think he was more worried about how we would ride out the tremors while he was doing everything,” Night corrected. “Are you tired? You’ve been holding him up for over an hour, now.”

“He would have fallen flat on his face if I hadn’t caught him,” Chatta grumbled. “And yes, my arms are tired, but he’s still chilled. He needs the body heat.”

“Lay him down; I can curl up on the other side him.”

“That’s a practical suggestion, Night.”

I felt myself being turned sideways. Part of me realized what they were planning, but everything was wrapped in layers of black and fog. It was hard to react. So I just stayed agreeable, not a taxing thing to do, and let my body be manipulated until I was lying flat. Something soft was put under my head, and something heavy and warm was draped over my body. Two bodies of heat moved in close and pressed against me, one of them much larger than the other. They were so wonderfully warm that I unconsciously snuggled in closer to both heat sources.

Something gently brushed the hair out of my eyes and I heard a voice murmur against my skin, “Just rest, Garth.”

It was such a wonderful suggestion that I happily drifted off to sleep.

~*~

Did you ever wake up, and the situation around you was so incredible, that you were absolutely convinced that you must be dreaming still?

I had Chatta snuggled up against me, arm comfortably curled over my chest and her head on my shoulder. Night was curled around both of us like we were his foals. When I turned my head, just a little, I could see over Chatta—and I saw the coast. A brilliant smile stole over my face as I took in the drastic changes to the coastline.

It had worked!

Jward was an island.

In that moment, I had practically everything that I wanted. I had done my job, and done it well. Jward was a solid, stable island, and the mainland hadn’t shattered into a thousand pieces in the process. Two of the best friends I’d ever have were right next to me, whole and safe—and snoring.

Well, Night was snoring. Chatta was thankfully a silent sleeper.

Life was so perfect that I decided it was sacrilegious to even consider moving and spoiling it.

So I went back to sleep.

~*~

"Garth? Garth! You're scaring me, wake up."

Persistent woman! Here I was, peacefully sleeping, and she was insistently trying to drag me out of my warm comfort. My eyes were still heavy with sleep, and it took a moment of arguing with them before I could finally get one eye open enough to glare at her. "My pants leg had better be on fire."

Chatta had been leaning over me, face tight in worry, but as I spoke, the taut lines of her face relaxed into a smile. "Well, you're back to your normal, grouchy self this morning. How do you feel?"

"Sleepy," I groaned. Surely she was satisfied that I wasn't comatose, and I could go back to sleep.

"Sorry, Garth, but you need to get up."

When that failed to get a reaction, she added hopefully, "I cooked breakfast."

Now that she mentioned it, my nose was informing me that there was something appetizing nearby. Hmmm. I took a moment to weigh the virtue of more sleep, against the mouth watering idea of food. It was close, but food trumped sleep. Grudgingly, I rolled over onto my side and propped myself up on one elbow. A large yawn, which I stifled behind one hand, threatened to crack my face open.

"You've slept well over sixteen hours," Night said in worry. "And you're still tired?"

"He worked a tremendous amount of magic," Chatta reminded him. "I would still be asleep if I tried to do something like that. Garth, come eat something. It will make you feel better."

My stomach was threatening to start chewing on my backbone if it didn't get food soon. I rolled over enough to where I could sit up. Chatta handed me a plate of thick stew, which looked really, really good. I started in on it with a smile.

The food did help revive me. After three plates of stew, I felt awake enough to actually consider the idea of staying awake for the foreseeable future—at least until after lunch.

Since Chatta and I were both eating, Night took it upon himself to fill me in. "Doss contacted Chatta while you were sleeping. They want you to leave for Del'Hain as soon as you put the bridge in. Guin is getting impatient—he wants to leave for Chahir as soon as possible."

At this bit of news I paused, giving them both a penetrating look. "Did something happen?"

Chatta was watching me with unfathomable eyes. "Another Mage has come out of Chahir."

My breath halted in my chest. "Are you serious?!" I demanded incredulously.

She nodded once. "A Life Mage."

Life Mage…great magic! It took a moment for me to remember what I had learned in school about Life Mages. "If memory serves," I said slowly, "a Life Mage has the ability to communicate, mimic, and control any living creature."

"From a cockroach to a human being," Chatta confirmed. "They can also create life, if they feel like it; although, that is a very risky business, and they are strictly governed on what they can create."

All things considered, I could see why. I couldn't remember much more information than that—I think it was one of those points in Wizards Through the Ages that I had half-slept through. "How old is he?"

"She," Chatta gave me an arch look, "is fourteen years old."

My jaw dropped so hard it hit the ground and bounced. "A fourteen year old girl crossed out of Chahir and made it all the way to Del'Hain?" I knew precisely how dangerous that journey was—it would have been at least twice as dangerous for a lone teenage girl.

Chatta knew how dangerous that trip was, and raised a hand to stop me before I could jump to any hasty assumptions. "As I understand it, her brother came with her. They made it here safely, anyway, and the Trasdee Evondit Orra are beside themselves at this new discovery."

Yeah, I bet they were. I sat back, mulling this information over. Another Mage discovered—a completely different type of Mage, at that. And she had come out of Chahir. Guin was already irritated that people with magical ability were being hunted in Chahir. This new Life Mage showing up would be like pouring salt in an open wound.

My new King was becoming impatient, and it would behoove me to get back to the capitol as quickly as Night could carry me. "Right. I think I better tackle a bridge this morning."

"Don't push it," Chatta warned me. "You're still recovering from yesterday."

"This will be easy," I assured her. "Nothing like yesterday. And I promise to take a break if I feel like I'm overdoing it."

I think she wanted me to rest for a full day before doing anything else magically, but we had our orders, and she knew that as well as I did. So she nodded unhappily and went back to eating.

"We'll connect with a riverboat in Geol," Night continued with an idle toss of his head. "You can sleep on the way back to the capital that way, and not have to worry about trying to stay on my back."

"Good idea," I approved.

~*~

The bridge took all of an hour to build.

Working magic when I didn’t have to scry at the same time was a piece of cake. I just looked at all the loose dirt and stone that I had shaken free yesterday, told it to form a natural bridge connecting to the new island, and poof—instant bridge.

I made it four wagons wide just to be on the safe side. And for my own peace of mind, I took a moment to build up a platform for the new island to rest on, and melded it into place on the sea floor.

I didn't want to come back up here and deal with a floating island, after all.

By the time I was done, Chatta had cleaned up our campsite, saddled both her mare and Night, and was simply waiting for me.

"Is the land stable enough to do all of this yet?" she asked, one suspicious eye on our surroundings.

If this break-up had occurred naturally, it would have taken months for the land to settle right. But it hadn't been natural, and I'm not above using shortcuts to make things faster. "Yes. I made sure of that before I did anything."

That satisfied her, and she nodded. "Ready to go?"

"Of course." I accepted Night's reins from her and swung up easily onto the stallion's back. I was still feeling a little bagged out, and a nap sounded good, but I knew that in a day or two I could sleep as much as I wanted. I just had to hold out until then. As we rode away from Jward, a thought occurred to me. "Do we need to call Doss and tell him we're done?"

She shook her head briefly. "No need, I did that while you were finishing up."

Perfect.

"Doss does want us to come by the city camp before we leave for Geol," she added. "There are a lot of people that want to say goodbye before we head home."

Well, the camp was sort of on the way to Geol. It wouldn't be that much of a delay. I just hoped that the goodbyes wouldn't be the embarrassing you're-a-wonderful-Advent-Mage type.



Chapter Twenty: Introductions
 

 

"Garth!" The word "finally" was unspoken, but still clearly heard in Guin's voice. "I trust that the situation in Jward has been resolved?"

I had been back in Del'Hain all of two seconds when Val Haben appeared out of thin air, nabbed Chatta, Night and me, and then swiftly dragged us back to the Palace. I was covered in travel dirt, hungry, and wanted to do nothing more taxing than soak in a hot bath for several hours.

I took one look at Guin's impatient expression and knew that I'd be lucky to sit down for two consecutive seconds, much less escape long enough to find food. "Yes, sire, completely resolved. You have been informed of our solution?"

"Yes, you turned the city into an island and connected it with a land bridge," he replied with barely restrained impatience.

"That part is done," I informed him concisely. Short sentences seemed to be the order of the day. "All they have to do is repair any damage done to the city and move the inhabitants back in."

That satisfied him and he actually smiled for a moment. "Good. Now that you're free of that project, I want your expertise here. Chatta has informed you of the growing tension between Vonlorisen and me?"

I nodded once. Tension between the two monarchs had been all that anyone could talk about, and I had heard rumors fly while I was being swiftly escorted to Guin's study.

His eyes flashed to Chatta, standing beside me, and approval flashed across his face. "I thought as much. I plan to leave by the end of the month for Chahir. You and Chatta will accompany me. In the meantime, I want you to thoroughly educate the people coming with me in Chahiran laws, customs, and language. You'll find that most of the aristocratic class speaks at least a little Chahirese, but don't assume that they are comfortable with the language."

Well. This ought to be fun. "How many people will be accompanying us, sire?"

"I expect that there will be a hundred or so, guards included."

The man expected me to tutor a hundred people in three weeks? Enough to where they could walk into Chahir without causing any diplomatic incidents out of ignorance? Was he crazy?

He must have seen my panic because he smiled reassuringly. "I don't expect you to tutor everyone, Garth. My Jaunten will form up most of the guard, and as you know, they have their ancestor's knowledge to draw upon. They will also help tutor everyone else. There are only ten or so people that I want you to tutor, including Chatta and a few Witches and Wizards that will come along. Oh," he snapped his fingers as a thought occurred to him, "and Chatta, your father is insisting that he come along. Garth, you'll need to teach him as well."

Chatta has mentioned her family several times—as I had talked about mine—but I'd never met any of them. Her father was a Speaker far to the north of Hain, serving as a Royal Voice for Guin. Her elder sister had already graduated and was serving as a traveling Witch. They had been too far away to visit easily, and the one time they were scheduled to be in Del'Hain, I was out doing some sort of cleanup for Guin in another part of the country. I'd been told that her family was nice, and judging just from Chatta, I'm sure they were.

I was still nervous about meeting her father, though.

However, that's not something you say to your King. "Yes, sire. Is he here?"

"He's out doing something for me at the moment. I expect him back for dinner."

Right. Well, at least I had a few hours to mentally prepare myself. "Is there anything else that you need me to do?"

"A request, really. Stop by and see Trev'nor as soon as possible, would you?" the King rolled his eyes, looking very put upon. "I made the mistake of telling him that I expected you back today. He's driven us all crazy asking if you've arrived yet."

I bit back a smile. "I see. I'll visit him next, then. Anything else?"

"Stop by the school as well. Hevencoran, the newly discovered Mage, looks very…lost. I think she's shocked at how different our cultures are. It would help if she could speak with you, I think."

I understood exactly what the poor girl was going through. I had Jaunten knowledge to smooth out the rougher spots of transition—she didn't. I nodded in compassion. "I'll see her today."

Guin nodded back, satisfied. "That's everything, I think. Feel free to take at least some time to freshen up from your travels."

Was that a diplomatic way of saying "you smell, go take a bath?" Perhaps. Either way, it was a suggestion I was glad to follow. "Gladly, sire."

Chatta followed me out, and it was only when the King's study door was firmly shut behind us that we gave each other expressive looks of resignation.

"The man's a workaholic," Chatta muttered.

"Undeniably," I agreed with a sigh. And I really envied Night right now. When we arrived, he went straight to the stables to badger some stable hand into giving him a bath. Lucky brat! He'd no doubt relax the rest of the day and gorge himself on apples, while I, his esteemed Rider, was destined to be sucked into a whirlwind, like the fluff of a dandelion.

"I am going for a hot bath," Chatta announced. "And I'll turn anyone who tries to stop me into a toad!"

I grinned at the mental image. "Good plan. I'll meet you later?"

"At dinner, probably." With a wave, she wandered off down the hallway.

I turned toward my room, which lay in the opposite direction. A hot bath sounded good, but it would have to be a quick one for me. And maybe I could detour past the kitchens at some point and charm some food out of the Palace Cook.

If I looked pitiful enough, she might even give me a cookie.

Cheered by the thought, I hummed to myself as I went in search of privacy and a huge tub of hot water.

~*~

I spent at least three hours visiting with Trev'nor, telling him all about Jward and Small Rider, and how I could ride Night now. He soaked up everything I said like a dry sponge. That I didn't mind, but he hung on like a limpet when I tried to leave. Shaking him off proved to be impossible—he clung even tighter when I made noises about "other things to do."

In the end, I just took him with me to visit Hevencoran.

Trev'nor was delighted at the chance to meet another Mage. I think we were both relieved to know that more Mages were being born—and not just Earth Mages. He chattered all sorts of questions at me (most of which I didn't have the answers to) as we walked around the Academy trying to find the new Mage.

Out of sheer dumb luck, we finally stumbled across her in the stables. She had one hand on the neck of a Nreesce mare, talking to her so softly that I couldn't hear the words. I wasn't really surprised to see this—she was, after all, a Life Mage. She'd naturally be drawn to magical creatures, just like I was naturally drawn to elements of the earth.

I took the opportunity to look at her as I approached. Hevencoran was slight, a wisp of a girl, with platinum blonde hair down to her waist and fair skin. Leaning against the building next to her was a raw-boned teenage boy who was probably about my age. He had the same fair hair and skin, and was obviously kin to the girl. Ah. This must be the older brother who came with her.

The boy looked up at my approach, took in my appearance, and straightened abruptly. Hevencoran turned, noticed me, and tensed a little in surprise. I stopped a polite two feet away and bowed to them both. In my native tongue I said, "I am Rhebengarthen, Earth Mage and child of the Jaunten." Gesturing to Trev'nor, who was at my side, I added, "This is Trev'nor, my adopted-brother, who is also an Earth Mage."

Both siblings gaped at me, shock dominating their faces. "Thank you for the gift of your names," the brother finally managed. "I am Hevenreien. This is my sister, Hevencoran."

Trev'nor bowed to them both, adorably polite and formal. In accented Chahirese he said, "A pleasure to exchange names."

Hearing a Tonkawacon greeting in Chahirese was really strange and kind of funny at the same time. I carefully swallowed a smile before Trev'nor noticed. "Forgive me if I'm interrupting something," I continued in a calm voice. "King Guin told me that you were here, Hevencoran, and that you had many questions. I thought that while I am in Del'Hain, I could help you answer some of those questions, and perhaps, better adjust to Hain."

"I would appreciate that very much," she agreed fervently. "You…are the Advent Mage?"

I winced when she used the nickname. Great good magic, even she had heard of it! "People call me that, yes."

The siblings exchanged slightly confused looks at my response. Sighing, I tried to explain. "They call me that because I was the first Mage discovered in over two hundred years. However, the nickname seems to come hand in hand with…a grossly exaggerated reputation. I don't like to be called that."

"Ah," Hevenreien murmured in understanding. "Well, that is reasonable."

Glad he understood that; I let the matter drop. "Let me treat you both to a late lunch. I can answer your questions while we eat."

They both perked up at the friendly overture, and nodded in agreement, so I led them into the city. Of course, I was peppered with questions as we walked to a favorite café of mine. The questions ranged from dealing with food, to culture, to clothes, to language, and to magic. Hevencoran seemed to be curious about everything. To my amusement, Trev'nor answered some of her questions. Having a five year old explain something to a fifteen year old was inherently amusing; especially when his Chahirese wasn't quite fluent. His parents had been teaching him the language, but he'd only been learning for a little less than a year. He still had a tendency to say certain things backwards. I had the interesting job of trying to smooth out any inconsistencies without making it obvious to Trev'nor what I was doing.

The questioning was not one-sided. I asked quite a few questions myself. Through them I learned about the political situation at home. King Vonlorisen was irate with King Guin for trying to dictate Chahir's internal policies. I didn't foresee negotiations going smoothly when we finally went to Chahir. And the policy on magic had been changed since I left—it was even stricter now. That didn't bode well.

"We barely made it across the border," Hevenreien admitted morosely. "And I don't think it's because they knew about Cora. They're just viewing anyone who is trying to cross the border, anyone without a merchant's pass that is, as someone with magical ability. The border patrol is ruthless in hunting people down."

Scary thought! Over a year ago, when I had crossed over to Hain, I hadn't seen anyone. Would I have made it to safety if I had been faced with the same opposition these two had? I'd like to think so.

But I wasn't positive I would have.

We sat at the café's outside tables, and I helped guide them on what was the best to eat. Neither of them spoke Hainish very well, and few people really spoke Chahirese. I hoped they both had an affinity for languages; otherwise they were in for a rough ride.

Hevencoran leaned forward in her chair, snaring her eyes with mine. "Rhebengarthen, you said that you are a child of the Jaunten?"

I nodded affirmatively.

"How did that come about?"

I gave her a brief outline of the story of my own crossing into Hain. She listened with rapt attention, eyes widening slightly in her face as the story progressed. When I finished she became, if possible, even more intent. "Then you can make others into Jaunten, by simply sharing your blood?"

Once again, I nodded. But this time I did so cautiously. I had a feeling she was going somewhere with this.

Her eyes went to her brother's, and some sort of silent communication passed between them. Hevenreien nodded slowly before facing me. "Will you make me Jaunten?"

Not…entirely what I was expecting. I had thought that his sister would ask, not him. "Why?"

"It would help me in many ways," he answered with serious eyes. "I would know the culture, the language, and the land. I would become part of the King's Jaunten. I could help my sister learn Hainish, and know how to protect her better."

I sat back and pondered this for a moment. I could see where he was going with this, and why he was headed in that direction. By making him Jaunten, he would have instant knowledge and an immediate profession. Really, this was probably a very wise choice on his part. I was too cautious to just agree on the spot, however. "I am inclined to agree," I answered carefully. "However, I want you to meet other Jaunten here, and talk with them. I am not a true Jaunten; I do not serve the King as the other Jaunten do. There might be quirks to this profession that I am not aware of. After you talk to them, if you still wish to be made Jaunten, then I will make you one."

They both relaxed, smiles breaking over their faces.

Deciding it was only charitable to warn him, I added, "Your hair will turn white like mine, by the way."

He blinked, puzzled. "Eh?"

"All Jaunten that are made have white hair like mine," I explained patiently. "Jaunten that are born Jaunten keep their natural hair coloring. I think it’s the effect of magic changing an adult's body into Jaunten that changes the hair color—but that's just a guess on my part."

He ran a hand ruefully through his hair and shrugged. "There wouldn't be much difference. My hair is very light anyway."

True.

We finished our lunch (actually it was more like an afternoon snack for me, since I'd already had lunch), and I took them to the Palace. I took them to Trev'nor's adopted parents, since the Gaines were nice people, and I needed to return their son anyway.

When we arrived, I made the basic introductions, stepped back and let the conversation between the four take its natural course. They actually got along rather well, and the Gaines were quite taken with the idea of turning Hevenreien into Jaunten as well.

A few minutes of this and Night wandered into the room. He looked perfectly groomed, well fed, well rested, and ready for mischief. I glared at him enviously. How come he got a nap and I didn't?

Hevencoran stopped in mid-sentence at Night's entrance, her whole body turning to face him. I've never seen a person's eyes grow that big. For a long moment, they just stared at each other.

Night tossed his head slightly, ears pricked in curiosity. "She is the Life Mage?"

I nodded. "Hevencoran, this is Night, my Nreesce. Night, this is Hevencoran and her brother, Hevenreien."

They'd obviously heard that I had a Nreesce, because that didn't surprise them. Hevencoran was staring wide eyed at Night, however. "He…"

I frowned slightly at her. "Yes?"

"He's…like you," she finally managed hoarsely.

For a few moments her words made absolutely no sense. Then it occurred to me just what it was that she was seeing—the Jaunten blood that was in me, and in Night. Of course, to a largely untrained Mage, she could see the similarity but not the reason behind it. I nodded in confirmation. "Night has the blood of the Jaunten as well."

"Is that possible?" her brother demanded incredulously.

"We didn't think so—until I accidentally turned Night," I admitted.

"He is a sentient creature," Liah pointed out with a thoughtful expression on her face. "I suppose the magic could adapt enough to fit a Nreesce's body."

Night walked over to Hevencoran and lowered his head enough to where their eyes were almost on the same level. She raised both hands to frame his face, staring at him intently.

"Mm," Night murmured in content. "She feels nice."

I was not surprised. A Life Mage was supposed to be very attractive to all living creatures.

"You're gorgeous," Hevencoran sighed to my happy Nreesce. Night whickered in pleasure, rubbing his cheek against hers.

I took one look at the situation and groaned. Yet another person, that adored Night, had shown up. I had no doubt that she would spoil him rotten as well!

We couldn't leave for Chahir too soon, in my opinion.

~*~

I was heading toward the west wing of the Palace, and the "informal" dining room for dinner, when there was a hail behind me.

"Garth!"

Recognizing the voice as Chatta's, I turned to greet her—and tensed slightly. There was a man walking beside her, and I knew, just knew, that it was her father. He stood a good head and shoulders above me (not atypical in this country), had thick black hair and the dark eyes and skin tone of Hain. The formal robes he wore were of dark green and held the royal crest on the right shoulder, proclaiming him a Speaker. He looked powerful, in control…and pleasantly blank.

I squirmed mentally when I realized what I would look like in comparison to this man. I was short, pale, and wearing the only clean clothing I had at the moment—the informal brown Mage robes. I wasn't about to let my outward appearance shake my confidence, however. I pulled myself together mentally and gave Chatta a warm smile. "I didn't see any toads."

She laughed merrily. "No, I managed to get away from everyone long enough to have a nice, long soak in a bath." Capturing her father's arm she smiled up at him. "Da, this is Magus Rhebengarthen. Garth, this is my father, Sven Delheart, Royal Speaker and Lon of Chasmiss."

I bowed politely. "Thank you for the gift of your name."

He blinked, and then bowed slightly back. "It's a pleasure to meet you, as well. I have heard a great deal about you from my daughter."

Yes, I bet he had.

"Garth, why don't you join our table tonight?" Chatta invited with a winsome smile. "You can tell me about the new Life Mage. Guin said you went to meet her today."

"That's only the surface of the ocean," I assured her.

She gave me a blank look. "Surface of the ocean?" she parroted with a lack of comprehension.

I had to think for a moment before I came up with a phrase similar in Hainish. "Only the tip of the iceberg, I believe is what you'd say."

"Ah. Well, come with us, then." She held out a hand to me in anticipation.

Normally I wouldn't have hesitated to accept that invitation, but I didn't want to intrude where I might not be wanted. Lon Delheart didn't get to see his daughter often, and he might want to spend time with her without my presence. I looked to him. "I would not wish to impose, Lon."

He was watching me carefully, weighing me with his eyes. "No, Magus, you are welcome to join us."

I couldn't figure out if he really meant that or not, so decided to go with the flow. I drew Chatta's hand into the crook of my elbow, where it rested comfortably. Delheart had his daughter's other arm, so she was flanked on both sides, and seemed quite happy about it.

"So how is Trev'nor?" Chatta asked as we continued our way toward the dining room.

"Excited, curious, energetic," I replied dryly. "The usual. I took him with me to meet Hevencoran—that's the Life Mage—and he loved every minute of it."

She shook her head ruefully. "I'm sure he did."

"And how's Didi?" I asked innocently.

"Excited, curious, energetic—the usual," she deadpanned. She mock-scowled at me when I laughed. "It's not funny! He literally pounced on me when I went to pick him up. I had to distract him with an elaborate maze of locks and string just to make it down to dinner."

"Perhaps you should re-consider leaving him behind next time?"

Chatta arched a pointed eyebrow at me. "The next trip we're making is into Chahir. Do you really want me to take Didi along on a diplomatic trip?"

I briefly thought about that and shuddered in horror. "No."

"I thought it was a bad idea as well. The Gaines told me that Didi was quite well behaved while we were gone, and that they're willing to keep him again when I leave."

"Perhaps you should train him so you don't have to worry about him in public situations," her father suggested mildly.

"I've tried," she sighed mournfully. "Nothing I did worked. You're welcome to train him. I've run out of ideas."

"I shall attempt to do so in my abundance of free time," her father drawled.

Chatta strove to ignore that. "Speaking of which—Garth, when do you want to start tutoring us?"

I pondered that question for a moment. "After I get a full night's sleep. Preferably after breakfast."

"I take that to mean that your schedule is fairly clear?" she asked in amusement.

"The only work I'm ever given takes weeks to do," I pointed out to her. "Right now my only task is teaching people, so yes, my schedule is clear at the moment."

"I don't have anything immediately pressing either," she admitted before tilting her head back to look up at her father. "Da?"

"I have a meeting tomorrow morning, but the rest of the day is clear. Perhaps we should meet after lunch?"

"For lunch," I corrected. "Table manners in Hain are slightly different than in Chahir. We might as well start on those now."

His eyes sharpened, and it was almost possible to see his mind whirling at high speeds. "I see. For lunch, then."

We arrived at the dining room at that moment. I had no idea where Chatta's family usually sat—the room was a maze of tables. The formal table where the royal family sat was at the front of the room, of course, but tables branched out from that table in every conceivable direction. I normally sat at the table far to the left of the Royal Table (when I was actually in town, which wasn't often), since I was semi-important.

I let Delheart take the lead, and he took us to a table that directly connected to the Royal Table. Since I was so close to royalty, I put on my best manners. I seated Chatta (which surprised her, as I'd never done something like that before), then waited politely for her father to sit before taking my own seat across from Chatta. To my left was another Speaker's wife—I assumed she was his wife, anyway—and the table ended to my right. That meant I could only comfortably talk to three people.

Good!

Servers came by and started filling our plates with food. I smiled in sheer anticipation—the Palace always had the best food. My mouth was watering from the aroma alone.

"Garth," Chatta asked in concern, "you did eat today, didn't you?"

"Twice," I assured her. I guess my ravenous stare at the food was a dead give-away.

Her expression became suspicious. "You've been lying to me, haven't you?"

I gave her an offended look. "I've never lied to you!"

"Misleading me, then," she amended, and the suspicious set to her eyes didn't change one whit. "You said when we boarded that boat in Geol that you were recovered, but that isn't true, is it? You're still recovering from what you did in Jward."

I was acutely aware of the two silent people sitting on either side of the table, listening intently to this conversation. I lowered my voice slightly. "I said I was mostly recovered."

"Garth," she growled in vexation.

I held up a finger to halt any tirade she might decide to launch at me. "You," I informed her firmly, "are a worry-wart. I'm fine."

The set to her jaw became obstinate. "Garth, you worked an obscene amount of magic in Jward—”

"I didn't say otherwise," I interrupted impatiently.

With a glare at me, she kept going, "—and you never properly rested from that."

"We're home now," I said patiently. "I can rest."

Delheart stirred at this point, catching our attention and probably heading off an argument. "Just what did you do in Jward, Magus?"

I made my answer as simple as possible. "I made Jward an island and built a land bridge from the island to the mainland."

For a moment he just sat there, like a man waiting for the punch line of a joke. Then the full impact of the sentence sank in, and his jaw dropped. "You…made Jward…an island," he repeated slowly, as if by repeating the words he was hoping they'd make better sense.

The matron sitting next to me fumbled her wine glass, head snapping around so she could stare at me in slack jawed surprise.

Aw nuts! This was going to blow my already ridiculous reputation out of proportion. I could just see it now. Still, I tried to scale down the image that was in their heads. "The land was already breaking apart," I explained earnestly. "All I really had to do was hammer it in a few places to make it split entirely."

"Of course while he was 'hammering', he had to scry at the same time so he didn't hit the wrong spot," Chatta added darkly. "It took hours and drained him badly."

I sighed, put upon. I had scared her by collapsing so suddenly, right after I'd made Jward an island. Apparently she wasn't over that yet. "Worry-wart," I told her firmly.

"Insensitive idiot," she muttered back.

I opened my mouth to add another insult, thought about where I was sitting and who was probably listening in, and reconsidered. "Do you really want to get into an insult war right now?"

Chatta's eyes darted around her, made the same considerations that I had, and blushed slightly. "Er…no."

"Wise of you," her father drawled sardonically. "Magus, tell me—why didn't you have help during all of this?"

"On the contrary, Lon, I had a great deal of help," I hastened to assure him. "While I was dealing with the land, three other Wizards and your daughter had to deal with the city and all of its inhabitants. That's no easy task."

"I understand that," he said patiently. "But why didn't someone help you with the earth part of it as well?"

"No one could," Chatta stated in a resigned voice. "Trust me, Da; blending powers with a Mage is not easy. I've worked with Garth many times. I've seen what he's capable of. I would have only gotten in his way if I'd tried to help."

"You did all the things that I couldn't do," I reminded her, uneasy that she was undermining her own abilities.

She waved this away in irritation. "I know that, Garth. That's not what I'm saying. I'm just saying that a Witch's or Wizard's power doesn't lend itself to the kind of magic that you worked. It wouldn't have helped you."

That part was true. Unfortunately.

I was saved from replying to that by the ching of a silver bell, announcing that we could eat. I dug into my food happily—and cautiously. I was still in a formal setting, after all. And I made sure to use Chahiran table manners and not Hainian—I wanted Chatta and her father to see for themselves that there were differences.

Dinner was relaxing after that, filled with easy conversation and excellent food. By the time that I called it quits, I felt so full that I wasn't sure if I could walk to my room. Maybe Chatta would be kind enough to put a lightening spell on me and float me out of the door.

I parted ways with the Delhearts at the door of the dining room, going to my own room. And if anyone interrupted my well deserved sleep tonight, I'd fuse their bodies with the earth, so that there wouldn’t even be a body to find!

Night was already in the room by the time that I got there. I'd had a special mattress made for him, and it was in a corner of my bedchamber. I could hear him snoring from the doorway, and that’s saying something, considering that I was standing in the small sitting room, almost twenty feet away from him. Stifling a yawn, I shucked the aggravating robes that I had been forced to wear tonight, and slipped into loose pants and a cotton shirt to sleep in.

A soft knock came at the door. Frowning, I went to see who was knocking on my door so late at night. I was irritated enough to follow through on my threat, but the more charitable part of me refrained from doing anything until I at least saw who it was. It had better not be Haben with an assignment for me.

Opening the door, I looked at my late night visitor—and tensed.

It wasn't Haben.

It was Sven Delheart.

Actually, Haben isn't so bad. I see that now. It's all a matter of perspective.

I could hardly leave the man on my doorstep, no matter how much I wished I could. If he were here to see me, alone, then it was going to be…a difficult conversation, to put it mildly. I stepped back, giving him room to enter. "Come in, Lon."

He did so with an expression so neutral that I couldn't discern what purpose had sent him here. "Forgive the late intrusion, Magus, but I wanted to speak to you without my daughter's interference."

I briefly wished that I hadn't changed out of my robes. I wanted to be properly dressed when facing this man, just for the psychological edge. I could hardly scramble back into clothing now; that would make me look even more ridiculous than I felt. "Be seated, please."

He took a chair, and I took the one opposite, feeling like we were on either side of a battlefield. I relaxed into the seat, loosely clasping my hands over my stomach and acting as if I were completely comfortable. "What did you wish to discuss?"

Delheart wasn't quite as relaxed, as a fine strain of tension was visible in the line of his shoulders. When he spoke, it was with great care for which words he used. "Chatta has spoken about you many times, as I'm sure you are aware."

I nodded patiently. He'd get to the point, eventually.

"The first trip that she went on with you was…a bit of a concern for me, truthfully. It is not completely acceptable for a young, unmarried woman to be in the company of two other unmarried young men. However, the circumstances were such that I felt it unnecessary to worry. This last trip that she took with you, however, is another matter. The two of you were alone for sometimes days at a time."

I saw what he was getting at. No chaperone. Night was with us the whole time, of course, but no one would really count Night as a neutral third party. As my Nreesce, he was considered to be my familiar—as such, he was assumed to be always on my side. This worked in my favor most of the time (as by law he could not swear against me or be forced to act against me) but in these situations his guaranteed prejudice didn’t help.

I wanted to point out that Chatta would have hexed me without compunction if I had tried something on her—but that wouldn’t address Delheart’s concern. I wasn't personally offended by this. If I were Chatta's father, I'd be acting the same way. So I chose to address the issue in a different way. "You know that nothing happened." I made it a statement of fact.

His lips twitched slightly. "What makes you say that?"

"If I thought that Chatta had been taken advantage of, I wouldn't be calmly discussing it," I pointed out to him dryly.

He smiled ruefully, nodding. "Very true. And she's told me that you've come to her defense before."

I suppose my altercation with Kartal could be taken in that light.

"And that you've warned men off as well," Delheart added with a thoughtful expression on his face.

I froze in my seat, eyes flying up to meet his. "What do you mean?"

"She told me that a captain in Jward's City Guard was trying to pry into your relationship with her, and you warned him off." His eyebrows rose in challenge. "Is this in error?"

If I ever see Landis again, I'll strangle him. That brat! He must have told Chatta what I said. I can't imagine how she'd know otherwise. "No," I admitted reluctantly.

With that word alone, I knew how much I was admitting. Chatta had probably been amused by all of this, and told her father the way anyone would tell a funny experience. I don't think she fully realized just how much that story would tell. I looked at her father, and we both understood exactly what my warning had signified. Men only acted to protect a woman if the woman was important. I would not have said anything to Landis if Chatta was just a friend.

And Delheart knew it.

I blew out a low breath. By all good magic, this was awkward. The only way to deal with this was openly, and with large amounts of candor. "Delheart, it must be obvious to you that Chatta is very dear to me."

His eyes sharpened, studying, weighing. "You will admit that?"

"It would be an insult to her if I could not," I replied quietly.

"…true." The admission eased some of the worry from his stance, and he relaxed a fraction. "Rhebengarthen, I know that Guin would not trust you as much as he does unless you had done something to prove yourself as an honorable man. I am willing to trust his judgment, and my daughter's. However, I do not want you traveling with my daughter alone again."

I shook my head firmly. "I cannot promise that. I often encounter problems where I require her help. Situations will probably arise in the future when I'll need to work with her again. Even you cannot dictate otherwise."

He wasn't happy, but he opened a hand, conceding the point. "Is there any way that you can at least bring one other person in with you?"

I rubbed both temples, trying to think. "I'm not sure. I don't always have control over such matters. We are always short on magicians, as I'm sure you know." Chahiran culture approached the problem differently. Instead of sending along a third person, we often made the man swear an oath to protect the woman in all ways until she was returned to her family. I wasn't sure if he would take that option, however. "Sir," I ventured, "in my country there is an oath that we use in instances likes this. I would swear to protect Chatta in every way possible if ever we are alone and her honor and safety depends on me. Would you accept such an oath?" So you can stop worrying and I can get some decent sleep?

He sat there for a long moment, thinking that over. Then he nodded once, decisively. "Yes. From you, I would accept such an oath."

Well. That was unexpected. Rather flattering, though. "Very well. On my blood, on my honor, and by the name of my family, I swear to you that my life will be forfeit before I allow any harm to befall her. Sven Delheart, father to L-Chattamoinita Delheart, will you accept this oath for your daughter's protection?" I extended a hand to him.

Delheart's eyes were so wide they almost seemed to consume his face, and he was having trouble getting his jaw back into its socket. "Rhebengarthen, if I understand Chahiran culture right, you just sold me your life if my daughter is ever hurt in your presence," he choked out.

"Yes, I did," I answered softly. "Will you accept the oath?"

His hand was shaking slightly as he accepted my hand, but his grip was firm. "I will."

I gripped back for a moment, smiling, then I let go and relaxed back into my chair. "Are there any other concerns that you want to address?"

He was still a little dazed. "Ah…no. I think that oath covers everything."

It was meant to.

"I should probably let you get to sleep." He stood, turning toward the door. I rose with him, walking forward a bit to see him properly out.

When the door was open, he turned to look back at me. "You don't do anything by halfway measures, do you?"

"Not when it's this important," I agreed equably.

"Hmm." He gave me a once-over, this time with a healthy dose of suspicion. "I have the feeling I was outmaneuvered, Rhebengarthen, but I don't know how."

I smiled serenely. I had just gained tacit permission to travel anywhere I wished with Chatta, and he didn't have room to complain. He'll undoubtedly realize this later. I promised myself then and there that I wouldn't gloat about it.

Much.

His suspicion grew at my innocent expression. I couldn't imagine why. With one last look at me, he took his leave.

I took great care in locking the door behind him, resolving to ignore all other knocks for the rest of the night. Then I tumbled into bed and wriggled around to get completely comfortable.

I don't remember anything after that.

 

 



Chapter Twenty-One: Family
 

 

 

It was nice to finally be out of Hain. I hadn't realized just how much I'd missed cool weather until this morning when we'd officially crossed the border into Chahir.

The month before had flown by. I had been busy teaching language and culture to Hainians, spending what free time I could scrounge up with Trev'nor, Hevencoran and Hevenreien; especially the two siblings. Hevencoran was improving rapidly with her abilities, so much so that I didn't expect her to be in the school for more than another two months. Roughly two weeks ago, I granted Hevenreien’s request, and brought him into the clan of the Jaunten. He was coping with the changes quite well, over all. He had been torn between accompanying us, with the royal party, into Chahir, or remaining with his sister. I had convinced him to stay after a little persuasion.  Hevencoran didn't have a good grasp of Hainish yet, and she wasn't really comfortable in Del'Hain. She still needed her brother's support, to help smooth her transition.

We had been on the road to Chahir for four days now. A party of over a hundred people moved much slower than a single person, I've discovered. I had crossed this same distance in a little over three days, and I had been on foot most of the time.

I was near the front part of the caravan, since I knew Chahir, and could detect it when people were nearby. Any Chahiran bandit crazy enough to attack a royal caravan (which contained several highly trained Witches and Wizards, not to mention the formidable Jaunten fighters) got what they deserved.  I still turned all of my heightened senses outward, constantly sweeping for any sign of trouble. Even with the periodic scans every couple of minutes, I found that left me with plenty of time to think, and reflect, on the course of events since I last passed this way.

And thinking wasn't what I wanted to do at the moment.

When we had started out of Del'Hain, a tempting notion had started teasing at my mind. Tobadorage, my home town, was near the capitol. It would be easy to detour and visit my family. I'd made the mistake of mentioning this idea to Chatta, and she was all for it. She'd even helped me plan on how to sneak in and out of the city. But I wasn't sure it was wise. Any connection to me, even now, might still put them in jeopardy.

I felt equal parts of anticipation and anxiety. I was closer to my family now than I had been in a year. Did I dare to go and see them?

Chatta came up beside me. Without turning I knew that she was studying me closely. Did she realize that I was second-guessing myself?

“Garth, you need to go see them.”

Apparently she did.

“I am King Guin’s Mage, and as such am diplomatically immune to Chahiran law.” Turning slightly in the saddle I met her eyes, not bothering to hide my concern. “But my family has no such protection. I’m not even sure if it's wise to give my true name here.”

For a long moment she just looked at me, the wheels obviously turning in her head. “Come with me,” she ordered firmly.

Confused, I rode back with her to the middle of the caravan. I had no idea what she was planning, but my suspicions mounted when she came around to ride at King Guin’s side.

The King was giving us a questioning look, one eyebrow quirked.

“Majesty,” Chatta said with quiet authority, “there is a situation that needs to be addressed.”

It suddenly hit me what she was planning and I growled in warning, “Chatta.”

She shot me a look that clearly said "shut up!" and continued as if I hadn’t interrupted. “Garth’s family is still in Chahir and he is afraid for their safety. I request your leave to go and collect them.”

“You wish for me to give them sanctuary, I take it,” Guin stated slowly, obviously thinking the idea over.

My stomach instantly tied itself into knots. My family’s safety depended entirely on this man’s generosity and willingness to accept responsibility. I knew him to be a good man, but he was also the King—he could not jeopardize his country for the sake of one family, even mine.

“Garth, why am I only hearing about this now?” he asked quietly.

“I’m not even sure if they are still—“ I swallowed hard, the words lodging in my throat. “Chahir is not tolerant of magic, sire. I am sure my hasty departure cast suspicions on my family.”

“You’re afraid they’ve already been imprisoned,” he stated with grim understanding.

Or worse, but I didn’t even want to think that, much less say it. “If they are still free, I risk endangering their safety by attempting to contact them.”

“Or even by using your full name,” Guin said thoughtfully.

I nodded once, too tense with worry to say much.

A slow smile took over Guin’s face, and it was a smile full of mischief. “Garth, you are one of the most loyal retainers that I have. I cannot ignore that service and devotion.”

It took a moment for his full meaning to penetrate, and then another for it to sink in. I’m fairly sure I was gaping at him like a beached fish. “You mean—”

“Go, Garth.” He was laughing now, smile stretched from ear to ear. “Go get your family.”

He didn’t need to tell me twice. With a nod of thanks, I wheeled Night around.

“Garth, wait!”

I paused at Chatta’s request and looked back. Every fiber of my being demanded that I go and go now, but I made myself sit still.

Chatta tossed something to me, which I caught easily. It was a pin with a small oval mirror dangling from it. First glance said it was just a simple piece of jewelry, but I could feel magic in it. I gave her a glance askance.

“If you need help, touch the mirror and say my name. I have its twin,” she explained simply.

Chatta really is an excellent friend. “Thank you,” I whispered.

“I’ll expect you at the Palace by dawn. Call me so I can let you into the gates. Good luck,” she said softly with a warm light in her eyes.

Clutching the pin tightly, I tapped my heels to Night’s flanks. He leapt forward, muscles bunching between my legs.

“Going to your family’s house?” he inquired eagerly.

“Let’s hope they’re still there,” I whispered.

~*~

It was nearly twilight when I finally reached my parent’s home. I felt several different bodies of men—the city guard on their nightly rounds, probably. I evaded them with ease, drawing up the hood of my cloak to cover my hair. Chahir was the birthplace of the Jaunten. I could not guarantee that no one would recognize the significance of white hair on a young man.

After a few long, nerve wracking minutes we reached the house. I nudged Night around toward the back of the structure. Most people didn’t own horses this deep inside the city. Night was sure to draw some attention. Back here behind the building, out of sight, was much safer.

Once we were in the shadows of my father’s work shed, I slid off Night’s back and whispered “Stay here.”

“I want to come inside too.”

My mother would kill me if Night tracked mud inside her house. And Night would pitch a fit if I told him that, too. I compromised with, “Let me explain everything first.”

He snorted at that, giving me a look that clearly said he didn’t believe me, but thankfully stayed put.

Quietly I crossed the yard and let myself in through the back door. At this time of the evening everyone was probably in the main room. I had entered through the kitchen and one glance was enough to tell me that my family still lived here. All of my mother’s china was still in its usual place, and the furniture was the same; even the smell was the same.

I nearly sank to my knees, bowled over with relief. They were still here, and not in one of the dozens of dark scenarios that I had imagined. I think the relief made me a little silly—I was seized by a mischievous impulse.

This was probably one of the very few times my mother would forgive me for startling her. With that thought in mind, I tiptoed across the kitchen, down the narrow hallway, and into the dim recesses of the alcove leading to the main room.

Very carefully, I eased one eyeball so I could peek around the doorframe and into the room. At that first look, it felt like my heart had leapt into my throat. They were all there—Mom next to the hearth with a book in her hands, Da whittling something from wood, and my brothers playing a game at the small table in the center of the room. My sister was attempting to knit something; “attempt” being the key word. Even as I watched, she growled in frustration and ripped it all out again.

Some things never change.

I drew in a breath and said in a loud, cheerful voice, “I’m hungry! Didn’t you leave me something to eat?”

Everyone jerked around, dropping whatever they were doing to stare at the doorway. I moved into view, and I couldn’t help but grin from ear to ear as I dropped the hood of my cloak.

My mother was the first to shake off her paralysis. Delight exploded across her face as she dropped her book and flew to me. I caught her in my arms, holding her so tightly I’m sure she had trouble drawing in a proper breath. Through the haze of happiness, I realized I was a whole head taller than her now. I barely had time to register the fact before Da’s long arms wrapped around both of us. I freed one arm so that I could slip it around his back, and hug him in return. Great magic, but I really had missed them! Tears were beginning to sting the back of my eyes, but I blinked them back, wanting to see them clearly.

Grudgingly, my parents gave way so that I could be crushed to death by my three siblings. As much as I had grown, my brothers still towered over me—which was completely unfair—and they had to bend slightly to hug me. Kaydan was practically glued to my chest, and if feel was anything to go by, was crying rivers on my shirt.

The moment of joy and homecoming was shattered by Mom’s indignant voice. “Garth, what did you do to your hair?!”

Everyone pulled back so they could get a good look at me. I raised my hands in an innocent pose, trying to stave off her glare. “I didn’t do anything! It's something of a side-effect.”

“You grew some,” Xajen noted cheerfully. “Not enough of course, but it’s a nice effort.”

I turned a glare onto my oldest brother. “See if I send presents to you anymore.”

“Aw now Garth, you know that you’re my favorite little brother.” He grinned at me unrepentantly.

I was seriously tempted to tackle him and prove that little or not, I could wipe that smirk off his face. Unfortunately my father intervened. “Garth, isn’t it dangerous for you to be here?”

“A little,” I admitted. “More for you than for me.”

They all looked at me doubtfully.

Sighing, I gestured for everyone to sit down. Once they were settled comfortably, I launched into an accounting of the last year, starting at the beginning with Elis. They listened with rapt attention and asked quite a number of questions. I tried not to get bogged down in detail because time was of the essence. I’d barely said anything about King Guin being in Chahir when Night interrupted me.

“Can I come in now?”

“Garth?” Mom was looking at me in worry. I guess from the outside, it would look strange to observe a telepathic conversation.

“Night wants to come in,” I explained.

My parents went stiff with alarm. “You brought him with you?” Da demanded incredulously.

At that I rolled my eyes. “You think I have a choice? He’s always with me. So can he come in? I’ll clean his hooves before he does.” This last bit was directed more to Mom.

“You should have brought him in from the start!” Da exclaimed in exasperation. He was already headed for the door.

“Come in, Night,” I sent back. “My Da is opening the door for you.”

There was no real reply, just a wordless exclamation of relief. Poor Night was probably bored to tears out there waiting for me. I followed close on my Da’s heels—as did everyone else. Apparently they were curious to see my Nreesce.

Da had the door open when I got to the kitchen and was standing in the doorway, awe sketched onto his face. Without a word I caught one of his shoulders and silently encouraged him to step back enough to give Night room to enter. Then I looked pointedly at the dirt hanging onto Night’s hooves—it obediently fell off, behaving like good dirt should. Satisfied he was clean enough, I gestured my Nreesce inside. “Come in, Night.”

Ducking his head, the stallion stepped through the doorway. I never really realized how big he was until he was in close quarters like this. He made the room shrink drastically. He easily spanned over eighteen hands. One of these days, I have to get around to measuring him properly. I think he had grown a bit more since Small Rider had done it. Once he was fully inside, Da closed the door.

My family was standing around Night in a rough semi-circle, just staring at him in disbelief. My sister, naturally, was the one that said what everyone was thinking. “That’s a Nreesce? But he’s gorgeous!”

“What were you expecting,” Night inquired dryly, “a monster with warts?”

Knowing Chahiran tales, probably.

Everyone jumped when that voice sounded in their head. I hastened to explain before they could panic. “Night is a telepath—it means he speaks directly to a person’s mind. He’s rather strong, so he can talk to anybody he wants to, and at quite a distance too.” Turning to him, I started introducing everyone. “Night this is my mother, Rhebenjaylan; my father, Rhebenarden, my oldest brother, Rhebenxajen; my other brother, Rhebenbraeden, and my sister Rhebenkaydan. Everyone, this is Night.”

Night lifted up one hoof and lowered his head, his own version of a bow.

My mother bowed back, clearly torn between pinching herself to see if she was dreaming this whole thing up, and being polite. “It is a pleasure, Night.”

“For me as well,” Night assured her. “Your son has always been an excellent friend to me. I have long wanted to meet his family.”

“If you don’t mind my asking,” Xajen ventured cautiously, “why are you called Night?”

Night rolled his eyes. “That is your brother’s doing.”

“Remember how I was adopted as his Rider when he was barely an hour old?” I asked everyone in general. “Well, I quickly discovered that he could be an absolute nightmare when he wanted something and I didn’t give it to him fast enough. I started referring to him as nightmare…which my friend Chatta pitched a fit about. To appease her, I shortened it to Night. The nickname stuck.” That reminded me; I had to do something nice for my mother to pay her back for putting up with me as a baby. I truly understood how much sacrifice and patience that requires now.

“Garth, that was a mean thing to do,” Mom scolded with a disapproving frown on her face. “What is your true name, Night?”

“I’m afraid that I cannot tell you that, sweet lady. My name has great power associated with it. For that reason, only three, besides myself, know my true name.”

“It’s why I call him Night,” I explained. “Look, I know that you’d love to hear more but at the moment we don’t have the time. I need you to pack up whatever you want to bring with you and then get you on the road.”

“On the road?” Da repeated with dawning suspicion. “Son, what are you talking about?”

“You didn’t tell them?” Night asked in a slightly disbelieving tone.

“I was getting there!” I defended myself. “You interrupted right as I was mentioning King Guin.”

“What about King Guin?” my mother asked, probably in an effort to keep me on the subject.

“I am his Mage,” I said simply…and waited for the explosion.

It came as expected, in an almost comical chorus of gasps and “WHAT?!” shrieks from every person in my family. It was rather funny, actually. I wish I had a way of recording the moment. Do they have some magical device for storing memories? Or events? Chatta would know…

“How can you be the King’s Mage?” my sister demanded in clear disbelief. “You’re not even of age!”

“Power takes precedence over age,” I answered quietly. “I am the first Mage born since the Magic Wars. When King Guin met me and realized that I was a Mage—” and Jaunten, but I wasn’t going to go into that just yet “—he paid for my schooling. In return, I serve him.”

“To pay him back?” Da guessed. From his calm expression, I judged that he approved of my actions.

“In part,” I acknowledged. “But the truth is he’s a good man. He’s never asked me to do anything against my beliefs. But that’s something else I can go into on the road. What you need to know now is that I’ve told him about all of you. He’s agreed to give you sanctuary and protect you until I can get you into Hain. But we have to leave tonight and I need us all out by dawn.” Otherwise I might have to fight half the city guard. Granted, I could do it, but that would bring a lot of trouble down on our heads.

My parents exchanged looks, and without a word passing between them came to a decision on what to do. I’ve witnessed similar conversations before in my life, but only now did I stop and really watch them. I wanted that kind of relationship with my wife, someday in the future—I wanted to be so comfortable with her, and know her so well, that I could speak volumes without saying a word.

“Pack only heirlooms or things you can’t replace,” Mom said firmly, still looking at my father. She was smiling slightly, a wry smile that mirrored my father’s expression. “I’ll get the food.”

“Don’t bother,” I told her. Elation was starting to build in my chest. My family was coming with me—I wouldn’t be forced to leave them behind again. It was a truly heady feeling, and I had to fight the urge to grin like a deranged lunatic. “It's not that far to the Palace.”

“Palace?” my parents echoed blankly.

“King Guin has come here for a royal visit. Its how I crossed the border without raising a ruckus,” I explained quickly. “He’ll give you sanctuary at the Palace for three weeks, and then we’ll all return to Hain together.”

“We’re going to live in a Palace for three weeks.” My father said this in the same tone of voice that one would say the moon was made out of green cheese.

“Maybe a little longer.” I shrugged, indicating that I wasn’t sure, precisely. Sometimes when royalty got together, you had to pry them apart with a crowbar. Sometimes you couldn’t get them in the same room together. It depended on their mood.

“Are you sure about this, Garth?” Mom was clearly beginning to wonder if magic unhinged my mind, and how far along I was on that path to becoming crazy.

“If it makes you feel better, I can contact him now and you can ask him yourself,” I drawled.

They exchanged another speaking look, but shook their heads. “We trust you son,” Da assured me. “This is…just…”

“A lot to take in at once.” I nodded, understanding that feeling exactly. “I promise it will sink in later. Right now, we need to move.”

Everyone apparently agreed with me, because they immediately scattered to different parts of the house.

“We left your room the way it was,” my mother said over her shoulder as she hurried out of the kitchen. “Pack up whatever you want out of it!”

I had left a lot behind a year ago. And there were a few things that I wanted…it was probably a good idea to get it now. I glanced at Night. “If it comes down to trouble, will you allow my mother and sister on your back?”

His ears flattened against his head as he gave me a doleful look. Night absolutely detests letting anyone ride him but me. He could see how important this was to me, however, and after a long moment gave a wuff of discontent. “Yes.”

“Thank you,” I told him sincerely. “Keep an eye on the time for me, please. I want to have everything loaded in two hours.”

~*~

Four hours later, I was strapping in the last box. My mother was rushing about in the house to make absolutely certain she hadn’t forgotten anything, and my Da was hooking up the mule to the wagon. I was very thankful that he was a blacksmith at this moment; otherwise, we probably wouldn’t have a wagon and mule at our disposal. He needed both to carry all of his heavy equipment on jobs.

My sister was already loaded in the back of the wagon and helping me settle everything. Both of my brothers were helping Da hook up the mule. Night was antsy at this point, keeping an eye on the sky. We still had another hour until daylight, but…we’d stayed much longer than I planned on, and I was becoming nervous too.

It was at that moment that the mirror pin Chatta had given me gave off a little flicker of magic. Startled, I took it out of my pocket and lifted it to my face. “Chatta?”

“Garth! Where are you?”

Out of the corner of my eye I could tell that everyone was watching me—and no doubt wondering where this feminine voice was coming from. “We’re almost ready to leave,” I answered softly. “Chatta, using this thing is dangerous. They have ways of detecting magic use in this country.”

“Then I’ll shut up. Please hurry.”

“I will,” I assured her before putting the mirror away. I’d been gone almost eight hours now, so I understood her worry. This was not a good country for me to be in.

“Garth?” Xajen gave me a gamine grin, an expression that makes me wary and with good reason. “Who might that lovely voice belong to?”

“My best friend,” I growled back, “and if you lay one finger on her, Mom and Da are going to be paying for a funeral.”

“Touchy, touchy,” he smirked back. “She must be quite lovely, then.”

Chatta was gorgeous, and I really wasn’t that worried about my brother…I just knew that he was going to flirt with her to tease me. I certainly wasn't looking forward to that. I scowled back at him as a nagging surety filled my head.  As soon as he saw Chatta, I was going to have a bloody war on my hands. Busted buckets!

Mom came out at that moment, a thick shawl in her hands. “We’re ready, I think.”

“Whatever you missed, I’ll buy you a replacement,” I promised her. “But we’ve got to leave now; we’ve stayed too long.”

“I know,” she acknowledged with a touch of grimness in her tone. “Everyone get into the wagon.”

I mounted Night as they all piled into the wagon. In the dead stillness of the night, right before dawn, the slight creak of the wagon sounded horribly loud. I kept a mental eye on my surroundings, waiting for people to start stirring at the noise, but all was still. I was so sure that someone would hear us that I started to flinch slightly at anything that would sound like a door opening, or a footstep.

“Settle down, Garth,” Da muttered to me. “No one’s awake at this hour.”

My senses told me the same thing, and I nodded. I almost forced myself to relax some, but I didn’t lose my vigilance. I couldn’t—this was enemy territory for me despite it being my hometown.

“It's not us he’s worrying about Da,” Braeden sing-songed quietly with a pointed look in my direction. “He’s got some cute girl waiting for him to show up.”

He instantly had my attention so that I could glare at him darkly. “Don’t you start!”

“What girl?” my mother asked with a suspicious look in my direction.

“Chatta, the friend I’ve been telling you about.” I kept glaring at both of my brothers, silently promising them a slow death if they didn’t drop the subject.

“You said she was a friend,” my mother said slowly, not losing her suspicious scrutiny.

“She is,” and my brothers will be dead men if they mess with her.

“She used some magical device to check up on him while you were in the house,” my sister volunteered with a smirk in my direction. The brat, she just had to join in, didn’t she?

“I’ve been gone eight hours,” I growled at her, “she’s right to be worried.” Not that I couldn’t take care of myself and my family, but I still liked that Chatta was worried about me.

“We’ll talk about this later,” Da said firmly. He was also looking at me sideways, probably wondering just how serious my relationship with Chatta was. I’d never really been all that interested in girls when I was growing up. Working with him in the forge had been much more interesting to me. I could tell from his expression that I was going to get a long lecture on how “you’re old enough to want companionship, son, but you’re a little too young to settle down just yet…”

I swallowed a groan and turned my awareness back to the city around me. I could deal with parents and annoying siblings later; right now I had to focus on getting out of the city safely.

We were almost to the city limits when I felt a lot of men converging on our location. Curses, I’d probably set off some sort of alarm that let them know a magic user was in town. I was betting that conversation with Chatta was the thing that tipped the scales, too. Busted baskets!

The wagon was too slow, there was no way we could outrun them. The street we were on now was plenty wide; I had the space necessary to defend us all if I needed to. And it would probably come down to that. “Da, stop,” I commanded as I silently signaled for Night to stop as well.

“Garth?” Da was watching me in worry.

“Soldiers,” I growled. They were close enough now that I could tell there was about two dozen or so.

“I don’t see anyone,” Mom ventured slowly.

“They’re two streets ahead of us,” I murmured absently. “Night?”

“You’re going to have to fight,” he told me with a toss of his head. “I can’t guarantee I can get them out safely with that many soldiers.”

Drats, I’d been afraid of that.

“Garth—” my mother’s voice cut off as the first soldier appeared around a corner. Her stare at the rapidly growing number of soldiers became incredulous. “How did you know they were there?” she asked me in a threadbare whisper.

“I can feel people farther away than that,” I answered flatly. “I was too distracted; they shouldn’t have gotten that close without me noticing.” And because of my inattention, I would have to deal with them somehow.

Twenty of them finally poured out into the open street. They quickly split up, coming in at a full run that slowed about ten feet away from us. I watched with a cynical eye, as they spread out in a semi-circle, blocking our path. One of them, judging from the red piping in the dusky brown uniform he wore, was the Squad Captain. He advanced a step in front of his men. “We have detected someone with magical abilities. Hand them over immediately, and your lives will be spared.”

Oh please. Spare me the lies. Without any encouragement on my part, Night took a step forward, drawing the captain’s eyes to me. I straightened to my full height, looking down at him coldly. “I am Rhebengarthen, Earth Mage and child of the Jaunten. Who are you to stand in my way?”

The captain’s eyes went so wide they almost flew out of their sockets. “There are no Mages,” he choked out.

“I am the first in over two centuries,” I agreed coolly. “Unlike other people you have hunted down, I am fully trained. Stand aside and let me pass, Captain, and your life will be spared.”

He held up a triangle that was eerily similar to the triangle O’danne used on me, over a year ago, to determine what magical strength I possessed. He actually gulped when he saw the triangle glow a dark brown, with a green hint around the edges. I don’t know how well versed he was in using that thing, but something clued him into how powerful I was. I was hoping he was smart enough to heed the warning.

He dropped the triangle back into his pocket, and his chin jutted out in a gesture of pure obstinacy. I knew then that he would not step aside. Without a flicker of expression I raised all of my shields and then extended them to cover the wagon, with a foot or more to spare on all sides. It was like a huge dome over our heads, glowing a dark green.

Several of the men jerked back with a surprised oath, true horror on their faces. I am sure they had never seen anything like my shields before. I was glad that they were actually visible to the non-magical eye. Color me sadistic, but I enjoyed their reactions.

Someone on the right side had more backbone than his companions. He took a mighty swing with his sword—and the force of the blow threw him backwards about five feet. I turned my head slightly to see the man crash against the side of a building head first, which knocked him unconscious. He sprawled out on the street—out cold. I turned back to the Captain and arched an eyebrow. “For your information, Captain, these shields can not be broken. Nor will I ever tire of holding them.”

“You will lower your shields!” he snarled furiously.

“No, I will not,” I countered icily. “You will move your men immediately, out of my way, or I will deal with all of you as I see fit. And Captain, I must warn you now; I have had no sleep this night and am not in the mood to play games. You would be well advised to move. Quickly.”

We matched glares, a silent battle of wills commencing. I counted to fifteen in my head, but it was obvious to me that the man was more stubborn than a mountain and wasn’t about to move. He was just stalling until he could either call for reinforcements (a likely possibility) or could figure out a way around my shields (an impossibility). I couldn’t afford to just keep the shields up all the way to the Palace—the magical signature of it would be like painting a target on my back. And I didn’t want them following me the entire distance either. I had to stop them here, but I didn’t particularly want to kill them either.

“Enough of this,” I growled. I extended my power into the earth, and asked the stone very nicely to cooperate. The cobblestone under the soldiers' feet melted like quicksand, quickly sucking them in until only their heads were visible. There were cries of alarm, and uncontrolled panic, as they fell into what, only a moment before, had been solid stone. I stopped it, and made it solid again just under their chins, leaving them completely trapped in the earth.

Some of them were actually wailing in open fear; others were just staring at me in horror. Being buried like this wouldn’t hurt them, so I paid scant heed to their reactions. Of the men directly in front of the wagon, I had the earth melt so I could shift them to either side of the road. I was angry enough to run over a few soldiers at this point, but…no. I had no desire to become like them. When we had enough room to move through, I dropped the shields and, with a sharp wave of my hand, urged my father to get the wagon moving again.

I paused long enough to call that triangle device from the captain's pocket. The earth around it shot it in my direction, which I caught in one hand. He watched me with terrified eyes as I broke the thing with only one sharp flicker of power. It cracked right down the middle. I flicked it onto the ground beside his head; I'm sure my expression said something like ''good luck finding any other magical person with your toy broken.''

We were a very silent and tense group as we left the city behind. It wasn’t until we were at least a mile outside of the city limits that my mother spoke at last. “What…did you do?”

“I just buried them.” I tried to give her a reassuring smile, but I’m sure it looked forced. I was still angry with myself for letting people sneak up on me like that. “Someone can dig them out again.” It’ll just take a while to get the cobblestone up first… I decided not to mention that.

“And that glowing circle you put up over us?” my father asked in a shaken voice. His eyes were a little too wide in his tanned face.

“Mage shield,” I explained succinctly. “Well, to be technical, its a few shields combined. The one you can see is the weapons shield.”

“Why the soldier couldn’t hit us with that sword?” Xajen guessed.

“Precisely,” I nodded.

“Garth?” My mother waited until I was looking at her before continuing. “How…how powerful are you?”

At that, I had to shrug. “I’m not sure,” I admitted honestly. “I’m told that if I feel like it, I could probably move mountains.” And if I ever stumbled across a mountain range that no one cared about, I might try that theory out.

She gaped at me, mouthing the word "Mountains?" in a breathless way that showed I had clearly shocked her.

"I've never tried it," I continued, trying to soothe her out of her shock a little. "I probably never will. It's not how much power I have that's most important, but how I choose to apply it."

At that statement my father actually smiled at me. "I'm glad to hear you say that, Son. Power like that can go to a man's head."

"Never happen," I disagreed. "I have too many people to bring me down a peg." Even when I didn't need it.

My mother suddenly straightened. "You said to that captain that you are a child of the Jaunten. Surely you don't claim them? Considering what that man did to you?"

This was the price of skipping over the finer details—people misinterpreted things. "Tell you what, Mom. Let me start from the beginning again, and I'll tell you how Elis's actions saved my life."



Chapter Twenty-Two: Family, II
 

 

It probably had taken Night and me about an hour and a half to make it to Tobadorage, but with the wagon it took longer to make it to the capitol. It was mid-morning before we entered the main gates of the city. If they were on schedule, King Guin and his entourage had arrived last night, which meant that most of the citizens were aware he was here by now. I still didn’t risk calling Chatta with the mirror, until the Palace walls were within sight. I didn’t want to stir up more trouble than I already had. Guin’s visit here would be difficult enough.

I wasn’t entirely sure how to use the mirror, but I had a rough idea. I barely grazed it with a touch of power, praying that I wouldn’t crack it. I’d learned over the past year that having Mage power was nifty when doing things like moving large amounts of earth around, but if you wanted to do the more subtle and delicate magic, I was in trouble. A Witch’s or Wizard’s power was much better suited to everyday tasks than mine was.

After a moment, the mirror lit up a little and Chatta’s voice came through clearly. “Garth?”

“We’re in sight of the Palace walls,” I told her, and grinned when I heard a sigh of relief. “I had a little trouble leaving Tobadorage, but no one’s hurt. Can you send word to the Palace gates so they can let us in?”

“Certainly. Just hold on a moment, I’ll meet you there. Which gate are you approaching?”

I had no idea. I looked ahead of me for a moment and finally saw a name engraved in the gates themselves. “North gate.”

“Right. Be there in a few moments.”

It was only after Chatta retreated that I realized I had all three of my siblings leaning out of the wagon to see the mirror better. “Yes?” I drawled.

“That’s really neat,” Kaydan said with a soft whistle. Her eyes never left the mirror. “How does it work?”

“No idea,” I admitted. At their incredulous looks, I had to shrug. “A Mage’s power and a Witch or Wizard’s power are very different in some ways. I can’t make things like this—I can only use them. If you want an explanation on it, you’ll have to ask Chatta.” Or Kartal, since he had been in the King's party as well. Of course, he couldn’t be entirely trusted to make the explanation a nice one.

“I thought magic was magic,” Braeden objected.

“So did I…the first week of my schooling, anyway.” Then I’d learned the hard way that magic could be as varied as the people who wielded it.

We’d barely reached the gates when they swung open. Chatta was standing just off to one side, dressed in a simple dark blue dress that was obviously of Chahiran fashion. I blinked at seeing her in Chahiran clothes, but assumed she must be wearing it in an attempt to blend in. None of us felt like advertising we were from Hain, especially with our magical abilities. You could only stretch diplomatic immunity so far in this country. She lit up in a relieved smile when she saw me and started walking rapidly toward me.

I swung out of the saddle and stepped forward to meet her and got the anticipated hug for my efforts. Hugs from Chatta are really wonderful things.

“I’ve been so worried! What took you so long?” she demanded.

It was rather sad when she stepped back, releasing me from the hug, but I shrugged the feeling off and answered, “Sorry. It just took a while to explain what I’ve been doing for the last year, enough to satisfy them, and then a bit longer to pack everything up.”

“You said you had a little trouble leaving the city?” she asked anxiously.

“The city guard stumbled across us,” I nodded wryly. “But no one’s hurt, not even them.”

Her eyebrows rose at this. “That…sounds odd. What did you do?”

“I buried them up to their chins in the cobblestones.” I smirked unrepentantly, when she rolled her eyes. “What, it might be childish, but it worked, didn’t it?”

“Only you would think to do that, Garth.” Her severe expression was spoiled by her twitching lips.

Night had decided we needed to be interrupted at this point and pressed his nose into Chatta’s chest. As usual, she hugged him too. “Hello, Night. You’ve had quite the trip last night didn’t you?”

“It was interesting,” he answered in amusement. “Come meet his family.”

It was only then that I realized things had been entirely too quiet from behind me. I turned to look…and mentally groaned. Both of my brothers were eyeing Chatta, like she was some marvelous new toy they could play with. My sister was giving me an intent appraising look, no doubt about the whole hug thing. Both of my parents were studying me with that completely “parental look.” I sighed and resigned myself to a lot of teasing and questions later. “Chatta, this is my mother, Rhebenjaylan; my father, Rhebenarden, my oldest brother, Rhebenxajen; my other brother, Rhebenbraeden, and my sister Rhebenkaydan. Everyone, this is L-Chattamoinita Delheart, a Witch, and one of the dearest friends I have.”

Chatta dimpled at them prettily and gave a brief curtsey. “A pleasure to meet all of you. Please, come inside. I’ve had rooms set aside for your use while we’re here.”

I hadn’t even thought about where to put my family once I got them here. I would truly be lost without Chatta; she always catches those minor details that I regularly overlook.

My mother wouldn’t allow it to rest there, and climbed off the wagon. I quickly stepped forward to help her down, for which I was given a swift smile of thanks before she promptly turned back to Chatta. “It is a pleasure for us, L-Chattamoinita. Garth has told us much about you, and I know he considers himself blessed to have you as a friend.”

At this Chatta blushed, but she gave that special smile of hers again and waved away the praise. “It’s more the other way around, and call me Chatta, please! My full name is a mouthful.” She paused, head canting slightly to the side before adding thoughtfully, “You’re right, Garth, you really do resemble your mother.”

“Told you.” I shrugged. “I’m just grateful I didn’t get her height too.” I’m short enough, curse it.

My mother started a trend, and everyone in the family hopped out of the wagon to properly meet Chatta. I kept a watchful eye on my brothers as they greeted her, but with my mother standing right next to them, they didn’t dare start in on the teasing, yet. It was only a matter of time, though. I was sure to get an earful when Chatta was out of hearing.

Chatta organized us all and had the trunks we wanted moved into our rooms in the Palace. I knew from experience not to try and interfere—she was better at this sort of thing than me. I just stayed out of her way, until she pointed me in the direction she wanted me to go.

As we moved out of the main courtyard and toward the Palace itself, my father fell into step beside me and murmured, “Your Chatta is a force to be reckoned with, isn’t she?”

I nodded immediately in agreement. “She’s very charming about it, but she definitely knows how to get people moving. I’ve learned to just let her do what she wants when she starts organizing things. It’s much easier for me, and she’s better at it than I am.”

Amused, he nodded. “Rather like your mother.”

Now that he mentioned it, they were rather similar in that regard. The only difference I saw was that Mom gave you a certain pointed look, and Chatta smiled…and gave you a similar look. Okay, so not much difference. All the women in my life have strong personalities; I wonder why that is?

Chatta led us to a building completely separate from the Palace. Before we’d left, I’d been briefed about the trip, and only now remembered that Guin had a separate building on Palace grounds that technically was Hainian soil. An embassy, I believe were his words. That building must be it.

It was just as formal in appearance as the rest of the Palace, made of solid grey granite that sparkled slightly in the early morning light. Even this early in the morning there were people beginning to mill about, and we were given a few curious looks. We probably wouldn’t have given anyone a second thought if it hadn’t been for Night following along at my heels.

Chatta entered through the main doors and immediately went up a flight of stairs to our right. I paused at the bottom, catching her attention. “Chatta?”

“Hm?” she turned slightly. 

I pointed significantly to Night. 

“Oh,” she said in understanding. She pointed her wand at my Nreesce and did a spell to float Night up the stairs so that he could follow us up without destroying the staircase.

The foyer itself was a statement of wealth and power, made of imposing columns and cool tile. My family was looking around in awe—I was so used to being in the Hainian Palace that I was only giving my surroundings a cursory look. I had other things on my mind.

Taking a few quick strides, I fell into step with Chatta. “Is everyone here safely?”

“Yes.” The look she gave me was full of amusement. “We managed to survive without you for a night.”

I gave her a wry look. “Very funny.”

“King Guin asked to see you when you got in.”

“Is he even awake yet?” I didn’t think waking him up would be a good thing.

“I was also ordered to wake him up when you contacted me,” she answered dryly. “He’s waiting for you now. Keep going down this hallway; it’s the door straight ahead of you. I’ll settle your family in.”

“Right.” I turned to my parents and inclined my head to Chatta. “I need to go see the King, so just follow her.”

“We’ll be fine,” my mother assured me. Amusement and exasperation danced across her face in equal measure. “You shouldn’t keep a King waiting.”

“I think he’s almost used to it by now,” Chatta observed with a growing smile.

I gave her a mock glare—but she was probably right. With a sardonic half-bow to Chatta, I lengthened my stride and made my way to the King’s chambers. Night, to my complete lack of surprise, followed me.

I probably would have found the right door to King Guin’s chambers even without Chatta’s directions. It was more elaborate than any other door in the hallway, with beautiful inlays of different kinds of wood inside the door. I knocked on it softly, not wanting to wake up anyone who was still sleeping. A moment later the door opened to reveal a slightly rumpled King. He was barely dressed in black pants and a loose white shirt, looking more like a man who had just stumbled out of bed and into the first clothes at hand than a King. “You wished to see me, sire?”

A flash of relief came over his face. “Yes, come in.” He held the door open long enough for Night and me to enter, then closed it behind us.

The first room was actually some sort of mini-parlor with a single couch and several comfortable chairs. He gestured me into one of them, which I took gratefully. It had been a long night, and right now all I wanted was a few hours of uninterrupted sleep.

“You brought them here safely?” he enquired as he sat in a chair next to mine.

I absently patted Night’s neck as he came to stand next to my chair. “Yes, sire. I had a little trouble leaving the city, but we’re all fine.”

The man knew me well enough to pounce on the cryptic reference. “A little trouble?” he parroted. “Expound on that, please.”

“The city guard detected me,” I explained while trying to suppress a yawn. “They sent a squad to halt our leaving the city. I had to bury them in cobblestone to convince them to leave us alone.”

His eyes went a little wide. “…are they still alive?”

“Of course! I left their heads above ground. Someone can dig them back out again.”

“Of course,” he stated in growing amusement. “I didn’t realize you could do that, Garth.”

“Dirt and stone can be molded and shaped for many uses,” I pointed out. “Trapping people in solid dirt is relatively easy. I hope that the encounter will not cause trouble for you. I did make every effort to talk my way passed the City Guard, but their Captain refused to yield.”

He waved this away. “On the contrary, I can probably use the event to my advantage. You look exhausted, Garth.”

I had been up for twenty-four hours straight at this point, and used quite a bit of magic besides. I was bagged out. “I would like some decent sleep.”

“I ask only that you help set up wards around the building first, and then by all means rest.”

…ah, I had no idea how to do wards.  Erecting wards around myself, or another person, those I could do. There was a vast difference between those wards, and the wards that you would put up around an entire building. I didn’t tell him that, however. I’d ask Chatta and Kartal for a quick tutorial session, before we set them in place. It was probably time I learned how to do wards on a building anyway. “As you wish, sire.”

“I would very much like to meet your family,” he offered, after a moment’s thought. “I am curious about them. Bring them to my chambers, so that we can have breakfast together, tomorrow.”

What was he up to? There was more to this meeting than just mere curiosity. But I suppose I’ll figure that out later, when my brain isn’t dead. I just nodded in acknowledgement. “I’ll see to the wards.” Rising, I gave him a polite bow and made my way out of the room.

“Garth.”

I turned at the hail, brow cocked. “Sire?”

“While you are here, make it blatantly obvious who and what you are.”

…why? “I assume that there is a reason for that?”

“You assume correctly.” The smile on his face was not at all nice. “I want to drive it home that Chahir has people of magic being born.” As something of an afterthought, he added, “And if you sense anyone nearby with magical potential, don’t hesitate in bringing them here under my protection.”

At that I had to smile. That was something that I would do gladly. “Yes, sire!”

He smiled back and shooed me off. “Go! You need rest.”

Didn’t I know it!

~*~

Turns out, there’s a very sound reason why the Professors never focused on building wards with me. It falls perilously close to that “subtle magic’’ border. When I told Chatta about my orders, she gave me a rather dubious look.

"I'm not sure about this, Garth," she finally stated truthfully. "Using your magic to build the wards could actually be very beneficial. It would keep your family safer for one thing, since they are genetically connected to you. Your power base should be in tune with them, and more easily detect any threat to them. The wards most certainly would be stronger if you helped construct them, but this is a very delicate and intricate process.”

"And I'm not very good at delicate or subtle," I acknowledged with a sigh.

Kartal stirred from nearby. He and Chatta had been in the foyer, preparing to raise the building's wards when I found them. He left the sigil he had been drawing on the floor and stood up to join us in the conversation. "Actually…I think we can include him. Or more precisely, you and he can build the wards, and I can cast the final spell to finish them."

Chatta quirked an eyebrow. "Why just us?"

"The two of you are very comfortable with each other," he explained with almost exaggerated patience. Apparently he thought she should have already figured this out. "To put it bluntly, you are already in harmony with him and his magic. I would just throw the balance off."

He had a point. Chatta and I were so accustomed to working together that it would be fairly easy to blend powers—Kartal and I would probably react like fire and oil.

Chatta was nodding thoughtfully. "Good point. All right, Garth, here's how we'll do this."

For the next five minutes I was taught the spell, or I should say the melody of the spell. I had read that the oldest spells used music, in order to harmonize and combine different forces. Apparently doing the wards on a building was very old magic, because this one was in song form. I had a respectable enough voice, and Chatta's voice was a crystal clear soprano, that was very pleasant to listen to. It was easy to learn how to incorporate our two voices together in the warding song.

"All right, I think you have it." She smiled at me, and gave a quick glance at Kartal. He had been occupied drawing a sigil while I was taught the spell. She nodded when she saw that the sigil was now complete. "Now, I'm going to sing the first line. When you join in on the second line, I want you to just call your power to the surface. Don't do anything with it. I'll draw upon it and direct it."

I thought I understood now where she was going with this. "I'm actually going to be your wand during this spell, aren't I?"

"I hadn’t thought about it that way, but that's a rather accurate description," Kartal approved. "Are we ready?"

"Ready," Chatta confirmed. She hummed softly then started to sing.

"Magic we are gifted with, we call thee—”

I joined in, leaving my magic as close to the surface as I dared.

"Join with the very stones; protect those that reside within—”

I felt her touch, felt her guide the power that I offered into the stones of the building itself. It was a deeply enthralling, sensual sensation. Her touch was light, but persistent and even. I felt like trying to extend more to her, because she surely couldn't accomplish anything with the pitiful amount of energy she was drawing from me. One glance at her face made me hesitate in opening myself any further, however. She was stark white, and her expression was labored and pinched, as if it were taking every wit of her concentration to do what she doing now.

"Let no person with wrong intent enter.

Magic we are gifted with, we call thee—

Protect those that dwell within."

I felt the change in the magic as soon as Kartal cast the final spell. It had flooded the building before this, but now it became embedded in the mortar itself. They truly felt like wards now.

I shut off my magic again, and turned to Chatta with a smile of satisfaction. One look at her, and my smile vaporized. Chatta looked drained, with little more coloring than a corpse. She was swaying dangerously on her feet. Without hesitation, I darted forward and caught her around her shoulders, bracing her body against my own. "Chatta?!"

Kartal spun about, no doubt alerted by the alarm in my voice. "I was afraid of that," he growled as soon as he got a good look at her. "Garth, why do you have to be so bloody powerful?"

I felt like he had sucker punched me. "This is my fault?"

"It's not your fault," Chatta denied in a hoarse whisper against my chest. "It's just very difficult to channel your power. I'll be fine with some rest."

I didn't entirely believe that. I think I had overloaded her with power, unintentionally, and she was trying to make me feel better about it. I also think it would take more than ''some rest'' for her to recover completely. Guilt was coming in at a gallop, spreading like poison in my chest. Mentally kicking myself for not being more careful, I considered her for a moment. She needed rest, but I didn’t feel comfortable with putting her into her own room. She needed to be some place that someone could keep an eye on her.

Mom.

My mom could do that—why not? I could just put Chatta into the room that was set aside for me. I would borrow one of my brother's beds for a quick nap, and Mom could easily watch over Chatta that way.

I gently lifted Chatta into my arms, unnerved at how meekly she permitted the maneuver. Usually she was too independent to allow such a move, without at least a few well chosen words of protest. She was really worse off than she was letting on. With a soft sigh, she let her head rest on my shoulder, and then went completely limp, sound asleep, or unconscious.

Kartal touched my arm to get my attention, eyes narrowed. "Where are you taking her?"

"My family's rooms," I answered evenly. "My mother can help me keep an eye on her until she's properly recovered."

He considered that for a moment, then nodded slightly. "Fine. She'll be starving when she wakes up; the customary price for overtaxing your magic."

I nodded curtly, appreciating the fact that he wasn't lambasting me for my mistake. I felt guilty enough as it was.

Chatta was a comfortable weight in my arms, as I carried her up a flight of stairs, and down the long hallway to my family's rooms. I had never really realized, until this moment, exactly how small she was! The sheer force of her personality made her seem…larger wasn't really the word. At this moment she just seemed fragile and vulnerable, as I gazed down onto her sleeping face. I felt like an absolute, self absorbed, brain dead fool. Why wasn’t I able to sense how severe a strain our shared bond was having on her entire system?!

When I finally reached the right door, I was nearly drowning in guilt and remorse. I knocked on the door with my foot, and a moment later the door was opened—by my father. Da took one look at the situation and his brows fused together in a fierce frown. "What happened?"

"I'm an incompetent idiot, that's what happened," I replied tonelessly. When he shifted aside, I entered the room fully, still cradling Chatta against my chest. "Which room is mine?"

His dark look hadn't let up, but he pointed to the right door. I'd barely taken two steps towards it when my mother appeared out of a different door, took in the situation, and sprinted to my side. "Garth, what happened to her?"

"I was helping her with a spell," I explained as succinctly as possible, "and I overloaded her. She's…" I had to swallow hard past the huge lump in my throat before I could continue. "She's going to need several hours of sleep and a hearty meal when she wakes up. I brought her here so you can watch over her for me."

"You overloaded her," Dad repeated in a painfully neutral voice.

"I didn't realize I was doing it." I lifted pain filled eyes to his face. "Da, I could never hurt her on purpose—”

He sighed, and the anger bled out of his face. "Busted buckets, son, I know that! You just looked so guilty, I figured you'd done something stupid."

"I did do something stupid," I whispered bitterly. Shaking my black mood off, I continued to the room. I would kick myself a thousand times for my ineptitude later; right now I had to see to Chatta.

With the utmost care I placed my best friend on the bed, arranging her arms and legs so that she was situated comfortably. I didn't realize that my mother had followed me in, until she removed Chatta's shoes, and smoothed a soft blanket over her sleeping form.

"Come, Garth," she urged, with a gentle tug at my sleeve. "You can rest on Braeden's bed for now. You need your rest too."

I reluctantly let myself be guided out of the room. "You'll keep an eye on her?" I entreated.

"Of course," she assured me gently. "Go rest; you're exhausted!"

I obediently went to lie down on my brother's bed, but I wasn't sure how much rest I would get.

 



Chapter Twenty-Three: Power
 

 

Chatta awoke with a gasp, her head still spinning with visions of rocks sailing through the air. The earth was moving underneath her feet, and an incomprehensible amount of raw power was singing an operatic solo through her vibrating nerves. This was so utterly alien from her usual dreamscape, leaving her out of phase, confused and disoriented. With a start, she remembered what she had been doing right before passing out in Garth’s arms. Apparently tapping into an Earth Mage’s magic had some startling side-effects. She growled in vexation. “Garth, you’re such a corrupting influence!”

Tentatively, she sat upright, amazed she didn’t feel tired or absolutely devoid of energy. Actually, she just felt ravenous. Her stomach was threatening legal action against her mouth, for non support. Glancing about, she realized that this was not the room she had taken for herself…hmmm.

There was the sound of male and female voices on the other side of the partially open bedroom door. Suspicions quirked; Chatta rose and moved silently toward the door before peering out into the main room. Ah, just as she suspected. Garth had taken her to his family’s suite. A meal was being laid out on the table—either the noon meal or the evening meal, she wasn’t quite sure. How long had she slept, anyway?

“Ah, she’s awake!” It was Braeden who spoke…at least, Chatta was pretty sure it was Braeden.

Apparently she’d been caught. With a slight smile she pulled the door all of the way open and went to join everyone. “Hello. How long was I asleep?”

“A few hours,” Garth’s mother—Jaylan?—responded with a concerned look. “Are you feeling all right? Garth said that you would need several hours of sleep.”

“I’m fine,” Chatta assured her. Mentally she was blessing Garth for making her practice Chahirese so often. His family had a very unique accent that was testing her linguistic skills. “Well, I am very hungry. Is Garth awake yet?”

“Nah, he’s still sound asleep,” the other brother—Xajen?—answered with a casual flick of the hand.

“I think he has good cause,” Chatta observed wryly. If she had been up for an entire day, and worked as much magic as Garth had, she’d probably still be asleep two days from now!

“Come join us,” Jaylan invited with a warm smile.

Chatta settled in at the table with the rest of the family, silently studying everyone around her as she filled her plate with food. Garth’s father, Arden, was remarkably similar to his son in personality. He was quiet, for the most part, and when he did say something it was either dryly humorous, or an acutely accurate observation. The two brothers could tease a body to commit murder and mayhem. Xajen, the eldest, was fair and handsome—and knew it. Braeden was slightly shorter, and quicker of wit than his elder brother (probably a trait developed in order to survive the constant teasing of an older sibling).

“Garth said he met you the first day he was at his school,” Kaydan observed with a probing smile.

“I was asked to show him around the Academy and help him get settled,” Chatta agreed. Mentally she rolled her eyes—Kaydan was roughly fourteen years old, and most girls of her age really had only one thing on their minds; romance!

“And you just decided to be friends with him?” Kaydan wasn’t about to let it go at just that.

This time Chatta did roll her eyes. “You must be joking. Not only is he good-looking, but he’s very polite and a lot of fun.” Turning her head slightly, Chatta winked at Garth’s mother. “My congratulations on raising such a complete gentleman; they are a dying breed.”

“Garth was the easiest one to raise,” she replied with sparkling eyes. “The other three, however…”

There was a chorus of indignant squawks from the other siblings, which made Chatta laugh.

"What did my son do that taxed you so much?" Arden inquired with a faint frown.

"He didn't do anything," Chatta corrected firmly. "Garth, as a Mage, has a tremendous amount of power, and much more power than I could ever control. I was using his power to set the wards up, and tapping into him like that was not an easy task. It wore me out."

Arden's frown hadn't eased much. "He said that he overloaded you."

"Oh, he would blame himself for this!" Chatta growled. Rubbing her temples with her fingertips, she started planning on how to convince her very dear, idiotic friend that he didn't do anything wrong. "No, he did not overload me! He is just far too powerful. I was totally unprepared to meld powers of that magnitude. I have never experienced such a vast repository of magical power before; no one has."

"So…he's really that strong?" Braeden was watching her out of the corner of his eye, and his face was almost carefully neutral.

"Yes, he really is. I'm grateful that he's not the kind of person to abuse such power; otherwise, it could be an absolute nightmare." A brief vision of Kartal being a Mage, instead of Garth, chased its way through Chatta's head. She almost shuddered in dread at the very thought. No, it was much better for Garth to be the Mage. She looked up with a smile for the two slightly worried parents at the table. "Actually, Garth is rather famous for not using magic to solve every problem. Someone once asked him why he didn't use magic, and he said, 'It's not what a man is capable of doing, but what he chooses to do that is important.'"

Arden blinked, and then a slow grin took over his face. "So that stuck in his head, eh?"

"Very much so," she responded with a smile of her own. "I told him that was rather profound, and he told me that he couldn't take credit for it. He also said that he can hear your voice saying it in his head because you said it to him so often."

"I repeated a lot of things with Garth," Arden reflected with wry humor. "He's so quiet that I wasn't sure what penetrated and what didn't."

"I wonder where he got that from," Jaylan drawled with a pointed look at her husband.

"Yes, I wonder," her husband drawled back with a wink.

The door to one of the bedrooms chose that moment to open and a slightly disheveled Garth stumbled out into view. He blinked the sleep from his eyes, took a quick look around the room—and stopped on Chatta. The expression on his face instantly turned troubled and guilty.

Chatta rolled her eyes, and got to her feet. Obviously she would have to deal with this now, before any ill-conceived notions became permanently lodged in Garth's head.

~*~

I was relieved to see Chatta seated at the table with my family, but I didn't like the slightly pale cast to her skin. Guilt immediately swamped me when I saw her, and my face must have said something to that effect, because she rolled her eyes before quickly crossing over to me.

Reaching up, she caught my face between both hands, ensuring that she had my full undivided attention. "Garth, stop that immediately!"

I opened my mouth to protest, and snapped it shut, when she gave me a sharp look.

"I mean it. You did not do anything wrong! Yes, you are incredibly powerful, and yes, I did overload on that power, but it had nothing to do with you. You are not responsible for everything. AM I CLEAR!?"

With that intent look in her eyes, I had to believe her. Slowly I nodded. "All right. But I don't think we should do this again."

"If, and when, the situation demands it, we'll be far more careful next time," she assured me, with a slight smile.

"But you are all right?" I asked anxiously. I wouldn't put it past Chatta to pretend that she was fine to alleviate everyone else's worries.

"You worry-wart!" she exclaimed in fond exasperation. Dropping her hands, she hugged me instead. "I'm fine, all right?"

For just a moment I held her close, allowing the knowledge to seep directly through my pores and into my soul. I never wanted to be scared like that, ever again. Then I drew in a deep breath, and forced myself to let go. "Okay." I managed a smile for her.

"Good. Now come on, I'll bet you're starving."

As Chatta led the way back to the table, I looked over at my family. Everyone had been watching my conversation with Chatta with the greatest of interest, and no small amount of speculation, if their expressions were anything to judge by. I could have explained to them that Hainian culture was much more physically demonstrative than Chahiran, and Chatta was especially touchy-feely, but I didn't feel like it. Maybe later.

I just sat at the table, loaded up my plate with food, and commenced shoveling it in, with great vigor.

"How did your conversation go with the King?" my mother asked with sharp interest.

I had to swallow a mouthful of food before I could answer. "Fine. He wants to have breakfast with everyone tomorrow."

You'd think I'd announced that I was going to set the room on fire judging by people's reactions.

My siblings were sputtering incoherently; my father's jaw was hanging far enough to touch the floor, and my mother was staring at me in horror. She at least was still coherent enough to demand, "He what?!"

"He wants to have breakfast with the family tomorrow," I answered calmly. "He wants to meet everyone."

"Garth, tell me you didn't say yes!"

I blinked at her, at a loss for this kind of reaction. Well, maybe she was nervous about eating with royalty. "Why? He's a very good man, Mom. And he wants to meet everyone. Don't worry about impressing him; he's not pompous or anything."

Chatta, seated next to me, had her head buried in both hands and was shaking it back and forth in obvious disbelief. "Garth, how can you live sixteen years in this world and still be so clueless?"

I frowned at her. "What did I say?"

She ignored me and turned back to my parents, tone soothing and calm. "Don't worry. King Guin is very easy to get along with. My family has known him for years. And he's not the type that you need to worry about impressing. He has a way of making you feel right at home. I'm sure you'll be fine tomorrow, when you meet him."

"You will teach us Hainian manners?" my mother pleaded in a thin voice.

"No need, he's very well versed in Chahiran customs," Chatta answered with quiet reassurance. "And I'm sure that he wants to meet you because he likes Garth so much. He's very accustomed to your son being blunt and honest—actually, Guin prefers people to act that way. Just respond normally to him and you'll be fine."

I never have been nervous in Guin's presence, so I couldn't fathom their reactions at the prospect of meeting him. Obviously I was out of my league. So I just ate, stayed quiet, and let Chatta do the reassuring.

~*~

I’ve never seen my parents such nervous wrecks before.

It’s rather entertaining.

Not that I was about to show any amusement. My mother would kill me. No, I kept a straight face as I introduced my family to Guin. I think it helped that he was wearing a somewhat informal Chahiran suit; it made him seem much more approachable. As we sat down around the breakfast table in his suite, the tension was so thick you could have sliced it with a knife and served it up on a piece of bread. Well, it looked like it was up to me to clear the air.

I was still trying to think of something to say when Guin faced me, a muted twinkle in his eyes. “Delheart tells me that you tricked him.”

I plastered an innocent expression on my face. “Surely ‘trick’ is too strong of a word,” I objected mildly.

Both of my parents were looking at me suspiciously.

“Garth?” my mother infused the demand of “what did you do?” in my name alone.

“Delheart is Chatta’s father,” I explained. It was hard to keep the satisfied smirk off my face. “He approached me a few weeks ago, worried about Chatta traveling with me, alone.”

“He was right to worry,” Guin pointed out with a slight arch of his eyebrow. “If you were ever in Del’Hain for more than two days at a time, you’d understand why.”

And what did that mean? I made a mental note to enquire later. I still had a semi-accusation to deal with now. “I couldn’t always guarantee we would have an appropriate chaperone, like he wanted,” I continued in a reasonable tone. “The oath was a good compromise.”

My father’s face cleared. “You gave an Oath of Protection?”

I nodded. Can’t smirk, can’t smirk, can’t smirk…

My mother looked to Guin in confusion. “How is that considered trickery?”

“Garth can travel with Chatta anywhere, anytime, because of that oath,” Guin pointed out. His eyes were twinkling again with subdued mirth and mischief. “And her father can’t offer one word in protest.”

This time I couldn’t quite subdue my smirk.

Guin caught my expression and started chuckling, a warm deep sound that was pleasant on the ears. “It was an absolutely inspired idea, and rather clever.”

“I was rather proud of it,” I acknowledged with (admittedly false) modesty.

Xavier reached over and patted me on the back. “I’m proud of you, little brother.”

I grinned at him, but my focus was still on Guin. “Delheart isn’t truly upset, is he?”

“I think he was more irritated that he was outmaneuvered by a political novice than anything else,” Guin refuted with a cheerful smile. He was getting way too much enjoyment out of this.

Well, that was a relief.

Topics turned to other matters then, with Guin filling in more of the details surrounding my time in Hain. I tried to stay out of it, letting my parents talk with him more, so they could form their own rapport with the man. By the time that the meal was over, the atmosphere was much more relaxed.

“I’m afraid that I must take my leave now,” Guin said with genuine regret. “There are meetings that I must attend shortly. But I hope that you will have breakfast with me again in a few days?”

My mother was the one who answered with a warm smile on her face. “We’d be glad to.”

“Good, I’ll send word to establish a firmer time.”

That was pretty much a cue to get up and leave, so we all rose. Guin caught my attention with a raised hand, so I hesitated in following my family out of the door.

“I’ve asked Chatta and Kartal to do a scrying,” he informed me in a low tone. “They’ll be searching for anyone with magical talent outside of the city. With your earth traveling method, you’re the fastest here. I expect you to stay nearby, and at their disposal, if they find anyone. Bring them directly back here, under my protection.”

I nodded to show my understanding.

“Good. And I’ll want you at the Magic Convocation two days from now. Dress formally, and make it obvious to a blind man, who, and what you are.”

That…was a very interesting order. “May I ask why?”

“They’re trying to bury their heads in the sand,” Guin explained simply. “I’m going to force them to acknowledge the truth, even if I have to drive it into them with a fifty weight hammer.”

Ah. I was beginning to see. “And I’m the hammer, is that it?”

Guin out and out grinned at me. “That’s it precisely.”

Well. As long as I had a purpose in life. “What time?”

“Noon, or just before it.”

I nodded. “I’ll be there.”

~*~

“Garth!”

There was a note of panic in that call, so I spun around quickly, searching for the cause of anxiety. Chatta had her robes lifted up to her knees, and she was running at full speed in my direction.

This did not look good. I moved quickly across the courtyard to meet her half way. She was moving so fast, I wasn’t sure if she could stop without crashing into me. I reached out and grabbed her shoulders, to help steady her, as she unceremoniously slid to a halt. “What is it?”

“Ten miles north of here,” she panted out, “woman and child—magical—going to be—burned to death—”

That was enough information for me. “Night!” I called urgently.

My Nreesce had been charming my mother into feeding him peanut butter, but at my call he quickly trotted over to me.

“We need to go rescue two people,” I explained quickly. “There’s no time, so we’ll have to take the earth path.”

Night hated traveling through the earth, and he shuddered in revulsion at the very prospect. It was a testament to how much he had matured, that he didn’t argue, and just nodded grimly.

I kicked off from the ground, gaining enough momentum to scramble onto Night’s back. As soon as I was seated, I drew on the magic in my core and sank us both into the ground.

A cocoon of magic engulfed us, protecting us from the surrounding rock, and allowing us to breathe. The earth melted and flowed around that web of power, sliding quickly past us. I took a moment to mentally project my mind forward, searching for the strong auras that magical people emit. It didn’t take long to find them. They felt hot, almost too hot, the way that a hearth fire does when you are sitting too close to it. From what I could tell, they were surrounded by a lot of people. Not good!

The beauty of this method of travel is that it only takes minutes to travel miles. I barely had a fix on the woman and child when we were right next to them. I altered speed and direction, moving us up so that we could break the surface.

I could almost feel Night’s relief to be above the ground again. I didn’t spare him a lot of attention—my focus was on the people around us. Horror was the predominant expression, as they rapidly backed away from Night and me. They were in complete disarray, stumbling and tripping over each other, in their panicked withdrawal.

At first I didn’t see the people I had come here for. But I heard the screams of pain and fear, and I smelled smoke. Following nose and ears, I turned until I saw them—a young woman in a dirty white dress, who couldn’t be much older than I, and a tiny frail little boy tied to a post next to her. He couldn’t have been more than three years old.

All around them were stacks of wood, some of which was already ablaze.

My blood ran cold at the sight. Those flames were high enough to actually harm them. I was an Earth Mage, I couldn’t do much with fire, but I could certainly put it out!

I raised the dirt near the fire, and quickly buried the flames, immediately extinguishing them. Only then did I slide off Night’s back, and approach the people I had come to rescue. My blood boiled as I moved. Burning someone to death was so base and barbaric. There was no rationale, no logic that could possibly excuse it.  Murdering a woman and a three year old child, because they possessed the ability to wield magic, to my mind was nothing but pure evil!

No one even dared to breathe as I quickly strode forward, magically shifting the buried wood out of my way. As I got closer, I took more notice of the woman and boy. She was young—so terribly young, barely old enough to be a mother. Her light hair was hanging in disheveled strands, face flushed and streaked with dirt. Relief and terror warred across her face as she watched my approach. The little boy next to her was frankly terrified, with loud sobs pouring out of his mouth.

Someone was going to pay for this. Dearly.

I started talking to them both in soothing tones before I reached them. People in pain aren’t known to think rationally, and they were both scared. I’m not sure if they were even thinking at all. The woman might not fully realize that I was here to help. “I am Rhebengarthen, Earth Mage of Hain. I’m here to take you to safety.”

“My son—” she choked out. “Get my son first.”

It didn’t matter who I freed first, they were both coming with me. If it eased her worry, then I could cut the boy loose first.

Pulling my bon’a’lon from its holster at my waist, I triggered the spell. I could almost feel the watching crowd jerk back when the weapon snapped out into its full imposing length. That was perversely satisfying. However, mother and son were terrified too, and that wasn’t a good thing. “Sorry,” I apologized with a slight smile. “I don’t have a dagger on me. Hold still, I don’t want to cut you.”

They both froze, rigid as marble statues. With utmost care, I sliced the ropes holding the boy bound, and shifted my position slightly, so I could free his mother as well. Almost as soon as he was free, the boy turned and clung to his mother’s legs. The moment her hands were free, she returned the embrace, just as fiercely.

Oh yes. Someone was definitely going to pay for this!

“Good mistress,” I had to touch her arm to get her attention and repeat myself before she responded. She blinked tears from her eyes, looking up at me almost shyly. “I’m going to put you on Night,” I gestured to where my Nreesce was standing, guarding my back, “and then we can leave.” As an almost afterthought I asked him, “That is all right?”

“Under the circumstances, I’ll allow it. You’d better hurry, the crowd is getting restless,” Night advised.

I was afraid of that. As I led them away from the stakes, the woman flinched in pain. I scanned her quickly, and it didn’t take long to figure out the source of that expression. Her feet and calves were extremely red—burned. She had been closer to the fire than the boy, close enough to be hurt by it. I was mentally kicking myself for not noticing earlier. I stopped, looking at the boy. “Your mother is hurt,” I told him quietly. “I need to carry her to my horse.” I mentally apologized to Night. “Sorry, I doubt he knows what a Nreesce is.”

“I’ll let it slide,” Night drawled back. “This time.”

Brat! I released the bon’a’lon and put it back on my waist to free my hands up. Very reluctantly, the child let go of his mother. I carefully lifted the woman into my arms. She was blushing profusely at being carried by me, a stranger, but there was no help for it. She couldn’t walk with her feet like that.

“What do you think you are doing?!”

My head snapped around. A man in his early twenties stood slightly apart from the crowd, his short frame tense with anger and outrage on his face.

“Good mistress,” I asked softly, “is that the man that betrayed your secret?” I had a hunch that it was.

“Yes,” she whispered back brokenly. She couldn’t meet my eyes.

Oh good. I have someone to blame.

“What do you think you are doing?!” the idiot demanded again in outraged tones.

I ignored him for a moment, putting mother and child on Night’s back. I had to cheat a little to reach Night’s back—why does he have to be so ridiculously tall?—by raising the ground under my feet a foot or so. She wasn’t entirely comfortable on Night’s bare back, making me wish that I’d had time to saddle him before leaving. A saddle would give her something to cling to. The crowd around me was starting to mutter angrily, but I didn’t acknowledge them as I scooped the boy up and put him in front of his mother. Once they were both settled, I turned back to the angry man confronting me.

I wanted to make him pay. I wanted him to know exactly the terror that he had intended for his victims. But I didn’t want to lower myself to his sadistic level either.

From the ether of desperation, inspiration struck me squarely.

Ooh. That’ll work!

A smile of fierce anticipation crossed my face. I manipulated the ground under the man, so that it shot him up into the air, tossing him in my direction. He landed flat on his face with a most satisfying thud.

As he struggled to his feet, I drew my bon’a’lon again, deliberately nicking my thumb as I did so. Before the man had completely regained his feet, I spun the bon’a’lon around and shallowly cut his cheek. He fell back with a hiss of pain, hand automatically covering his face.

Rotating the bon’a’lon again, I put the blade against his throat. “Lower your hand.”

With one eye on the weapon pressing against his neck, he slowly lowered the hand. “What are you going to do to me?” For the first time, fear was reflected in his voice. Imbecile! I was obviously a Mage; did he think he stood any chance of contending with me? I didn’t put much stock in his common sense, or his survival instincts.

I put my hand over the cut in his cheek. “I’m making you Jaunten,” I told him with sadistic cheer.

His eyes went wide with horror. “No! Don’t—”

I put my thumb onto the cut at that moment, putting my blood into his. He choked off, almost whining in the back of his throat. I caught his eyes with mine, making sure that he understood exactly what I was doing, and why I was doing it. “Now you will know what it is like to live at the mercy of others.”

His eyes rolled up in his head as he fainted. I quickly moved the bon’a’lon before he could cut his own throat as he dropped to the ground. I studied him for a moment in detached curiosity. In a few hours, he’d wake up with white hair and all of the knowledge of the Jaunten. He’d fully understand, then, just what he had done, and how stupid and pointless his actions had been.

I couldn’t think of a better punishment than that. Turning to the crowd, I pulled myself up to my full height, hoping I looked formidable. “I am the Advent Mage.” I paused a moment for that to sink into my audience’s psych. “I have marked this man as a warning to anyone who sees him, the penalty for harming someone who possesses magical ability. Anyone who touches him will answer directly to me!”

As ridiculous as my title was, this was one case where it might do some good. I felt a little silly calling myself that, but if it works, it works.

I turned my attention to more important matters, the woman and child who needed to be gotten to safety. I walked back to Night, touching him on the neck before I triggered the magic necessary to take us back to the earth path.

As we dropped into the earth, I looked up with a smile at my passengers. “Don’t worry, you won’t be hurt traveling like this. We’ll be at the Palace in a few minutes, and then we can tend to those burns. What are your names?”

“I-I am Dolanaslan,” the woman stammered. “This is my son, Dolanaralen.”

“Thank you for the gift of names,” I responded politely. We were too close to the Palace for me to say anything else. I brought us back up to the surface.

The courtyard I had left from was swarming with people now. Several of them shrieked, and leapt out of the way, as we emerged from the earth.

We were barely clear when Chatta pounced on me. There was no other word for it; she grabbed both shoulders and scanned me quickly. “You’re all right?”

“Furious,” I replied with a tight smile. “But I’m fine. This is Dolanaslan, and her son, Dolanaralen. She has burns on her feet that need to be tended to.” Turning sideways, I finished the introductions. “This is Witch L-Chattamoinita Delheart, a dear friend of mine. She’ll help heal those burns of yours.”

Chatta dipped a brief bow to them both. “A pleasure to meet you. Garth, bring her inside. I’ve prepared a room next to your family’s rooms.”

I nodded in understanding. Night was a sweetheart and bent slightly so that I didn’t have to stretch to reach Dolanaslan and her son. The young mother was still horribly embarrassed to have a virtual stranger handling her so familiarly, but I couldn’t let her walk on those feet.

I took her to the room that Chatta had prepared, sat her down, and then stayed out of the way. Healing was one of those things that I couldn’t really do. I could give a person more magical energy to heal faster, but that was about the extent of my ability in that area.

My mother has a psychic ability, of some sort, that clues her in when someone nearby is hurt. It’s the only explanation that I have, to begin to understand, how she can just suddenly appear in the room when she is needed. With both my mother and Chatta on the job, I was quickly becoming superfluous. I chose to leave, and update Guin on the current situation, instead of just standing around taking up valuable space and oxygen.

~*~

Guin was understandably perturbed by my report, but he was also delighted that I had been able to rescue them in time. “And how are mother and boy doing?”

“I think they’ll be fine.” With rest, and care, and time, they would get past what had happened today. At least, I hoped so.

“Are they Mages?” Guin looked unaccountably hopeful. Did he think all the Mages were hiding in Chahir?

I shook my head. “I doubt it, Sire. They felt like Witch and Wizard to me.”

Guin frowned, obviously not liking my answer. “But you’re not sure.”

“Mages feel different,” I explained patiently. The man was not going to win on this point. “They feel…more dynamic, I suppose is the best description. All Mages feel a little different from one another,” that part I was guessing on since Hevencoran felt different than Trev’nor did, “but the underlying feel is the same.”

I could see that he didn’t quite believe me, so I strove to put it into terms that he could understand. “To me, Mages feel like wood. No matter how many variations you come across, all wood feels the same. Witches or Wizards, on the other hand, feel like metal. You can’t mistake one for the other.”

He nodded a trifle reluctantly to accede the point. “Very well. You can’t blame me for wishing that you had rescued two more Mages today. Did anyone try to stop you from leaving?”

“One man,” I admitted easily. “He was the one that turned mother and child in.”

Guin regarded me with growing suspicion. “What did you do?”

“Turned him into a Jaunten.” I smiled blissfully at the memory. He made a very satisfying thump when he hit the ground.

Guin’s eyes went wide. “Garth…that’s evil.”

“You say that,” I pointed out dryly, “and yet you’re smiling.”

“Well, it was very appropriate. I can’t help but admire your unique sense of justice.” He shook off the approving smile to regard me more seriously. “Do you expect anything more to come of this?”

“No,” I answered honestly. “The villagers are too afraid that I might change them, too, I think.”

“Hm. Very well. Good work, Garth. I expect you to react in a similar fashion should this ever happen again. Empathy can be extremely educational.”

“Understood, Sire.” I gave him a brief bow, and removed myself, before my notoriously workaholic King could conjure up something else for me to do.

 

 

 

 



Chapter Twenty-Four: Politics
 

 

Have I mentioned before that ceremonial robes are very hot, uncomfortable, and ridiculously cumbersome?

Guin had ordered me to come to the formal negotiations that afternoon, and then with an evil glint in his eye, he had added “and make sure to dress the part.” I think misery likes company, personally, and if my King had to suffer in his robes, then he was going to make sure that someone else was suffering right along with him.

The man’s a brat.

After lunch, I struggled into my Earth Mage robes, and dragged myself up to the Royal Council Room in the main part of the Palace. The place was every bit as large and pretentious as the Council Room in the Hainian Palace, with the only difference being that this one was done in blues and gold instead of greens and gold. Dominating the room were three tables; one standing on either side, and of course, the main table for both Kings to sit at the head of the room. The tables were full of men and women, councilors, aids, advisors, Lords and Ladies of all ranks—and all of them dressed in hot, stifling clothes.

Why do we do this to ourselves? Dressing formally is fine, but does it have to be uncomfortable?

Guin had me come an hour late into the meeting, for whatever reason. I didn’t understand politics, and I had no desire to, so I hadn’t asked him many questions. When I entered the room, Guin looked up and nodded in acknowledgement. “I believe that this man will settle the issue here and now.”

…come again? I bolted to a stop, halfway into the room, eyeing everyone around me warily. What was going on?

“How can any one man solve the issue, Your Majesty?” a slightly plump lord seated at the right table demanded in a harsh voice. “I tell you that magic in this country is dead. Whatever people who are supposedly ‘found’ only have sparks of power in them. There is nothing to discuss here!”

Hm. Guin had warned me that he had encountered some resistance to the idea of magic still being alive in my country, but I hadn’t realized that people were actually living in the land of denial to this degree. Well! This was easy to resolve.

Raising my head, I looked directly at the Lord who had spoken, pitching my voice so that it would carry around the room. “I am Rhebengarthen of Tobadorage, Earth Mage, and child of the Jaunten.”

You could have heard a fly sneeze because the silence was that absolute.

That crystalline silence only lasted a moment, and then everyone was murmuring at once, talking to each other behind hands or fans. All of their eyes were on me, however, and that was not a comfortable sensation. I strove to ignore it, turning my attention back to Guin and Vonlorisen, the King of Chahir. Guin was smiling, so I assumed that I had accomplished the desired effect he expected from me. Vonlorisen was frowning so fiercely, I expected to hear the sound of his molars shattering in his head.

“Mages do not exist,” Vonlorisen said firmly. His voice cut everyone else off in midsentence.

“I am the first born in over two hundred years,” I acknowledged with a courteous half-bow. “But I am not the only one. There are two other known Mages living in Del’Hain.”

“There are no Mages,” a lady to my left parroted in sneering tones, her thin nose lifted in the air with obvious distaste.

If I had been dealing with this sort of response for several days, I probably would have committed murder at this point. My respect for Guin raised a few notches, since he hadn’t even lost his temper yet.

I deliberately spread both of my hands out so that everyone could see them, and see that I did not hold anything. No wand, no tool of focus, nothing.

Then I cracked every stone tile of the floor, all at once.

People leaped to their feet and screamed, when the floor literally cracked beneath their feet. I admit I was sadistically entertained by watching previously dignified Lords and Ladies scramble onto the tables like panicked children.

“Garth,” Guin reproved dryly, “it’s not polite to ruin our host’s floor. Kindly repair the stone.”

Without twitching an eyelid, I did as bid and smoothed the cracks over again, making the floor better than new. I expected that to calm everyone back down, but it actually succeeded in causing a few of them to hyperventilate.

When all were back in their seats, and order had been more or less established, a distinguished Lord in dark burgundy rose to his feet. His dark eyes were solemn as they watched me. “Either this is a wonderful trick,” he stated with almost perfect neutrality, “or you are indeed what you say you are…Magus.”

The slight pause that he put before my title held the hint of disbelief, and the insult smarted. I glared at him, thinking rapidly. There was one thing that no Witch or Wizard could ever hope to do—earth travel. Since I had stone under my feet, I could do a short hop in the earth easily. I drew upon my power and sank into the earth, only to explode up again a few seconds later…this time nose to nose with the Lord who had just challenged me.

The assembled company jolted back as one into their chairs when I made my appearance into the room again. Most of them were staring at me with fear so tangible that I expected at least some of them to pass out cold. The Lord who had addressed me jerked back in alarm so violently, he lost his balance, upset his chair, and performed a perfect “Flying W” as he somersaulted over backwards. Lying on the floor, looking up at me, his face went absolutely ashen, as he came to a complete realization of what I had just done.

“I am, indeed, what I say I am,” I assured him with quiet menace.

“And can you prove that you are from Chahir?” Vonlorisen challenged in a ringing voice.

“I am from Tobadorage.” It was hard to keep the impatience from my voice. “My birth was recorded there, and until recently, my family lived there. We are well known in that area. Verify my story, if you wish; you will discover what I say remains true.”

I think he knew better than to push that line of attack any further. After all, it was obvious that I was from Chahir—I looked like my countrymen; I spoke like they did; I had all the mannerisms and expressions they used.

“An aberration, then,” Vonlorisen dismissed with an idle flick of his hand.

Guin snorted, a bit of impatience showing through. “Aberration? If you wish to call it that, fine, but you should know that I have welcomed twenty-three of those so-called aberrations into my country.”

Twenty-three? I blinked in surprise. I knew that others had come into Del’Hain from Chahir, but I had no idea that the number was so high.

“Over the past two hundred years, such a number is not impossible—” Vonlorisen retaliated in curt tones.

“That number is over the past year,” Guin interrupted coolly. The look in his eyes was now one of disgust.

The room fell quiet again—uncomfortably so. I wanted nothing more than to leave. I strove not to stir uncomfortably, or shift in place, which would have showed my nervousness. Showing any sign of weakness to these people would be the height of stupidity.

Guin turned to me and gave me a formal inclination of his head. "Thank you, Garth, for coming. I believe there are other more pressing tasks that require your unique attention?”

I was grateful for the cue to leave. With a polite bow to both Monarchs, I withdrew from the room in a dignified, if hurried, walk.

~*~

Have you ever walked into a room and known just by the expression on a woman's face that she was absolutely infuriated?

I came into my family's suite, took one look at my mother's face and felt the need to be elsewhere. Unfortunately, before I could back peddle into the other direction, she saw me and motioned me sharply to her side.

Reluctantly, I went to her, wondering all the while what I could have possibly done to get her upset with me. Nothing sprang to mind. "Yes?"

"It was her husband," my mother clipped out.

I blinked at this curt statement. Apparently I wasn't the one in trouble (which is a good thing), but I had no idea what she was talking about. "I'm sorry?"

"It was Dolanaslan's husband that turned her in," she clarified, face tightening with anger.

I stared at her in disbelief. I know that magical tolerance is very low in my country, but this…a husband turned in his own wife? "And the boy?" I demanded incredulously. "Why was her son condemned too?"

"Because he is her son," she answered in harsh tones.

So they didn't know of Dolanaralen's magical ability, but simply condemned the poor boy because of his mother's blood. Unbelievable! I sank into a nearby chair, feeling like my head was reeling.

"It gets worse," my mother informed me in a grim tone.

My head turned slowly so that I could look at her. How could the situation possibly get worse than this?

"She's pregnant."

For a moment, I couldn't think at all. What I was hearing was just too callous, too evil, for me to comprehend it. A husband had condemned his pregnant wife and young son to being burned to death…and then had the gall to challenge me when I came to rescue them? "Is there no mercy in this country?" I whispered to myself hoarsely.

"Not that I can find." My mother reached over and placed a hand on my shoulder, squeezing it gently in comfort. "I've spoken with the girl, and she's asked that we assist her in having her marriage stricken from the records."

After all of this, I couldn't blame her. Still, there were other things to consider. "She knows that she will be under King Guin's protection?"

"I thought as much, but I wasn't sure," she responded with a thoughtful look. "Your father is talking to her now. If she wishes, she and her children will be adopted into this family."

I felt a smile break over my face. I really did have the best parents in the entire world. "I will be proud to have her as my sister," I acknowledged. I didn't know Dol—Asla very well, but I thought she was a good woman.

I received a warm smile of approval from my mother. "I thought as much. Your brothers and sister said the same thing."

Speaking of which, I hadn't seen a particular three year old boy scampering around. "Where is Aral?"

"Xavien has him. They've been playing with Night most of the morning."

My prankster brother, with an impressionable three year old boy, and a mischievous Nreesce…busted buckets, but that didn't paint a pretty picture in my head. What mischief they had gotten into, I didn't want to know.

"How did the meeting go?"

I noted the worry in my mother's voice, and shrugged. "I'm not sure how to answer that," I told her honestly. "Most of the Lords and Ladies don't even want to admit that magical people are still being born here. I had to bludgeon that fact in with brute force. When I left, they were at least willing to believe that magical people still exist in Chahir."

A slight frown creased her forehead. "I hadn't expected them to deny that."

"Neither had I." Sighing, I slumped back into my chair. "Guin has an uphill battle on his hands."

"Then we will be here for some time yet?"

"At least another few days, I would think," I acknowledged. "And I wouldn't be surprised if I was called in again to prove some other point for Guin."

She gave a thoughtful "Hm" in response. "Garth, do you normally travel by going into the earth like that?"

I blinked at this abrupt change in subject. How do women do that? Just jump from one idea to the next without any transition? "Um, well, in emergencies, yes. Everyone who travels with me like that finds it very uncomfortable, and a little nerve wracking, so I don't do it very often."

"When I saw you do it, it startled me badly," she said with a pointed look in my direction. "I felt like my heart leapt up into my throat. Is it dangerous?"

Oops! I hadn't meant to scare her. Sometimes I forgot that my family wasn't used to my abilities yet. "No, not at all dangerous," I assured her earnestly. "Most people don't like the feeling of having dirt and stone all around them, but it doesn't bother me. I think it's actually safer than traveling above the ground. After all, I don’t have to worry about bandits, bad weather, conditions of the road, or traffic. And it's much faster, besides."

She gave another thoughtful hum, which didn't agree or disagree, and a look that said she had her own reservations on the subject, but she wasn't going to argue the point. I was perfectly willing to leave it at that.

Changing the subject, I said, "Since I had to pull Asla and Aral away so quickly, they'll need clothes and things of their own. Let me give you some money so that you can take them shopping."

My mother brightened at that. She loves shopping. "That's very generous of you, Garth. I'll take her out as soon as she's done talking to Arden. I think an outing would do her good."

The distraction would be good for her and her son. I hoped that Da could talk her into being adopted into the family.

But for now, it was definitely time to get out of these highly uncomfortable robes.

~*~

Sometimes, I hate it when I'm right.

Guin had indeed required that I come back into the political negotiations. The only thing that made this command bearable was that Chatta and Kartal came with me. Misery adores company, after all.

The location of the meeting was different this time. We were in a large assembly hall on the second floor. I suspected that the meeting was moved so that I couldn't pop up out of the earth and startle people again, but that could just be my paranoia. At any rate, there were two thrones at the head of the room, and long tables branching out on either side filled with aides, scribes, and the like. The back half of the room was just row upon row of tables and chairs.

Chatta, Kartal and I were on the right side of the room, about three rows back. The first half hour or so of the meeting, there had been the usual synopsis of why everyone was here, what the issues were, and the various stances that everyone was taking.

From that point on, it was nothing but boring speeches and arguments.

I knew how important the outcome of this meeting was, but I couldn't help but be bored. I was torn between fidgeting and falling asleep. Naturally, I had to come up with some way to keep myself from doing either, so I started picking at the bits of lint that were on my dark brown robes.

Once I had all of that lint in my hand, I had to put is somewhere, right? And what better place to put it than on Chatta's robes?

My best friend gave me a dirty look for piling the bits of lint on her black robes. In retaliation, she retrieved the lint that I had just deposited in her lap, adding a few odd strands of her own, and returned the favor.

I quickly collected it all back up, and shooed it back into her direction. It went downhill from there, with both of us depositing vestiges of lint on each other's robes, as fast as we could possibly manage.

Kartal leaned over and hissed, "Can you two possibly try and act your age?"

Kill joy! I reluctantly stopped, seeing that he had a point. I really shouldn't be engaged in a lint-war with my best friend, while attending a vitally important conference.

But that meant I was back to being bored.

Chatta and I exchanged a forlorn look, but dutifully turned our attention back to the speaker. He was still talking about how he couldn't possibly accept magical people in his province. Idiot!

"Chatta," I murmured. "Raise a silence charm, please?"

Giving me an odd look, she raised a silence bubble so that it covered all three of us. "What is it?"

"I just wanted your opinion on this," I answered. I gave a quick glance at Kartal, silently inviting his response as well. "How many provinces will accept Guin's terms?"

"Hm, hard to say," she muttered as she thoughtfully scanned the various lords and ladies in the room. "Some of them are devout followers of the Star Order, of course."

I nodded in understanding. The Star Order had been a small religion two hundred years ago, but that wasn't true now. They were wholly against magic of any sort, claiming that the source of magic was from "dark practices."

"Vonlorisen's Queen is part of the Star Order," Kartal offered off-handedly.

My eyes cut to him.  I hadn't known that. Vonlorisen himself wasn't particularly religious in any way, but if his wife was a Star follower…that would definitely influence his politics. It would also give the Star Order more political power than I had imagined.

"Some of them still grimly hold onto the fear generated by the Magic War," Kartal continued with unfathomable eyes.

That war had done a lot of damage to my country, more than any person could have imagined. I could understand how the psychological scars from the war could have carried forward to some of the descendents today.

"And some of them are like Vonlorisen himself," Chatta added with a tight expression. "They are afraid of anyone having more power than them."

Unfortunately, I was afraid that they were both right. "Roughly a third of the Province Lords here will accept Guin's terms, I think."

Chatta let out a low breath. "Yes, I'm afraid you're right."

I looked to Kartal, but he shook his head in grim agreement. That was the conclusion that he had come to as well.

Like I said, sometimes I hate it when I'm right.

It was finally time for Guin to speak. Chatta dropped the silencing charm so we could hear him. He rose from his chair, facing the crowd with confidence. "My Lords and Ladies, I have come here to propose a rescission of your laws dealing with magical people."

There was a mutter among the crowd. Guin paused, staring them down until the room was quiet again. "I realize that this thought makes you uncomfortable. I do not ask that you receive people of magic in your country with open arms."

Although they are foolish not to, in my humble opinion.

"Whatever your views of these people, you must be aware that more and more of your countrymen are being born with magical talent. In the past year, I have accepted twenty-three people from Chahir, all of them with very strong magical gifts. Magic is returning to Chahir, whether you wish to acknowledge that or not. All I ask is that you show some mercy to these people. Allow them a period of grace, so that they may have time to safely leave Chahir."

Vonlorisen stirred at this point. "And how long of a 'period of grace' as you put it, are you proposing?"

"One month," Guin answered calmly.

People really started to talk then. Some even shouted out firm denials. One Lord was louder than the rest, and I could hear him clearly above the din. "You expect us to grant mercy to people who are in league with darkness?!"

I couldn't let that go unchallenged. I rose to my feet, looking at Guin for permission to speak as I did so. He nodded approval, so I took a deep breath and spoke as loudly as I could. "My Lords and Ladies, your attention!"

They quieted down, turning to look at me. Encouraged, I continued to speak. "For those of you who do not know me, I am Rhebengarthen, Earth Mage and child of the Jaunten."

There were audible gasps and whispers, which I chose to ignore.

"I was born in Tobadorage," I continued. "I have grown up hearing the very things that you have said today. They are not true! I never had any dealings with dark magic. I was simply born with the powers of a Mage. I did not have a choice in accepting this ability; I simply have it."

"You honestly expect us to believe that?" a disdainful voice called out. The room was too crowded for me to see who had spoken.

I tensed with anger, wanting to shake sense into these people. "Four days ago I rescued a three year old boy from being burned to death," I ground out. "His only crime was being born to a mother with magical abilities. Do you honestly think a three year old child is guilty of practicing dark magic?"

That took a few people aback. I kept going, trying to not choke on my righteous indignation. "In Del'Hain, there is a five year old Mage like myself. Do you suspect him of such unholy practices? This is not some unnatural power, but a gift—as other people are born with gifts. You do not suspect people gifted with musical or artistic ability to be servants of some dark purpose! Why then should people with magical gifts be under such harsh suspicion?"

"Well said," Guin acknowledged with a smile in my direction. "And his point is a valid one, Lords and Ladies. We have many children in both of our countries with magical abilities. Surely they are undoubtedly innocent of such dark allegations? It is ridiculous in the extreme to accuse them of unholy practices."

I sat back down. I was sure that Guin would start hammering the point home.

Chatta squeezed my forearm and leaned forward to murmur, "Good speech."

"Thank you," I murmured back with a slight smile. "I admit I was making it up as I went along."

"It had some impact," Kartal noted. "I saw a few thoughtful nods as you were speaking."

Good! Maybe a few people were beginning to think for themselves, then.

I listened with half an ear as Guin continued to speak. I was more focused on the people that he was speaking to. I saw a few heads nod; some people were paying rapt attention—some people weren't. We might convince half of these people, but I didn't think it would be more than that. It would be an improvement, but I wasn't sure how much difference that would make, in the long run.

~*~

It was a quiet group that sat around Guin's table that evening. He had called Delheart, Chatta, Val Haben, Kartal and me into his private dining room for an informal dinner. After a long day of sitting in negotiations and meetings, we were all tired and dealing with brewing headaches.

Still, we had something of a victory. Today the laws on magic had been altered, to a degree. Anyone found with magical abilities had fourteen days to leave the country before they were imprisoned. Guin had managed to convince the assembled lords not to kill anyone with magical abilities, but to send word to him. He would dispatch an escort to pick them up, and bring them to Hain. In return for these alterations, several concessions had been made in trade. Guin looked satisfied, overall, but tired as well.

"You spoke well today, Garth," Delheart stated with a quick smile.

"Yes, you made my job a little easier," Guin acknowledged. His smile didn't reach his eyes.

I did an abbreviated bow from my seat to them both. "Thank you. I was just trying to help."

"If I was just sure that these new laws would be enforced, I would rest easier," Chatta sighed. She was listing slightly to the right in her chair, obviously tired and wanting nothing but to be horizontal for a while.

"So say we all, my dear," her father agreed with a troubled frown. "I think perhaps half of the provinces will observe these new laws. The rest will ignore them."

"I'm afraid you're right," Guin groaned. "Still, that alone is progress."

Yes, it was. We had all just hoped for more.

"Well." Guin sat up a little, and there was a familiar gleam of mischief in his eyes. "If they won't do something, then it'll be up to me. Don't worry about this too much because I have other plans in motion."

I didn't quite trust him in this maniacal mood…somehow I had the impression that I was part of his "plans." Still, I was heartened to hear that he wouldn't just leave it at this.

"We'll leave day after tomorrow," Guin continued, and before we could question him on these plans of his. "Kartal, Chatta, Garth—I expect you three to spend all of your time tomorrow searching out more people with any hint of magic in them. I want to take as many of them with me as possible."

All three of us nodded in understanding.

"Good!" Guin nodded back in satisfaction, finally starting to eat.

We all followed his lead, eating the food on our own plates. Even as I inhaled the delicious food, I made plans to get a full night's sleep tonight. I expected tomorrow to be a very busy day.






Epilogue

 

Chatta turned in her saddle, taking a quick look behind her, then started chuckling. "She's doing it again."

"I don't want to know," I told her firmly.

"Ah, Garth, but it's so cute!"

"No, it's wrong and disgusting," I corrected her irritably. "And I wish that I could shake some sense into her."

My best friend had the gall to start laughing again.

We were on the road again, traveling back to Del'Hain. I had been busy for the past two days, making sure everyone was packed up and ready to move, rescuing people with magical abilities, and helping Asla and her son Aral whenever possible. Between rescuing eight people and formally welcoming Asla and Aral into the family, it had been a very busy two days. Because of my distraction, we had been on the road for almost a full day before I realized that my sister had an unbelievable crush on Kartal. She was constantly pestering him—talking to him, flirting with him, batting those big googly eyes…ugh!

I tried talking sense into her, I really had, but I'm her brother—I have no clout.

There was only one thing that made the situation barely tolerable; Kartal was even more profoundly disturbed by this turn of events than I. We were both hoping that Kaydan would soon take a hint, and leave him alone.

Chatta, naturally, found the whole situation hilarious.

"Ah, young love," she sighed dramatically. "Kartal just gave her a look cold enough to freeze water, and she didn't even blink."

I started praying for patience. "I told you, I don't want to know."

She laughed again, but thankfully stopped teasing me about it. "What do you think Guin is planning?"

"I don't know," I admitted. I wish I did, though. Guin chortled like a goat with a new boot to chew every time that we asked what his plans were regarding the magical people of Chahir. I couldn't imagine what the man was up to. "I just have a feeling that I'm part of it, somehow."

"Oh I know you are," Chatta confided with a rueful shake of the head. "I overheard him tell Val Haben that you're not to be assigned to anything without consulting him first."

Oh glory. I had a feeling that I was going to be doing a lot of traveling in the future. Still, it was for a good cause. I didn't really mind. Much.

"Garth?"

I cocked an eyebrow at her. "Yes?"

"Do you think Chahir will ever change? I mean, stop fearing magic like they do?"

I thought about that. The first Chahiran King who outlawed magic had done so for fear of his people—the Magic War had done outrageous damage to the country and the civilian population. The second King had taken it further by chasing the Jaunten out. Some say out of jealousy for their wisdom and knowledge. Those two Kings had set a precedence that their descendents had followed. "I think if you ever got a different King on the throne," I said slowly, "one that perhaps had magical abilities of their own, then the country would learn to tolerate it. But I don't see that happening in the near future."

"Yes, that's my feeling precisely," she agreed with a rueful smile.

"Wouldn't it be nice if we could just conquer Chahir and put a King we like on the throne?" I asked dreamily.

"A nice, easy solution," Chatta replied wryly.

"Precisely," I agreed. "Think Guin would agree to it?"

"No," Night denied with a brief shake of the head.

My shoulders slumped. "Neither did I."

"It is a nice thought, though," Chatta consoled me, her voice vibrant with humor.

From behind us, I heard Guin's voice call out, "Garth! Come here a moment."

I exchanged looks with Chatta. "How much do you want to bet that he's going to tell me my main task from now on is to help rescue people out of Chahir?"

She shook her head. "I don't take sure bets."

"You too, Chatta!" Guin added.

Chatta groaned. "Me too?"

I grinned. "Come along, Chatta," I cajoled cheerfully. "Our King is waiting."

She sighed as she followed me back to where Guin was riding, muttering something about "misery likes company." I pretended not to hear her.

She was right, after all.
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Chapter One: New Alliances

 

Sometimes he hated it when he was right.

King Guin of Hain stood looking at the large map of Chahir hanging on his study wall. He'd had it put there two months ago, just after coming home from the negotiations with Vonlorison. He had hoped that the new laws dealing with magic would take root in Chahir, but had been pessimistically aware that perhaps only half of the Doms in Chahir would actually do anything to enforce the new laws.

As it turned out, it wasn't even half. Perhaps a third of the provinces in Chahir were abiding by the new laws, no more.

There were still people coming in from Chahir, looking for sanctuary and training, but those people told of a hard and dangerous journey filled with dodging patrols and running from local law enforcements. What made the situation worse was that the provinces lying on the Chahir-Hain border were by far the worst offenders. Crossing the border was more a matter of luck than skill.

Guin found that he couldn't ignore the situation. He was always short on magicians, the need for their skills and knowledge always outweighing the people available. That alone would make him consider helping people out of Chahir, but it was more than that.

Killing someone just because of a talent they were born with was wrong. He knew that to the depths of his being, and he could not turn away from that knowledge or pretend that he had no right to interfere.

There was a knock at the door, and he turned away from the map, calling "Enter!"

Val Haben opened the door and his face with alight with a satisfied smile. "Sire, Captain Xiaolang of the Red Hand is here."

"Bring him in, please." Guin rubbed his hands together, a fierce feeling of anticipation tingling at the base of his spine. Considering how dangerous using magic was in Chahir, he hadn't thought it wise to send magicians in as rescue teams. A non-magical solution to this problem would be better. He had contacted Ascalon a week ago, asking for their best team in infiltration. He hadn't expected the Red Hand, but was absolutely delighted to have them. Even here, in Hain, the Red Hand team was famous for their abilities to infiltrate anywhere, and to recover anything…or anyone.

Guin smoothed his face out into more neutrally polite lines when he heard the approach of two sets of feet. Grinning like a demented goat with a new chew toy would hardly be dignified, after all.

The first one into the room was Val Haben, but close on his heels was a lithe young man wearing the black and red uniform of Ascalon. He was striking with thick black hair, pale skin, and sharply penetrating blue eyes.

Guin was an experienced politician, with years of practice in keeping his face straight, so he didn't gape…much. He'd heard that the Captain of the Red Hand was young, but he hadn't expected him to be around Garth's age!

After a brief second of surprise, reflex kicked in and Guin was composed and in control once more. "Captain Xiaolang, thank you for responding so promptly."

"Not at all, Your Majesty." Captain Xiaolang flashed him a smile, one filled with easy humor and confidence.

"Please be seated," Guin invited. He used the few seconds that it took for his guest to sink into a comfortable armchair to give the Captain a quick perusal. So young! And he was obviously not native to Ascalon. They were a darkly complexional race, and this young man was too fair and by far too light of frame to belong to that people. Actually, Guin couldn't quite pin what nationality he was. (This didn't surprise him, as his intelligence officers hadn't been able to figure it out either.) That blue-black hair and brilliant blue eyes were almost Q'atalian…but the skin color was wrong. Besides, the idea was absurd. No Q'atalian would be a captain in any military; they were a very pacifist culture.

Before he could be caught staring, he sank into a nearby armchair. "May I offer you any refreshments?"

"I'm fine, but thank you." Xiaolang was relaxed in his seat, perfectly at ease and attentive.

"Very well, I'll get straight to the point." Guin took a breath, ready to launch into his prepared explanation…and then paused when a thought struck him. This man was reputed to be excellent at gathering information. Actually, Guin wouldn't be surprised if the Captain already knew why he was here. "Captain Xiaolang, would I be mistaken if I said that you already know why you are here?"

Xiaolang's head cocked slightly to the side. "Did you call me here in order to hire my team to help rescue people with magical abilities out of Chahir?"

Guin felt the corners of his mouth twitch slightly as he suppressed a smile. "Indeed."

"Then no, Your Majesty, you are not mistaken," the Ascalon Captain assured him cheerfully.

"Dare I ask how you knew?"

Xiaolang gave an elegant shrug. "I have many sources of information. The political tension between Chahir and Hain over the treatment of magical people, and of course, your recent visit and the results of those negotiations were rather obvious. I simply inferred a number of things from that."

The man was certainly living up to his reputation. Guin nodded thoughtfully. "Then I needn't bore you with a full explanation. Most of the province lords in Chahir do not choose to enforce the new laws. Actually, some of them are actively hunting magically gifted people down. I cannot ignore the situation, as you know."

Xiaolang nodded in understanding. "How many people do you want retrieved?"

"All of them," Guin answered simply.

Those penetrating blue eyes widened slightly. "All of them?"

"Captain, I'm fully aware of how impossible this task seems," Guin admitted with a weary sigh. "After all, people with magical gifts are being born daily. People will become aware of their gifts at random moments. You might not find anyone one week, and find a hundred the next. It's a dangerous and very time-consuming task that I'm asking you to take on and one without any end in sight. All I can promise you is that I'm not done with Chahir yet. I am still in close correspondence with Vonlorison, and still trying to sway him to do something to stop this atrocity. Eventually, I think he will enforce the laws that we agreed to two months ago. But this will take time. Captain," Guin leaned forward slightly in his seat, giving his words emphasis, "I know that this will keep you from your home for quite some time. Are you willing to do it?"

For a long moment, Xiaolang sat in silence, his eyes locked with Guin's. "What fee are you offering?"

"Name your price," Guin retaliated.

Xiaolang's eyes flew wide and then he started chuckling in genuine humor. "That is a dangerous thing to say to a mercenary captain, King Guin. It's almost a shame that I promised my reflection that I would be nice today and not take shameless advantage of the situation." With a rueful sigh he shook his head. "The temptation is almost too much. No, Your Majesty, I shall charge you standard fee, plus traveling and living expenses since we shall be in Chahir for so long. Is that acceptable?"

Guin blinked. He had expected to pay far more than this; had steeled himself to pay his entire family fortune, actually. He had not expected this much generosity. "More than acceptable, Captain." He almost felt like bargaining for the Captain, but restrained himself at the last moment. One didn't argue when handed a bargain. That would be foolish. "You shall have support as well."

Xiaolang looked intrigued. "Really? What support?"

"I have two people within my service that excel at finding people with magical abilities," Guin explained. "They can search for several miles around them, sometimes up to twenty miles. They will be at your disposal."

"That is a relief to hear," Xiaolang admitted with a wry smile. "I had been wondering on how to tell the magical people apart from anyone else. Rescuing people without knowing who to rescue would be a tricky business."

"I can imagine," Guin drawled. "When can your team get here?"

"They're here now," Xiaolang corrected. "They came with me. It was an easy trip down river and they wanted a chance to play tourist. We can begin at any time."

Guin beamed, thoroughly caught up in a wave of enthusiasm. "Excellent! I shall call in the people that you'll work with. If you'll gather your team, Captain, we can meet here within an hour?"

"Perfectly acceptable, Your Majesty."
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