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Chapter One

“Mika!”

I sighed as I brushed out my damp red hair two more times and put it up in a ponytail, looping, twisting, and looping once more with the pink scrunchie.  I’d finish getting ready for our night out in my bedroom, it was a rule.  The bathroom was too small for the both of us to primp at once in front of the large mirror, and we’d both splurged on vanity desks for our bedrooms.

“Nicole!” I called back out to my roommate in a playful voice.  I got along with her well enough as a rule, we were both in the doctorate program at Caltech.  She was a bit of a homebody, but I didn’t have to go through too many hoops to get her out of the apartment for a night out.  I’d hardly describe myself as a party girl, but I enjoyed going out at least one night a week, meeting new people, and relaxing.

I grabbed my pink bathrobe and slid my pink slippers on.  The bathrobe was cute, and a little sexy.  Silk, and while it covered up the important parts it only just met that bar, barely reaching thigh.  My scrunchie was pink too, by the way.  I didn’t consider myself a girly girl, but I did love pink.

It wasn’t something I’d want anyone but a boyfriend that had received the green light or my close female friends see me in.  Which is why I scowled at the door as Nicole replied back.

“We have company!”

Well, at least she’d warned me, and I knew from her tone it was male company.  Just… great.  I was hardly a prude, but neither was I without a sense of decorum and modesty.  I’d never been one to flaunt my body to the world at large.  I swiftly exited the bathroom and went across the hall which was clearly visible from the living room, and into my room.  No big deal, in truth a bikini was far more revealing, but the situation was awkward and a mite embarrassing.

I shut the door and moved over to the dresser, which is when I saw movement in the corner of my eyes.  Skittering movement.  When I turned my head I immediately let out a loud screech of panic, I hated cockroaches.  They were disgusting, and I jumped to the right onto my desk chair, which was right next to the dresser.  I wouldn’t go as far as to say it was a phobia, but they were creepy, gross, and they freaked me out.

I wanted to be anywhere else in that moment, desperately.

What I didn’t count on was our male guests being heroes at my scream, as my door slammed open and they piled in, then froze as they stared at me in shock.  Many of my boyfriends and others had said I was cute.  Redhead, extremely fair skin with freckles, vivid green eyes, and a pixyish face.  I’d take it, because I knew I wasn’t beautiful, it was usually my body that drew men in.  I was petite in all proportions at five foot two, save I was… quite pneumatic, and they only looked bigger on my petite frame.

I looked down in horror, but it wasn’t as bad as I’d feared, even as I pulled the robe tautly closed.  They were still contained by the robe which had opened slightly in my jump for the chair, but it had still been bad enough even if I wasn’t flashing nipple.

It was mortifying, and my whole being wanted to be anywhere else in that moment, as mortification was piled onto my disgust and fear of the cockroach.  I was speechless, and felt a little vulnerable and violated in truth, though I know that wasn’t their intention and it was mostly my own damned fault for screaming in a panic, luckily Nicole spoke up for me at that point and screamed at them to get out of my room.

It was then that the air felt almost electrified, a shiver went down my spine and the back of my neck started to tingle.  I frowned as my room faded out of view in favor of a white glow that started out gently but quickly became blinding, and my heart skipped a beat when I felt heat and force press in on me from all sides.  I screamed and froze in confusion, even as I wondered if I was having an aneurism or stroke, but at twenty three I was far too young for either.

I heard Nicole’s gasp, and then she screamed my name, but it sounded impossibly far away.

Just when the pressure was truly unbearable and I couldn’t breathe, and I honestly believed I was about to die, it let off and the white light started to fade.

I frowned in confusion, at the walls.  They were stone, the floor was dirt, and there was a long table with books opened up randomly, with two flickering candles for light.  It looked like a late night study session, but maybe in the dark ages.  When I looked down there was a circle, several circles, filled with runes of some kind.

It was also rather chilly.

I heard a gasp behind me, and I spun around so fast my ponytail slapped my face.  Nine men, six in red robes, and three in black.  They looked at me in shocked surprise, like they’d never seen a woman before, and I was too much in shock to feel embarrassed.  This… I had to have had a stroke or something, and I was hallucinating this.

They all looked at each other as if to verify they were seeing what they thought they were seeing, then turned back to me and bowed, deeply.

One of the one in black robes said, “Please, save us great necromancer.”

I snorted, then my gaze shifted as someone else in ratty clothes walked in holding out a long black robe and started to approach me.

Another of the men said, “I summoned it to bring you clothes, it seems we caught you in a private moment,” he cleared his throat and turned his back.  The others turned as well, presumably to give me privacy so I could take off the bathrobe and put on the thick black robes.

At least, I was fairly sure that was their intention, but my mind was stuck on what they’d just called me.  Great necromancer?

I looked at the newcomer who was holding the robes up, and then whimpered in fear as I froze in shock.  Half his face was missing revealing the skull underneath, and the other half looked to be rotting.  The strangest things is I could feel its presence, foul and corrupt, and I knew instinctively it wasn’t alive.

I screamed then, and I felt dizzy as everything started to go dark.  My heart felt like it would pound out of my chest, and my mind shut down in denial of all that had gone on.  The last thing I remember was my body folding out from under me, as I collapsed to the dirt floor.

Consciousness came back slowly, and my head ached telling me it’d probably bounced off the dirt floor when I’d… fainted?  I’d never fainted before, but then I’d never gone through anything so crazy before either.  Even before I opened my eyes, the faint putrid scent and the crackling of fire told me I was either still in a mental fugue of some kind or… I had no idea.  I also heard the steady breathing of someone nearby, and I reluctantly opened my eyes.

I was in a different room, lying on a bed with a fireplace burning merrily across the room.  This room was at least warm, had a stone floor similar to the walls and ceiling, and I had on those black robes.  I actually had to hold back a gag reflex, and I felt sick to my stomach at the idea of wearing something a rotting corpse had been holding.  Just… eww.

Still better than naked, so of course I didn’t rip it off, but I felt like I needed a shower despite just getting out of one.

One of the nine men was in the room, the one in black robes that had fetched me new clothes.

“What is going on, who are you, and how am I here?  Why am I here?”

He frowned, “The spell was only supposed to take someone that wanted to escape their old life, and that was a powerful necromancer.  Given how you reacted to the zombie, and your question now, I’m guessing the spell failed on both counts.”

I blew out a breath, “Magic spell?  Like, real magic?” I asked disbelievingly.

He ignored that, “I’m Michael.”

I waved and covered my eyes with my forearm as I blew out a breath, not sure what to think about any of this.

“I’m Mika.  You mentioned needing saving?  Are we safe?”

Michael said, “For now.  We’re under siege by a neighboring dynastic empire.  The only other city left in the kingdom is the capital.  Umm, Madarth, the invaders are from Zelia.  You actually have magic, of a death mage, an extremely powerful one, but completely untapped and untested.”

“Death mage is a necromancer?”

He waggled his hand, “Necromancy is one aspect of death magic.  A necromancer is a death mage that practices that… discipline.  It is not… universally accepted, but we are desperate.  The Zelia Dynasty is a place of stifling suppression for the commoners, even in their home territory, it’s even worse and more depraved in the conquered territories.  They dominate this continent, we’ll be the sixth kingdom they destroy in the last two hundred years.”

“Can you send me home, try again?  Maybe I am powerful, but I’m ignorant of this world and magic, and I have parents, a life, and a future back home.”

It felt absolutely ridiculous to say that out loud, I kept waiting for someone to jump out and shout, ‘April fools!’.  Not that it was April, it was October back home.

He sighed, “I am sorry, we do not, and we never imagined you’d want to go back.  It was supposed to summon someone desperate for a new life.”

So, no going home, I was stuck here.  Also in denial, I didn’t believe that yet, but I suspected I’d have to figure it out myself.  Which meant… learning magic, as absurd as that sounds, it was my only hope of getting home.

I waved a hand, “I was situationally desperate to escape the room and circumstances, not my whole life.  Magic?”

He replied, “It’s complicated.  There are six types of magic.  The four elements, and life and death.  There are mages for all six types, and a mage can wield magic and direct it with a simple act of will, but only their affinity.  You should be able to wield death magic without formal spells, but you can also cast from the other five spheres using spells via vocal, semantic, and or runes to cast them.

“The magic we can do off the cuff in our spheres can be mildly complex, but for truly complex magic, spell casting is the only way.  There’s only so much you can hold in your mind at once.  As a rule, we stick to our affinity during combat, anyone stopping to chant, wave their hands around, or draw runes in the dirt during a battle, will likely just get killed.”

I snorted, “Clearly your summoning spells are as lacking as your necromancy,” Micheal flinched, and I regretted my harsh tone.  I spoke in a softer tone, “So why a necromancer?  Why not a powerful life mage?”

He sighed, “We’re barely holding on, and as I said it was born in desperation.  The one thing this city has in excess is dead bodies.  Necromancy is also a force multiplier putting many bodies on the walls in defense of the city, while a powerful life mage may kill many enemies, but it’s just one more body on the front line.  Necromancy isn’t an aspect that’s been fully explored due to certain stigmas, and as you saw earlier the effectiveness of our intrinsic and easily understood affinities toward necromancy leave much to be desired.  The zombies we can create by simply wielding our death sphere affinity are too easily dispatched, especially by fire mages.  Dry corpses go up like kindling.”

“Okay, hit me with the situation.  Details, and how long we have.”

He said, “We can hold out maybe two weeks, give or take a day or two.  As for the numbers, we have fifteen hundred army left, plus another five hundred volunteers mostly old men and children.  There are over thirty thousand of the besieging army left.  We have just over three thousand corpses from fallen soldiers, their fallen soldiers fallen on the walls, and collateral deaths in the commoners.”

“How many mages?”

He grimaced, “Three death mages including myself, and seven fire mages.  You’ve already met them.  If we want to live, we need to break the siege, if only long enough to flee for the capital city.  Even if by some miracle we won we can’t stay here, the surrounding farms have been razed and there will be no fall harvest to get us through winter.  We have enough food for two months, which is more than we need, this siege will be over one way or another long before that.  We’ve been surrounded since mid-summer.”

I processed all that.  They were screwed, which meant I was screwed.

“I need access to books on magic, theory.”

He said, “We have a rather extensive library of spell books here…”

He trailed off as I held up a hand.

I said, “Theory on magic, its nature and rules, the spheres, origin of magic, how spells are organized and created, things like that.  The spell books won’t help, or you’d already have a solution.  I’m guessing there are no spells in that library about raising corpses and necromancy, right?”

He shook his head, “That’s true.  The only book we have like that is the primer which goes over the basics of magic you need to know before learning spells.  We don’t really have what you’re asking for, only master mages are allowed to research and create their own spells, and they don’t usually share their process or secrets for that.  We do have such things, but only the master court mage and in the mage tower back in the capital could provide it.”

He didn’t look entirely sure he could even arrange that last, assuming we escaped and reached the capital.

I sighed, it was the dark ages on this magical world.  They were in the hoarding knowledge phase of their society’s development.  Though, at least they seemed to share spells, but that was probably done within some kind of guild system that zealously protected their knowledge from outsiders, and likely their best spells were not shared in that general guild library.

I was also taking it rather well right now, determined to get home, but first I had to survive.  That was just the surface though, I was placid because of shock, and I could sense the panic underneath that.

“So, you have a guild system?”

He blinked in surprise, “Yes, and those guilds are under the mage council.  All discovered mages in the kingdom are required to work for the ruling body.  There are six different guilds, one for each sphere.”

I turned and looked at him, “A mage council rules the kingdom and there are no independent mages?”

He nodded, “The council members are based on power, ability, and votes of their specific guilds, not a dynastic consideration like the empire and other kingdoms.  Though once voted on the council they are in that position until they willingly retire, break the law egregiously, or die.”

Hmm, a magical oligarchy?  I supposed that was better than an emperor with dictatorial authority that suppressed their people and were expansionist.  I suspected I wouldn’t be happy with their disposition of me if they conquered the city, assuming they’d even let a foreign mage live.

Two weeks was likely just impossible.  It would be like asking someone that was attuned in nature to excel in the sciences, perhaps a natural at those subjects, but totally ignorant of science, to design and build a better television.  With only the current television technology to guide them, and no books of actual learning of the scientific principles, equations, and technology behind it.  Just the manufacturing specifications.  In two weeks.

I had no doubt magic was as complicated as physics was on the EM spectrum.  The universe wasn’t a simple place, and if this quantum universe had magic it would surely be infinitely complex.

Assuming this wasn’t a fever dream, but it felt too real and consistent for that.  They were likely stuck with very basic understanding of it themselves despite how complex it might seem on the surface, though I couldn’t be sure of that, but science on Earth had been suppressed and held back until information sharing and libraries, learning institutions, had been created, then science had advanced quickly and continued in that vein.

Clearly, they’d wanted to summon a master necromancer that already knew far more advanced death magic than they currently possessed.  Maybe I did have great potential, which was kind of gross to contemplate.  I mean, dead bodies walking around?  Seriously?  The idea made me a little sick to my stomach, even through the shocked state I was currently in.

In general, I was usually an upbeat person and optimistic, though I took my education very seriously and I was not bubbly.  Right in that moment I felt kind of hollow.

I started to shiver despite the room’s warmth, and I pulled my legs against my chest in the fetal position despite myself.  It was a nightmare, as the visual of that walking rotting corpse appeared in my mind.  It was all I could do not to dry heave, and far creepier than a cockroach...

He said, “We should get some food, and I’ll take you to the library.”

I sighed, nodded, then took a deep breath or two to calm my mind, and then sat up on the bed.  I wasn’t really hungry, but I knew that was the shock talking, I needed to eat and rest to get over the shock.

“I could use a restroom as well.”

He nodded.

Michael was actually looking at my face, and he looked concerned and a bit guilty.  Which… could’ve been worse.  He also looked rather resigned, which told me they weren’t going to try again, despite the fact I’d likely be unable to help them in the time left.

The black robes I had on were thick, would be more than comfortable enough in cool weather, and they covered me from neck to ankles.  His robes were tighter and only down to just below the knees, which told me it was a bit long and big for me, save around the chest, but no doubt they hadn’t expected to summon a petite woman at all.  The robes would do, until I could find something better tailored for my frame, assuming that was even possible during a siege.

As to who put me into it, or who carried me into this room while I wore a flimsy bathrobe, I decided not to think about that too closely.  My pink bathrobe was folded over the back of the other chair in the room, on the other side of the small table.

Black was also not my favorite color, it made me look pale instead of just extremely fair, but I suspected death mages were required to wear black robes on this world and in this society.  Next to my other problems it really wasn’t one, but my vanity did take note of it.  Just like the fire mages wore red robes, and I bet there were specific robe colors for life, water, earth and air as well.

I stood up and followed Michael out the door and into a long hallway, which told me I was in a very large building.  Perhaps the city’s keep or castle?  I had nothing but questions, from where I was to the society I’d been kidnapped into across quantum realities, but I pushed that all down.  Magic for survival was the important part.

Even if I couldn’t hand them a solution on a platter, surely I’d at least be able to defend myself with two weeks of study.  I tried not to think about that, defending my life in a situation where my death would likely quickly follow.  It was too much.

The numb feeling was better than fear, anger, and despair, but I knew I’d have to wrestle with those very soon, the shock would wear off soon with a warm meal and a little time.  In the moment it was all just surreal, and I felt disconnected from it, like it was happening to someone else.  Just a story I’d be waking up from any second now.

Deep breath…


Chapter Two

The first glimpse at the library an hour later confirmed all my fears and suppositions.  It was less a library than a study with a single bookshelf with twenty three books.  Worse, I hadn’t considered without technology there’d be no neatly type-written fonts, and the author of the primer would’ve been graded with an F in penmanship by my second grade teacher.  Not to even mention reading by flickering candlelight because of the fireplace draft.

Not insurmountable, but it would slow down my reading a great deal as I struggled to recognize words, not to mention magical jargon, words that were created specifically in regard to magical concepts that weren’t defined clearly or intuitive in nature. Like medical jargon, or lawyer speak, or in my own field of quantum physics.  Michael had abandoned me here, but to be fair it was his turn to defend the walls.  Some of those new words could be worked out by context, but not nearly all.  I’d have some questions when we spoke next, fortunately not that many questions.

Assuming he survived the next eight hours, that is.  I was painfully aware those two weeks were not guaranteed and only an estimate with lives in the balance.  A thought I pushed down, as I focused on the words in the primer.  It occupied my mind, and was the path that offered the greatest chance of survival, so I was taking it despite being less than optimistic about my chances.

Summoning me had been a death sentence, near as I could tell.

Still, I’d already learned a few useful things and I’d barely gotten started.

Magic seemed to be an energy that could modify and dictate reality, in limited ways within a subset of universal laws based on probability, but it acted more like a force.  Like gravity.  The magic inside of me which continually regenerated from that field of force was neutral and covered all magic, my affinity was genetic, as I could with will and magic alone wield death magic.  As if the knowledge of how to do that was engraved in my DNA and nature in some way, doing it by feel and intent instead of raw knowledge.

To access the other spheres I’d need spells and knowledge.  Given I had a masters degree in physics and had been starting my doctoral studies, I suspected I would take quickly to spells of the four elements of fire, air, water, and earth with the scientific principles I understood in regard to those mediums, but life would take additional study to gain the knowledge necessary to heal for instance.

That knowledge, the specifics required, were in the spell books as part of the spell, so I wasn’t too worried about it at all.  Still, their scientific understanding of the natural world was very crude, I suspect if I had leisure to study magic I would greatly outstrip their masters given enough time.

Death magic was about death and decay.  It was the opposite of life, so could suppress life and even kill directly.  It could be used to communicate with the dead, and of course it could be used to infuse the dead with a mockery of life.  That latter one was not encouraged at all in the various societies on this world, and some even outlawed it and would kill anyone engaged in necromancy.  Which put a whole new light on Michael saying they’d done it in desperation.

The raw fact of how affinity worked was probably clear as mud, so I’ll elucidate with a small example.  To raise a zombie it took controlling muscles and movement with the magic, as well as a rudimentary intelligence to carry out the ends, what orders are given it.  Which, when thought of, is incredibly complex an undertaking, just operating the muscles and movement by magic would take a spell of immense complexity.

It was the affinity that filled in that complexity.  So while a fire mage could light a candle with a thought and slight use of magic, focusing on the end goal, I would have to cast a spell that defined every step, from heat and target.  Not hot enough the candle wouldn’t reach ignition temperature and fail to light, too hot and the wax would run.  A fire mage didn’t have to worry about any of those things, their affinity filled in all the blanks.

The most useful information was knowledge and experience did inform affinity, the more you knew the more you could do by affinity.  Which, I’ll return to in a minute.  The true cap on complexity was you could only have one active magic on a target at a time, so you couldn’t constantly add more and more functions to an affinity cast spell.  So the limit was merely the number of disparate end goals you could hold in your mind all at once, anything too complex for that needed to be run by spell.

As far as the magic itself, channeling magic was a simple act of will, and the magic you were born with was all the magic you’d ever have.  The magic… pool inside of you was permanent and static, and it would refill based on size and talent, which apparently I had an abundance of both according to Michael.  So that part of things wasn’t even a thing, no more than how much water a physical bucket could hold based on its size.  Pouring out that water was just as simple as well, and made a good analogy.

The magic field would keep any spell or magic use active forever, assuming the intent wasn’t instant and had a duration, by regenerating the organized magic to purpose through the field.  So a zombie would simply last until it was destroyed or the body decayed to the point there was nothing for the spell to hold onto.

Lastly, zombies tended to be poor fighters because mages were generally poor fighters, they spent all their time learning magic, and becoming a master of weapons was a demanding skill as well. A zombie could not take on a task the caster himself or herself couldn’t perform, so even if I could make an army of zombies they’d only know the pointy end of the sword went into the enemy.

Fortunately, I’d been in the archery club in college, and I’d even won a few competitions, so I could actually help.  I suspected I could help with a two handed mace approach as well, zombies were incredibly strong and could ignore wounds and power through defenses, and I did know how to swing a bat.  But sword work or fancy fighting, forget it.

Back to the knowledge informing the affinity.  I was hardly a biologist, but I understood what caused a corpse to decay.  The dead cells breaking down, all the water being released from the cells, and all that.  Plus of course, microscopic organisms helping that long.  I was fairly sure I could with that knowledge prevent a corpse from decaying, simply by having the magic hold it all together on the cellular level and killing all the microscopic organisms still living in the dead flesh.  If not completely, for a very long time.  That would also take care of the putrid smell.  Plus, without cellular degradation they’d move a lot faster, without their muscles breaking down too much.  I imagined their zombies literally fell apart after a relatively short time, mine would not.

Not so incidentally, if the cells were held together my zombies would be mostly water just like a live person, and while they’d still burn they wouldn’t burn like dried out kindling or quickly turn to dust.

I was fairly sure I could focus on all of that at the same time, and just use my affinity for it.  That was only a handful of ends, raise them, keep them free of decay, give them a purpose as an archer or two handed mace holder to defend the city, and give them my abilities in those areas.  Piece of cake.  My affinity would fill in all the details from my own nature, layman knowledge of biology, experience, and understanding.  Knowledge the people on this world no doubt lacked.

Extremely gross too, I cringed at the idea of becoming a necromancer, of making the dead walk, but I wanted to live.

After explaining affinities and the magical force in the first tenth of the book, the rest was the intro to basic spell casting.  In essence it was a spoken, written, and signed language, or vocal, rune, and semantic.  Each movement, word, or rune was defined, like words in our language.  Casting a spell that way would ensure you focused on each required aspect of even a simple spell, which could be quite complex.  Each word was essentially a question, which your mind would answer with the focus or parameters of the spell to meet the ends.

It was at that point I closed the book and started to think.  I could always learn spell craft later, if I survived.  The fact it was learning an entirely new language meant it would take a lot longer.  While casting I couldn’t afford to mentally translate the meaning of the words, I’d need to be focused on the elements and specifics those words prompted in me.  It would take much longer to learn to think in a new language than it would take to learn how to mentally juggle a translation on the fly.

That would take a lot of time, over a year depending on how big the language was.  I didn’t think it would be that big, as it would all be centric to magic and the six spheres.  There was no need for the word salt, baby, ice cream, or clothes to exist in a magical language.  Most words just simply wouldn’t be needed.  You could even argue every magical word was technical jargon, but it covered a huge amount of ground at the same time.

Point being, if I wanted to help defend the city and therefore my life, I needed to use my affinity to do it.  Which, I could do right now, after reading the first tenth of the book.

Which was nuts, wasn’t it?  I was barely holding it together, and it all felt surreal still.  The only reason I was convinced I wasn’t in a nightmare, was I’d never in a million years dream up a nightmare world where I was powerful in magic, never mind with death magic.

Plus, it was too consistent and linear to be a dream.

I got up and replaced the book on the shelf, then took a deep breath before before opening the door.  A guard with a sword was outside my door and looked at me in question.

“Umm.  I need to see the defenses, spare weapons, and freshest corpses.”

This wouldn’t work very well, if the corpse was already decayed.  I wasn’t sure how long cellular decay took, and I no longer had google to find out.  I did know rigor mortis set in two to six hours after death, and reached it’s peak at twelve.  So, more than half a day dead, it was likely why the zombies moved in jerky movements, their bodies were too stiff.  I also knew when that process was cleared at twenty four to thirty six hours it was because of tissue degeneration.  I knew all those episodes of Bones would pay off one day, so perhaps that was my answer for cellular degradation too?  Less than a day, maybe a day and a half given it was fall and quite chilly out.

Damn, a thought I wish I hadn’t had, this was so disgusting.

He goggled, and he looked a little afraid, “I’m to guard you miss, I can’t authorize that.”

I smiled, though it felt fake even to me, “Then take me to someone that can.”

He swallowed and gestured, “This way, follow me.”

He walked a little stiffly as if nervous having a death mage at his back, even a baby one that barely knew what she was doing, apparently.  The keep smelled a little horrible, the only light was lanterns set every fifty feet or so in the corridors as we made our way to the main circular stairwell and headed down to the ground level.

The room we entered was likely the war room.  It had a huge table with various maps on it and one of the other death mages and two fire mages stood around it, as did a man in full armor.  They all turned to us with an annoyed expression, at being interrupted.

The death mage said, “What do you want, we’re a little busy.  The enemy is doing something different.”

I nodded, “I’m Mika, and I’d like to help.  Just give permission for me to poke around and we’ll be out of your hair.”

He frowned, and took a deep breath for patience, “I’m Tad, the commander in charge of this city and all its forces.  This is Neman and Carl, my support staff, guards, and seconds, and this is General Andrew in charge of the common soldiers.”

Tad was lanky at six feet one, with brown hair and eyes.  Neman and Carl were fire mages, both with average medium builds, the former with black hair and gray eyes, the latter with light brown hair and blue eyes.  All of them were in their late thirties to early forties.  General Andrew had salt and pepper hair with brown eyes, he was extremely muscular and looked like he knew how to use the weapons at his side.

“Nice to meet you all, save perhaps the circumstances.”

Tad waved that away, “Define poke around.  It’s fairly clear you know nothing of magic, and the front line of a war is hardly a place for a young woman.”

I blinked, as magic would be an equalizer between the sexes.  Even in this… dark ages society I’d have thought I wouldn’t run into sexism, apparently I was wrong.

“I believe I can help, but I need to see what I have to work with, and what exactly I’ll be defending.  So fresh corpses, the wall defenses, and spare weapons.  Specifically if my idea works I’ll need bows and blunt weapons of heavy weight.”

He frowned, “You think you can help already?”

I shrugged, “One way to find out.  The only question is if you’re desperate enough to let me try.”

Andrew chuckled, “She seems confident, why not see what she can do.”

Tad sighed, “Our arrows are precious, and the fletchers are barely keeping up with our minimum demands.  One corpse, one bow, one sheaf of arrows, and a war hammer.  If you can prove yourself to Michael’s judgement by the end of the wall shift, we’ll talk further of outfitting as many corpses as you can raise.  Steven, take care of it.”

The soldier with me saluted, then turned and left.

I followed him out.

“Where to first, Steven is it?”

Steven went to reply, but a voice behind me made us both turn around.

“Just a second, Mika.”

It was Carl leaving the war room, and he smiled as he caught up to us.

“So, I get what you’re thinking, and you’re right.  You don’t have nearly enough time to learn spells to be a help to us.  Which is true, but also dangerous.  Without the shielding spell you will be vulnerable.  Life, Death, and Fire are the best protections against pure magic, but the earth sphere makes the best defense against physical.  Still, I’d like to walk you through setting a shield through your affinity, so at least you won’t be entirely vulnerable.  You’ll only have to be wary of physical attacks from the enemy mages and archers.  Of course, even with the shield try not to get hit at all, or it will drain your magic reserves.

“Understand, we protect the men on the wall from magical attacks when on duty, and the enemy mages do the same for those rushing the walls.  It’s very rare that we actually do anything but stare at each other all day, while the fighting is done by the common soldiers.  If we do act, it’s to a surprise opportunity or if a foothold starts to form.  But if the enemy mages see another mage on the walls, and one not protected at all, they will waste the magic necessary to break through Michael’s protection so they can take out your naive self.”

I chuckled, then blew out a breath, “Thank you, so how do I do that?”

He said, “It’s fairly simple.  Just imagine a layer of magic close to your body yet outside it, while focusing on it protecting you.  It will act to protect you from everything it can protect you from.  Once it’s formed you can disregard it, it will reinforce itself until you dismiss it or if broken through.”

I nodded.  That was all good information.  There were no shortcuts to power, but maybe I could learn to cast the shield spell quickly if I just studied the magic words, gestures, and runes just for that spell.  I’d look into it later.  It should work, I didn’t need to know the whole language, just the parts I needed for the specific spell, I was fairly sure.  Still, even that will likely take a good three weeks to a month with hours of practice daily.  I’d also have to finish the primer so I’d know how it worked and what to expect.

Regardless, I focused on the idea of a shield just over the robes, conforming to my curves and body, just outside of it, and that it would protect me.  Then for the first time ever I used my magic, committing to it and evoking the magic.  It wasn’t hard, no harder than it was to take a drink out of a glass, or control any other voluntary movements of my body.  It was… instinct.

The magic flowed around me, flowing from my center.

Carl said, “That did it.  Good luck,” then he turned and walked back toward the war room.

I waved ahead, and Steven started to walk again.

Steven said, “To answer your question, we’ll get the weapons first as they’re stored in the keep.  The dead are kept near the walls, so the other two will happen at the same time.”

I nodded, and wondered for the umpteenth time if I was crazy.  I was a physics student, cute redhead, good to my friends and liked to have a good time.  I missed hot showers, cute clothes, and everyone back home.  I wasn’t a warrior by any stretch, but it was a matter of survival.

If I kept telling myself that maybe it would sink in.


Chapter Three

The city wasn’t as bad as I’d feared.  The people looked hungry, but no doubt the whole city was on rationing to maintain the siege as long as possible.  I had a bow and quiver over my shoulder with six arrows.  Apparently a sheaf was six on this world.  Anyway, Steven was kind enough to be carrying the huge war hammer, which was spiked opposite the flat head.  It must’ve been fifty or sixty pounds of steel.

Like I said, the streets were neater and cleaner than I expected, and while the people looked worried they weren’t in a panic nor were they starving. 

The city sat on a plateau of sorts, to the west was a cliff, to the south bogs until another cliff, so the enemy could only attack from the north and eastern walls which was flat plane and used to be filled with farms.  The walls themselves were forty feet high and fifteen feet thick leaving plenty of room on the ramparts for the soldiers manning the walls. 

There were three mages on the walls other than Michael, he stood next to another of the fire mages, while the third and last death mage and another fire mage was on the eastern wall.  The room we arrived at for the corpses was underground and quite cold, so at least they knew the cold would slow down a corpse’s decay.

The smell was awful anyway, and it was taking all I had to keep my gorge down as we headed down the steps.  Yeah, I know, I was hardly the poster girl for a great necromancer.  I felt skeeved out, and like I’d need a hundred showers to get clean again, though I knew coroners dealt with far worse on their job, but if I’d wanted to spend time with corpses I’d have gone to medical school.

The oldest ones were in the back, and just wanting to know which one was freshest had my magic guiding me with certainty.  I headed to the right side of the room toward the front.  The soldier was in enemy armor and his skull was partially caved in, but other than a little brain leaking from the ears he looked in good shape.

I also knew he died just two hours ago, so rigor hadn’t set in yet given this cold room that was probably in the mid thirties, just above freezing.  I wondered how they did that, maybe fire mages could remove heat as well as add it?

“So, Stephen, what’s the stigma here in Madarth, for necromancy?”

Stephen replied, “Many find it distasteful, especially the other five guilds.  It’s not used outside of desperate situations, like a last stand.  There are no spells for it, they tend to stink to high heaven, and they don’t last more than three or four days before the body is so putrefied the magic fails.”

I pondered that a moment, then nodded, “But some kingdoms outlaw it?”

He replied, “Only Zelia and Risha.  Zelia out of power and ambition concerns, while Risha is a theocracy, and they see it as an offense against the gods.  Though, calling them a theocratic oligarchy is closer to the truth, their government is run by the heads of the various churches, not all that different than our council and the six mage guilds.  They’ve been trying to make it alliance law for over a hundred years, but Seltis and Torith won’t take that step.”

I frowned, “Alliance?”

He nodded, “Zelia controls six tenths of the continent on the northern side, save our peninsula.  All the swamps and bogs in our country constantly shift, and have been our ally in keeping our freedom up until now.  But the southern part of the continent is three kingdoms, separated by rivers, while Zelia is separated from them by a mountain range.  Anyway, Seltis, Torith, and Risha are in an alliance, which is the only reason they haven’t been conquered yet.

“The kingdoms are still independent, but they have a joint army run by a triad of generals, who have autonomy from the various governments.  They defend as they see fit, and so far it’s worked for them rather well.”

That was good enough for now, I didn’t need information overload, and I’d been gathering my courage during that speech to actually magically raise a corpse into one of the undead.  I’d have taken a deep breath, if it wasn’t for the horrid smell down here.

I focused on all the ends I’d come up with. To perfectly preserve the corpse as much as possible, without decay, passing of archery skills, just intelligent enough to carry out my orders, the raising itself to a mockery of life, and I added in a protection just for good measure.  The magic would protect it as best it could.  Given what I’d learned about shielding it seemed prudent, and it may make a difference.

It was a lot to keep in my mind and focus at once, but I managed it.

Then I willed my magic to carry it all out.

The first time I did it, using my magic to create a protection around me, it was a rush of magic.  This second time it felt like deluge flooding out of my body, so much so I almost panicked, but it cut off as quickly as it started.  I felt a little woozy, but I felt the magic inside me as small as it was, and it was already building quickly.  I’d likely be fully restored with it in five minutes or less.

Fast yes, but in a life and death situation five minutes was an eternity.

After a little thought, I decided it was the focus to protect it as much as possible that had done it, the ‘as much’ in the focus had informed my magic to spend my full ability on it.  Which… if Michael had told the truth, told me very few mages in this world would be able to dispel it.  Since I was supposedly so powerful, at least in potential, if not yet in ability.  Of course, that would only protect it from raw magic, it could still be destroyed physically.

The corpse stirred and stood up.  The magic was done, but I was connected to it, I could feel it there, and I could give it orders with my mind alone.  Even from across the city.  I nodded at Stephen as I handed the zombie the bow and arrow, and it put the bow over its shoulder and the quiver over the other before taking the two handed war hammer from the soldier.

It was cold, death, implacable, and intimidatingly emotionless.  It’s face looked carved in granite, but as it moved up the stairs its steps were smooth, sure, and fluid.  Only the next few days would tell me if the incorruptible flesh part of things was actually working, though I imagined he’d smell badly in just a day if my thoughts turned out to be wrong and that part of the affinity cast spell had failed.

I worried for a moment on the walk over if one of the enemy soldiers on the wall would freak anyone out, but ultimately dismissed it, they were used to the undead.  But, the thought did give me another idea, and the zombie moved off to the side and stood like a statue, as I entered the wall via a door and started up a stairway.

There were end towers and a middle tower along the northern and eastern wall, which was another thirty feet higher, and that’s where the fire mage and Michael were.  I fleshed out my idea a little bit on the way up the stairs and then coming up out of the trapdoor I walked over to the parapet.  The enemy was… intimidating.  There were a lot of them far back in formations of two hundred, while an equal number seemed to be trying to take the walls.  From this height it’d be easy to spot a trouble spot, where the enemy was starting to gain a foothold and might need a little magical help.

Anyway, in front of the formations were two fire mages, just out of bow range of the wall no doubt, and they were no doubt protecting their people from magic as we were protecting the ones on the wall, but not so much if they gained the wall.  Then they’d be on their own.

I turned to Michael and he was scowling at me.

“Have a good look?  Now get off my wall.”

I ignored that, clearly he had trouble with the concept of a woman fighting as well.

“Where are the enemy’s supplies.   The food, arrows, and so forth.”

He glared at me, but when I smiled he just shook his head.

“The eastern side, maybe a mile out.  The east is the only approach to the plateau suitable for wagons, the north side is rather rough country.  Why?”

“Well, I was thinking of attacking it.  A besieging army would fall apart just as fast as the sieges, if they run out of food, arrows, and other supplies.”

He frowned, “This isn’t a game.”

“Would it work though.”

He sighed, “They might retreat to reestablish their supply lines, but they’d be back soon enough.”

I shook my head, “Long enough to flee the city, they’ll come back to an empty city, because won’t we be heading for the capital.  That’s what you told me, we needed to break the siege long enough to escape.”

He shrugged, “Yes, but it’s impossible, so the whole point is moot.”

It wasn’t what I was planning for a demonstration, but I sent the zombie some mental orders, and he took off toward the southeast part of the city.  He was a zombie, but he didn’t smell like one, and he didn’t move like one.  So when he got to the wall, several soldiers cried out.  It ignored them and dove over the wall, grabbing a newly established rope and grapple for wall climbers, and slid down.  Several of our soldiers shot arrows at him, thinking he must be an escaped prisoner taken earlier in the day.

When he reached the bottom he ran along the cliff side, which should be outside the range of the fire mages who were in the middle of the wall, perpendicular to it I mean outside of bow range, just like the fire mages out front on the northern side I was on.

Several of the enemy soldiers looked taken back as he dodged arrows, and waved them off indicating it was urgent.  It went even better than I’d hoped as he disappeared down a slope and into some trees.

I laughed, “We’ll see what happens, give him an hour or so. Umm, it an hour or so.”

He snorted, “You just wasted a good corpse, they’ll have at least one fire mage at the rear camp, he’ll detect his magic and kill him easily.”

I just shrugged, even as I updated the mission orders to kill the fire mage.  If I was wrong, and wasn’t more powerful than the fire mage, then the protections would fail.  But if they’d been honest with me, shortly they’d be short a fire mage.  Sure, he could be one of the more powerful on this world, I doubted I had no equal.  Still, I also doubted someone of my power would be left in the rear camp to guard the supplies.  I took a deep breath, and tried not to get cocky, but they had summoned me to save their asses.  Kidnapped me and ruined my future, life, and all I’d known.  So, I’d earned a little mischief in my mind.

“We’ll see,” I said playfully, “What happened to kind and guilty Michael, Michael?”

He snorted, “You weren’t on the walls then, stop being playful and tell me what the hell is going on.”

“I don’t have time to learn spells before the city falls and we all die.  So, if I’m going to help defend it to save my own ass, I need to fight with my affinity.  I can learn spells later.”

He grunted, “You may have a point, it usually takes an apprentice six months before they can cast their first spell, which is usually the shielding one.”

I gaped, “Why didn’t you tell me?”

He sighed, “Because I figured it would keep you safe and out of trouble, at least until the end.”

Because I was a woman.  I decided not to pick that fight.  I couldn’t change a whole world’s outlook alone, and honestly I’d prefer not to fight in wars if at all possible.

I held up a hand, “Give me a minute.”

He grabbed my arm and pulled me six feet from the edge, “If you’re going to be half here, standing in sight of the enemy would be a mistake, especially without physical shields.”

Whatever, I ignored him as I shared my minion’s senses.  Yes he was right, but I wasn’t feeling reasonable right now, even as I’d remember the precaution in the future.  Minion, yes, that was much better than it or zombie as a description.  I had minions, or at least one for now.

The enemy’s rear camp had two hundred soldiers, a command tent, and at least fifty wagon loads of weapons, food, and other supplies such as clothing, armor patches, spare tents, and so forth.  Everything an army would need.

Minion headed for the wagon with lamp oil, which was thankfully far from the command tent.  If I was wrong I wanted to do as much damage as possible before the fire mage caught on.  He walked forward with a purpose and grim visage.  Two of the closest guards approached him to challenge him, no doubt access to the supply train was strictly controlled.  They wouldn’t want a thief in the ranks, or an enemy in their armor, to get their hands on the stuff.

My zombie waved casually, and as they got within six feet he lunged forward while bringing the war hammer around.  The soldier got his sword out, but the war hammer powered through the block and smashed his head in.  The second soldier got a kick that broke several ribs, and my minion wielded the heavy weapon impossibly fast as he reversed and stuck the spike into his chest.  Minion kicked off the body and moved forward, then used the spike to break the wood casks of lamp oil.

Conveniently, the same wagon held several flint and steel lighters, and he quickly torched it with two tries, then kicked the wagon which slammed into a wagon of grain.  It paid to know physics, as the fire spread there was all that grain and all that lamp oil, the explosion would not be long in coming.

That’s when he started to run at the command tent.  Several warriors tried to intercept him, but he was running at the limit of human ability and he’d never grow tired.  A full out sprint without any cardiovascular or breathing needs.

The fire mage must’ve sensed his approach, but by the time the fire mage reached the tent entrance the zombie had closed that distance, and minion ran straight into the billowing fire swinging the war hammer with everything minion had.  The fire died around it, as the magic was filtered out of fire past the shield.  Fire doesn’t burn in midair without fuel, for a fire mage that fuel was magic.  Without it, it was like a flash and gone.  My zombie might get a little singed from it, but he certainly wouldn’t go up in a pyre.

I grimaced as the war hammer took the mage in the forehead, and slammed him into the ground.  The mage looked a little dizzy as his fire spluttered, no doubt he’d gotten a concussion from being slammed into the ground so hard and fast, despite the shield. That was good to know, so physics still mattered.  An arrow might bounce of a mage’s shield with no other effects, but if a piano fell on a mage he’d be slammed down and pinned.

Minion flipped the war hammer and slammed the spike down on the mage’s head over and over, ignoring the fire which was spluttering in the mage’s panic and confusion.  It was the fifth strike that took out the shield, and the spike impaled the mage’s head, right in the brain.

I’ll be honest, I felt a little sick to my stomach, I’d just killed, even if by proxy.  Two soldiers and a mage, not to mention a bunch of wagons which I was far more accepting of.

A moment later there was a large explosion in the supply train, and when minion turned around I could see almost a quarter of the wagons burning fiercely, while others around that were burning slow but more so every second.  I figured they’d lose at least half of it, including all the food.

I figured that was good enough, and I recalled my minion before the soldiers could get their act together and take it down.  To be fair, they were all trying to save as much of the supplies as possible, only a few were staring in shock at their dead mage as my minion took off for the trees and to return to the city.

“The fire mage is dead, and it took down half the supplies including all the food.  Could you let someone on the wall know to get a rope ready?  Northwest corner.”

He looked disbelieving, “A zombie can’t kill a fire mage, even a fresh one.”

I nodded, but my expression made it clear I was humoring him, “The rope,” I prompted with a light smile.

Michael muttered under his breath.

The fire mage said, “I’m Jace, I’ll take care of it,” then he started to cast a spell.  Presumably a spell to communicate with an officer down on the wall.

I smiled, “Thanks, Jace.”

A few minutes of tense silence later minion showed up, blending in with the latest charge.  Of course, no one would recognize him from earlier, since the northwest wall and southeast wall was across the city from each other.  Different officers, soldiers, and even mages.

When he got to the wall the soldiers on the wall allowed him to reach the ramparts, and he immediately went to the original plan.  He fired all six arrows within three seconds, and Michael watched in disbelief as each arrow found a target.  He only killed three, but the other three had at least been wounded.

Then minion got out the war hammer, and froze in place, waiting for an enemy to kill to reach the top of the wall.  I also passed the order to protect the soldiers if at all possible, but preventing a foothold took precedence.

Which was kind of cold, but it was the right priority, saving a soldier only to lose the city would be foolish.  Hopefully it could do both at the same time.

“Can you tell Tad my zombies can shoot arrows well.  Also tell him I want more corpses, more bows, and more war hammers or something similar, but that my undead forces will make their own arrows, so I won’t impinge on his precious supply.  Though, I will need access to the raw materials, just not a part of his production.”

Jace snorted, “Zombie fletchers?  That’s something I’d like to see.”

I shrugged, “I have the ability, which I can pass on to my minions.  I took a class once and made a couple.  They flew straight at least.”

Michael raised an eyebrow, “You’re an archer?”

I nodded, “Yes, quite a good one, but not a sword person.  But anyone can swing a heavy weapon and bash things.  Well, if they’re strong enough, and zombies are very strong.”

Jace snickered, “True.  Want me to talk to him?”

“Sorry, not this time.  Tad was very specific that I had to earn Michael’s confidence before he’d even consider releasing more resources for my use.”

Michael sighed, “They can shoot with amazing speed and accuracy.  I’ll make the call for that reason alone, but I still think you’re playing games.  Did you send the zombie circling and make up the supply thing?”

I blew out a breath, “No, but I have no way to prove it.”

Jace started to cast another spell, and we both looked his way.

Jace started to chuckle a moment later, “Their rear camp is in disarray.  Half their supplies are either burnt or burning, and the soldiers are trying to put it out with shovels and dirt because they don’t have a nearby large water supply.  The fire mage is dead, right outside the command tent.”

Michael looked at me incredulously, then sighed, “I’ll make sure it gets done, but I want to know how the hell you managed that.  Later, when the shift is done.”

I nodded in agreement, though I wasn’t sure he’d be able to conceptualize a cell or microorganism, or even believe it, not without a microscope to prove it.  Still, protecting it with the lion’s share of my full potential is how it killed the mage, and I didn’t think that would be difficult for anyone else.  Kind of obvious actually.


Chapter Four

There were eleven more corpses between the northern and eastern storage rooms that had been dead less than six hours after the opposing army quit the field for the day and moved back out of range.  I took care of the oldest first, since each one would take five minutes to recoup my magic, so I was able to get them all over an hour which was long before rigor mortis set in.  So, at the moment I had four powerful minions on each of the walls being attacked, north and east, and four of them making arrows extremely fast.  They all had bows, five had those huge two-handed war hammers, while the other three fighting had two handed spiked maces that were at least as heavy, if not heavier.

It was the next morning, and none of them had shown even slight signs of decomposition, and after being aired out there wasn’t even a small amount of putrid smell from them.  So that seemed to be a complete success.  Sadly, not all of them were as pretty as the first one, two had their throats ripped out by a sword, and one was missing an eye, but otherwise the rest of their wounds were hidden beneath the armor they wore.

Regardless, I was in the command center with Tad, Michael, and Shelton.  Shelton was the third death mage in the city.  I’d just gotten done delivering a grade school lecture on cellular biology, not really touching on all the details of what made up the cell, never mind DNA and RNA.  I’d also gone over the fact that way too small to see bacteria and viruses lived in our bodies, some to benefit and some to detriment.  That making zombies that didn’t decompose simply involved preventing the cells from breaking down and killing the rest.

The three of them stared at me dubiously, no doubt finding it hard to believe their bodies were made up of trillions of disparate parts working in harmony.

Michael asked, “What about shielding them?  Shielding someone else is problematic at best, otherwise we’d just cast the shield spell on all the soldiers on the walls.”

I’d given some thought to this, and they weren’t going to like the answer.

“I’m not sure.  I didn’t do more than focus on the idea of the magic protecting them the best it could.  I gave no parameters or thoughts toward how it might do so, likely because I had four other focused end goals to keep in mind.  The shield isn’t always there, it only comes out to counter magic, and I have no clue what knowledge I have that is informing the affinity of how to make that happen.

“On the more simplistic side, the same aim of protecting it the best it can on the physical side, is why it’s dodging arrows and blocking or dodging enemy melee weapons, when other zombies just stand there and take the punishment.  Because that’s just obvious, not getting hit is the best way to protect from physical damage, so that basic obvious knowledge informed the affinity most likely, when I focused on nothing but protecting the zombie the best it could.

“But what knowledge I have, which is a lot and extremely diverse, that’s allowing spontaneous shields to appear to block magical attacks, I don’t even have a guess.  You should try it though, since you know all about shielding, but don’t focus on that.  Just focus on the magic protecting your creation the best it can without expectation or bias.  Your affinity will fill in those blanks for you, drawing from your knowledge independently.  If that doesn’t work, then we’ll know it has to do with some scientific knowledge on the universe and its laws that’s in my head and not yours, but who knows what that could be?

“And that’s all I did differently, all the other foci are the same and obvious, just protect it the best the magic could and make the flesh as incorruptible as possible.”

I really didn’t know.  I had suppositions, that magic was based in quantum principles.  It almost had to be, to modify the reality of the universe and control life and death itself.  Not to mention control the four elements which aligned to the four states of matter.  Solid, liquid, gaseous, and plasma.

Point being, I was well grounded in quantum theory, and that was something that would take years to teach them.  Which wasn’t practical, I doubted they’d want to put in that much effort, time, and work just to have a zombie that didn’t fall apart.  Outside of desperate situations like the one I found myself in, necromancy was looked down on.

Before they could comment or ask another question, a loud horn sounded thrice in staccato points, then one long one.  After a brief pause it sounded again in the same pattern.

The blood drained from all their faces, and they got up and sprinted out the door.

I followed on their heels, “What’s going on?”

Jace said, “Last night Michael said the enemy might retreat when losing all their food supplies.  The other option he didn’t mention was an all-out attack with all forces. An all or nothing gamble to sack the city or die to the last man, then claim the food in the city until more could be brought in.”

Oh.  Crap.  I was guessing the horn signal had been announcing the enemy had chosen the second option.  To call all mages and shifts onto the wall.  A quick connection to my minions told me that was true.  All of the soldiers were charging, not just half, and all the enemy mages were in the field.  They had more than we did, four more at fifteen, but they were all fire mages.  Eight on the northern wall and seven on the eastern.  I wondered if earth, air, and water, not to mention life, wasn’t suitable for war pursuits.

Which seemed dumb on the face of it.  Life mages could likely heal the soldiers with serious wounds on the walls, and I could think of a few ways to make air and water devastating.  Perhaps there was some sociological constraint, or rules of war or something to explain it.  I’d ask Michael or Jace about it later, assuming we lived that is.

The northern wall had the extra mage, so that’s where I headed, making it six against eight on the north and five against seven on the east. About a tenth of the defenders were already dead, the two mages on each wall having no chance against the enemies to maintain their shields of protection against magic along the wall.  Fortunately, fire mages threw fire, so despite being entirely outclassed it wasn’t hard for the soldiers to duck behind the parapet to avoid immolation.  Most of them had lost their lives to enemy soldiers gaining the walls while they were pinned down by fire.

“Get the shields up, I’ll secure the wall,” I said, mostly because I had no idea what the focus was to do that, and I didn’t want to work to cross purposes trying to help them.

If not for my four deadly minions on each wall, I suspected a lot more of the soldiers would be dead.  Regardless, as fast and deadly as they were, more footholds were popping up than they could keep up with.

I was terrified, full of adrenaline, and in fear of my life.  Which was the only reason I was able to do what I did.  It was war, and they’d have either killed me out of hand or captured me and used me for mage breeding stock.  I’d asked Michael about that last night, and I wished I hadn’t.  It wasn’t unheard of for them to burn the part of the brain that was responsible for willpower, I’d become a dumb and compliant breeding sow, with the inability to focus enough to use my magic.

I’d rather die, but on balance I’d rather they die.  At least in Madarth women were relatively equal, they could serve the council directly, and even become council members and the head of their guilds.  It was tradition alone that barred women from combat in the kingdom.

That didn’t mean it couldn’t be better, but by comparison there simply was no comparison, Madarth was leagues better.  Zelia didn’t just enslave bodies, they enslaved minds.

I focused on the concept of all the enemy soldiers on the wall and climbing the northern wall.  Not on the soldiers themselves, the concept of it, I believed my mind and magic would determine the correct targets if given free reign to do so.  The human mind was a powerful thing, and taking conscious focus for targeting out of the equation would make it less likely of making a mistake.

I could kill a soldier with death magic, suppress all the life in them, but in this case, I was trying to conserve magic, so I focused on the idea of killing and rotting a molecular cross section of the aorta.  Just a few thousand cells, a much smaller area than a whole body, or even just a heart or brain.  As it rotted it would break apart, which would have the same effect as severing the aorta.  Death would quickly follow, and it’d only take a tiny bit of magic to accomplish per soldier.

What disturbed me the most was that I’d even conceived of the idea in the first place, the cheapest way to kill someone with death magic.

When the shield went up once again protecting the wall and making all the enemies vulnerable to my idea, I hesitated, just a moment, wondering if I could possibly live with myself if I carried that out.  But they were the invaders, the suppressors, the scourge of this continent.  They were killers, they didn’t just suppress women, they even suppressed their men. It wasn’t about sexism even if that was a partial aspect of how they did it. It was truly about power, ambition so dark it was horrifying, and control.  In the end, it was also just self-defense, but the idea of killing so many and so easily made my mind quail.

I pushed magic into those two foci, and my magic exploded out of me in an expanding semi-sphere, the wave just large enough to pass through and around the wall beneath us across the whole wall from the northwest corner to northeast.  It had barely taken a tenth of my power, and close to a thousand enemy soldiers on and climbing the walls staggered, screamed, then collapsed in death.

It was interesting, because the wave had passed through all our soldiers too, yet they’d been left unharmed.  It was also horrifying, and I had to swallow back the bile at the top of my throat and wondered if I’d be throwing up again.

The enemy soldiers in the field that saw that stopped their charge, and the ones at the bottom of the wall actually stepped back.  The fire mages started to scream orders and even killed a few of their own soldiers to drive them forward.

It was more than chaotic, so I sent orders and my four minions on the wall jumped over the ramparts, and hit the ground running.  The enemy soldiers could normally pen them in, even with their speed and strength advantages, and eventually cut them down paying the blood price.  But only if they’d been in a proper formation with areas of responsibility and acting without thought from training.

But the enemy army on the north side was in disarray, between what I’d done and the fire mages had done in an attempt to drive them forward, their formation was broken up and in confusion with broken morale.  My minions simply ran too fast for them to think through that confusion and move to block them fast enough.  They were also leaving a trail of death in their wake, adding to that confusion, as they barreled through whole groups.

Michael finally said, “What the hell was that, and what are you doing.  You’re the strongest mage here, but your imbued protections can’t possibly defend against eight fire mages working in concert.  Your zombies will be destroyed as soon as they clear the soldiers.”

“I killed a tiny cross section of a major artery, which caused their hearts to fail as well as massive internal bleeding.  As to my minions, you’re both right and wrong.  I don’t plan to have them charge the mages, they just need to get closer.”

That was true, the mages were far behind the main force, yet still in range of the wall.  My minions wouldn’t take long to cross that fifty-yards or so in the open, but that still left the mages plenty of time to use their fire magic on them.  Of course, that wasn’t the plan, so I wasn’t overly worried.

I’d made other preparations last night, should it become necessary to kill some or all of the enemy’s mages.  At first, I’d tried to use birds for the idea, but zombie birds couldn’t fly.  It was a forehead slap duh moment, of course they couldn’t fly, because I couldn’t fly.  I could only have my zombie’s do things I could do, which didn’t include having the flight instincts and muscle memory of a bird.

I glanced over at the eastern wall, who had also reestablished shields and managed to dislodge and end the footholds.  The blood price had just been a little bit higher, about fifty more soldiers had lost their life in the effort.  That told me what I’d done had been worth it, I’d saved fifty soldiers by killing the enemy much faster.

Still, I hadn’t even begun to count the cost to my soul and life on the things I’d done on this world yet.  It wasn’t about what they deserved or had earned, it was about my own actions and my own soul.  I expected once things slowed down that I had a lot of soul searching to do, and I wondered if I’d ever be that kind and fun-loving relaxed person again.

I also wasn’t too worried about that wall, if we routed the northern force, then the eastern force would retreat as well.  If they stayed then we’d destroy them, as we’d then outnumber their seven mages by eleven, a far more definitive advantage than just the two more they had on each wall at the moment.  There was a line between a desperate all or nothing gamble and throwing your life away against impossible odds.  I hoped those mages would see it similarly, but for all I knew their leadership would execute them for their failure, so maybe they would stay for a desperate false hope.  There was just too much I didn’t know about this world’s societies, cultures, and traditions, and humans were hardly a logical species.

“Why haven’t the fire mages attacked us yet.”

Tad said, “I suspect they were about to, as soon as we reestablished the shield we’d all weakened ourselves by that much.  But your shockingly effective attack and now your suicidal zombie run has them frozen. They’re likely loathe to use a whole lot of power to smash us, fearing they wouldn’t have enough magic left to take down your enhanced zombies.”

I blew out a breath, battle was complicated.  Check.

The four of them stopped about twenty feet from the edge of the enemy soldiers, then reached into a small sack, pulled something out that was impossible to identify from this distance, and threw it at where the eight enemy fire mages stood.

When they all looked at me, I said shortly, “Undead rats.”

That just made my companions look confused, but as the fire mages picked up their powerful little auras of magic, they blasted fire in their direction, trying to intercept the arc.  Clearly, mages didn’t trust their power enough and micromanaged it.

Regardless, they were close enough, and I connected to the four rats and activated the second stage of their existence.  Those zombies didn’t have the ability to move after all, so I’d had an extra focus to play with.

The rats exploded with death magic, all that power turned to the delayed purpose.  They were then just four rat corpses, much like any other dead rat, flying through the air.  They were incinerated by the mages fire even as the blast of death magic hit the fire mages in four waves, each wave at least with three quarters of my full potential behind them.  Just one if focused on one would’ve broken their shields, but it was a bit diffuse as they hit all seven in a cone of magic, fortunately they were all quite close together or this might not have worked.  I hadn’t been expecting seven fire mages when I’d made my plan, only two.

Think magical bomb, but also a very concentrated and directed blast, like a shaped charge.  Just like an explosion in my world, the effect of the death magic explosion was not subtle at all, not like the aorta cut idea.  It was pure death and decay.

It was the third wave that finally took down their shields, and the fourth wave completely destroyed them, their bodies dying, decaying, and turning to dust before they could even fall to the ground.  They simply turned to dust, and then blew away on the breeze.

Unlike explosions in my world, there was no collateral damage.  My focus had been on the concept of enemy mages when creating them, just like earlier with the enemy soldiers.  Despite that cone of death hitting the grass and trees behind them, neither the grass nor the trees were affected.

That was the final blow to the northern force’s morale.  Without fire mages to drive them to suicide against the walls or die by fire magic, they broke and ran.  They also avoided my zombies by a large margin of space, running around them in wide arcs clearly too spooked to even try to engage them.  So the four started to jog back to the city.

Tad shook his head, “You need to share your plans.”

I said, “I didn’t think you’d listen to me, or any woman, when it came to tactics on the battlefield.  At least not until I proved something worked and you all saw it in action.  I had no intentions of not telling you how it works, and to be honest I wasn’t entirely sure it would be effective.”

Tad grunted and looked away, which told me I hadn’t been wrong, but he was kind of mad about it anyway.  Which was just human nature, hopefully he wouldn’t hold a grudge.

When I looked over at the eastern wall, I hadn’t been wrong.  The force on that side wasn’t running in a panic like the northern one was without mage support, but they were in an organized and quick retreat using arrow and fire barrages to cover it.

“Where are all the life, earth, air, and water mages, do they not fight at all?”

Michael waved, “Remember when I told you mages shield their sides and basically it’s a standoff otherwise, for the most part.  Well, the enemy mages pushed and took out all of ours.  We had two life mages, three air and earth, and four water mages.  They died in that magic battle, and that is the reason we summoned you in the end, what drove us to desperation.  Fortunately, we took out theirs as well, fire and death mages are the best in battle, especially from a distance.”

Tad nodded, “Despite your ignorance in magic, it worked out anyway.  I suspect your world was much more advanced in understanding the universe.”

That was an understatement, but I just nodded.

“What now?”

Tad said, “We have to go in the same direction they did, it’s north off the plateau and then fifty leagues north to the capital.  We’ll have to be wary and move slowly while scouts make sure the way is clear, so keep your zombies until we reach the capital, after that they’ll need to be removed.”

I figured as much, the last part I mean.  The way necromancy was looked down upon.  Still, it seemed foolish, they only had one more city for the enemy to conquer before Madarth fell, it seemed to make more sense to use all our abilities before it became a desperate last stand.  We hadn’t exactly won here, we’d lost the city, and the enemy could simply come back and reclaim it after we’d left.  All we’d won was the remaining lives in the city would suffer as refugees, while less than half the mages made it out.

That said, the capital was likely the center of all the guilds, and would have a great number of mages in them.  Maybe.

“How many mages are there in the city?”

He replied, “Between sixty and a hundred in each sphere.  Life and death mid-sixties, and earth and water have close to a hundred.  Fire and air were in the high eighties at last count.  So just short of five hundred.  That includes the apprentices, of which you will be one.  You’re very powerful, but you haven’t been in a direct fight yet, and you have a lot to learn about spells.  The shield spell is critical as well.”

Hmm, I wondered if that was the problem.  It did add diversity as far as spheres went, and spells were good, don’t get me wrong, but I suspected the mentality of spell casting was sabotaging their diversity and creativity in affinity spell use.  Because they learned that first, and they thought of their affinity as a lesser thing for battle only.  As a result they tried to define everything, instead of just trusting their minds and affinities to fill in the blanks.  All my ideas and foci had very broad ends, allowing my mind and magic to fill in the rest, assured that it would align with my principles and morality.  Since I hadn’t killed any of our soldiers with that spell, I knew that to be true.

It made me wonder if the first step of apprenticeship shouldn’t be to stretch themselves and their imaginations, to get to their full potential in affinity use before being boxed in by spell craft, which obviously took exacting and detail-oriented methodology.

I wouldn’t even know where to start, how to target only the enemies on a quarter mile wall with just a glimpse, using a spell with its strict definitions and needing everything spelled out.  The spell would be a bear, and it’d take forever to cast.  Yet, it was intuitive and impossibly fast for the power of the subconscious mind and affinity to accomplish.  But they couldn’t do it, because they knew how hard it’d be to do with a spell, so judged it impossible with an affinity as well.  I’d clearly shocked them when I’d cleared the walls with a single affinity spell.

My point was, it was more than just my knowledge.  Admittedly that and my power came into the picture, but… I don’t know.  It also felt like hubris to judge a whole culture like that, but a lot of what I’d done the last few days hadn’t been beyond them, or at least, it shouldn’t have been beyond them.  Incorruptibility maybe had been beyond them and might still be so, but zombies protected from magic, they had the knowledge and ability for that, clearly.  Same thing with the magical undead rat bombs.

Of course, that wouldn’t stop me from learning the shield spell as soon as possible, and that rigid magic.  I’d just have to keep in mind not to ever fetter my affinity in such a manner.  Speaking of which, I released the protection around me I’d built which had been narrow and limited in focus, and I focused on my death magic protecting me as much as it could and keeping me alive, then I released it.  My magic drained almost completely as that new shield and more took effect.  I was safe enough, these men wouldn’t hurt me, and it’d be a lot longer than five minutes before the enemy returned.

I wasn’t entirely sure what it would do, but it was created by my own mind and affinity, so it wouldn’t do anything I wasn’t willing to do.  It wouldn’t do anything evil, in other words.  My magic inherited my principles and beliefs by the way it operated, and the affinity was informed by my knowledge and experience.

If there was a magic earth spell shield for physical protection, I’d learn that alone, and I’d leave my affinity protection for countering magic of others.  The last thing I wanted to do was limit my magical protection by strictly defining it, though on the physical side I had little choice but to do so.  And I suppose that statement solidified the whole idea I was trying to get across and absorb and accept myself.  Replacing anything an affinity could do with a spell would be limiting and foolish, from what I could see.  For the other spheres I had no choice, but for death magic I had no plans to learn any spells, I’d find a better way and more comprehensive one by using my affinity.

Yes, hubris, but I didn’t think I was wrong.

In the end maybe it was still knowledge that made me see that obvious truth, I expected I knew a lot more about the brain’s potential than this society did.  The conscious mind was unwieldy and limited, but the subconscious was smooth, powerful, and could handle amazing complexity if trained to do so.  It was the affinity that organized and trained that complexity in magic, I believed.

Tad said, “We’ll leave in two days, that should give the scouts time enough to see where the enemy ends up settling down while waiting for more food and reinforcements.  That will give us an idea what path to take, until the enemy adjusts, if they adjust.  They may just hunker down and let us go.”

“I’ll be in the study finishing the primer, but if you need my help with anything just ask.  If nothing else, my twelve zombies can be put to manual labor.”

He nodded, “If I need any heavy manual labor I’ll send you a note, otherwise focus on being an apprentice.  Now that the war is over, at least for this city, it’s our job to protect and guide you.”

I smiled, “I won’t argue with that.”  At least, not unless they tried to stop me doing things my way.

It was also the least they could do, after kidnapping me to save their own skins.  Though, I didn’t really hold a grudge for that, they didn’t do it against my will exactly either, even if their spell had been a little off.  It was… an accident, and they were far from bad people.

I nodded in parting, then headed back to the keep.


Chapter Five

Spells were created by using my affinity to create a spell containment area.  At that point the rest of the spell, one concept and specific at a time, could be filled in via one aspect of the magical languages, either vocal, semantic, or rune.  Some advanced spells could use two of the three, to set two things at once, which was necessary at times to keep the spell in balance while it was being built.  But I wouldn’t have to worry about that for a long time, casting such spells were actually part of what qualified a mage as a master mage.  Casting two ways at once would be incredibly hard, after all.

Still, as an apprentice, journeyman, and at full mage level, spellcasting didn’t require it, only the last step of mastery and the most complex spells needed it.  Affinity containment alone was usually all it took to keep the spell quiescent until it was all finished and released.  I suspected balance would only be critical when the spell was more powerful than the person’s affinity and core magic, taking so long to cast that magical regeneration allowed the spell to be more powerful than the caster’s base power.  In that event, the affinity alone wouldn’t be strong enough, and the spell would need to be balanced through countering magical forces as well.  Given magic was quantum fast, such forces and countering forces would have to be added at the same time, or the spell would destabilize and either fall apart or do something catastrophic.

As I’d already mentioned, affinities couldn’t cast two spells on the same target, and I thought the likely reason for that though the book didn’t specify why, was because an affinity spell stayed connected to me as well, which was not how spells worked unless specifically added.  Point being, perhaps a quantum connection could not be duplicated in the same place, which was consistent in quantum theory.  Quantum entanglement was between two particles, not three or more all joined together.

Moving on.

Regardless, that aspect dashed my hopes that I’d be able to enhance a spell with a wider and more complex affinity addition.  The containment was part of the spell, so nothing else with affinity could be done.  So, it was impossible to mix the two, strictly defined spells and the wider focus and ends possible with affinity.  It was one or the other.  That didn’t completely dash my plans, there was no reason I couldn’t keep my magical protection and cast a physical protection only spell on myself.

On a side note, I’d also learned each phase of learning and practice was gained through a trial or test, supervised by the master mages of the guilds.  Once I showed I could learn spells and was trusted to cast them without supervision, I’d be a journeyman who could learn and practice on my own.  At journeyman I’d also be able to take tasks for the guilds and earn money for their completion, while apprentices didn’t earn any coin at all, their focus was learning period.  Then take the mage trial when my abilities and spell repertoire were diverse and capable enough to face it.  A guild recognized mage could at that point work for the guild or go their own way, but they were subject to orders either way.  A mage that goes their own way could be recruited for instance, in a time of war.  To be explicit, that meant an apprentice and journeyman, anyone with magic anyway, was in the guild like it or not, and strictly trained and taught.  Which was reasonable, no one wanted an ignorant and stupid mage walking around making mistakes and blowing things up.  All countries did that, it was just common sense, and not entirely about power and control.  It was only the suppressive kingdoms like Zelia that also forced their mages into serving the royal family, like it or not.

Anyway, back to the point.

After the spell was fully cast and configured, it was launched by simply removing the affinity containment that kept it all together and quiescent.  If cast correctly it would accomplish the ends of all the joint pieces.

So, simple in concept, but complex and difficult in execution.  Even the simplest spells had twenty to thirty words and took fifteen to twenty seconds to cast.  Each word specified a vague concept, that was filled in with a singular and exacting thought.  The words merely to prompt the caster to fill in all the details, without forgetting anything.

Thirty seconds of precise focus without random thoughts was difficult, if at any time while casting I thought of something nonsensical, or something that was bothering me, or just an itch that caused a surge of annoyance, it would ruin the spell.  That was safe enough for all spells up to mage ability, since any errors would be contained in the affinity, and could be safely cancelled without fear of the spell exploding or doing something it wasn’t meant to do.  Still, I’d have to start over each time it happened, and it took meditative focus to accomplish.

I had a powerful mind, was highly intelligent and had done well with my affinity, but the meditation I had to learn in the book was an entirely a new experience.  So, in that one way I was no better off than a twelve-year-old mage starting their apprenticeship on this world, my great education and disciplined study and work ethic wouldn’t help at all.

So that would be my challenge, the meditation to keep my mind clear save building the spell, and of course learning the written, signed, and vocal language of magic.  On that note I had been right, I only needed to learn the words of the spell I was learning.  Then any new ones in the next spell, and so forth, which would slowly teach me the full language.  It was a major part of the learning curve, my first spell would take months to perfect, but the fifteenth spell I may be able to learn in a single day if I happened to know all the words, and I’d have long since perfected the casting meditation.

The meditation was simply enough, to clear the mind of all thought save a single focus.  Since that’s how spells were cast, one focus at a time, the words would prompt a shift in the meditative focus to add the next part of the spell.  I’d likely have to meditate a couple of hours a day that way for three weeks, before I stopped making mistakes and it was an engraved subconscious habit.  Even then, mistakes would take place.

Given it’d take at least that long to learn twenty to thirty words to the point I no longer had to translate them consciously in my head, well the two objectives might take near the same amount of time.  My adult focus would be an advantage, even in new things, over a far more easily distracted child, so I suspected it wouldn’t take longer than two months to learn that first spell.

The last thing I’ll mention in spells, was that spell progression while being built was also important, to be laid down in the right order.  I won’t go into fine details, and that part wouldn’t be a problem for me anyway.  I was long accustomed to such requirements in science and experimentation, and the logical progression outlined in the primer would come naturally to my thought process.  Just for a quick example, the second example I used earlier in this account, a fire spell to light a candle couldn’t define the length and amount of heat, if the heat concept was brought to being later on in the spell.  That had to be defined first, the general purpose, then that purpose was slowly defined and further refined.  If the heat concept came last, the spell would fall apart, as the prior definitions wouldn’t have anything to apply it to.  A spell was defined and executed sequentially, so such logic chains were paramount.  It couldn’t define something that didn’t exist yet, not even magic could transcend that truth of cause and effect.

That was pretty much all the primer went over, if there were other considerations I suspected that I’d be introduced to them at journeyman and mage when I’d earned those ranks.  Still, it felt complete to me, but who’s to say there weren’t other complex possibilities I just wasn’t seeing.

It also told me getting back to my old world and life would be even more difficult than I’d been assuming it would be.  But neither was I giving up on the idea.  Still, it would be years before I could make the attempt, and I wondered if I’d even want to.  Right now, all my friends and family were back on my world, not to mention my chosen career, but I couldn’t be an island.  In that many years I’d have friends here too.

The small library was organized by sphere only books, then multiple sphere spell books, as the broadest categories.  The books were further broken down by offensive, defensive, and convenience.  While spells weren’t used in battle they could be used to prepare for battle.  Shielding was most important, so I grabbed the earth defensive book, and flipped through the pages until I found a protection from physical harm.

I grimaced as I read through it.  It was only twenty-two words, which was good, but it was also twenty-two words because it was a really bad spell that would waste a lot of magic and the spell would wear down quickly under repeated hits.  I grabbed the combination one, the one the boys in the war room wanted me to learn, and it made the same mistakes, so I put that one back and let out a sigh.

The way it worked was creating a counter force, not all that different from reactive shielding on a tank actually.  If an arrow hit, it would respond with just enough kinetic force to cancel out the arrow’s momentum.  The arrow would strike and fall to the ground as the opposing forces cancelled each other out.  That was wasteful, but probably fine.  Given how fast the shield would regenerate from the magic field a mage could take arrows all day long without worry.

But, it was also how it did it if a ballista bolt or a boulder launched from a siege engine hit.  Which would likely just deplete the shield and kill the mage quickly.  Point being, a deflective force would use far less magic, changing the trajectory of the object to miss rather than creating a force to counter its full momentum.  Of course, the danger in that is a deflected arrow could hit an ally standing near me, but with an extra word or two the deflection angle could be defined to make sure such collateral damage didn’t take place.

Maybe not.  When I thought it through such a deflective based shield would have to be several feet away from the body at least, maybe two yards to allow a shallow deflection angle.  That would add complications, such as running through a doorway.  Okay, maybe they weren’t completely stupid.  There were exceptions to the spell built into it, for eating, drinking, and even picking up things or holding things.  I could see where the exceptions needed would grow too abundant on a shield with a twelve-foot diameter around a person.  Something an affinity could handle easily and flawlessly, but spells were rigid.

After all, a deflection shield would be worthless only a single inch from the body.

It also told me why the mages never touched and kept a large personal space between them at all times.  I suspected the shield would have to be cancelled for any intimate activities with their spouse, or any play with their children.

So, the stupidity of the spell was a limit of complexity in spell casting where every little thing needed to be spelled out, not out of a lack of imagination or even knowledge on their parts.  Still, compromise was possible, and I saw a way to make it slightly better.  It would take far less force to stop an arrow or bolt cold with a countering force than moving me out of the way of the projectile, but that wouldn’t be true in the case of bigger things.  If the force of a boulder in flight was coming my way, it’d be far cheaper in magic use for the spell to simply move me by force, instead of countering that force.

I thought about it for a while, modified the spell slightly to do that, and it would also account for failure in the alternate way.  If it couldn’t move me out of the way because I was boxed in in some way, it would counter the force directly or attempt to, instead.  Same thing if I did dodge and the object tracked me and compensated for my magical dodge, which was more than possible if an earth mage used their affinity to throw small boulders.

That made the spell twenty-six words long, but the good part was it was just reusing words already present.  So, I still only had twenty-two to memorize.

Then I got down to studying.  There was no point exploring other spells until I perfected and cast the first one.  The rest of the day I was either meditating or learning those twenty-two words, signs, and runes.  I suspected that’s all I’d be doing, for next six to eight weeks, when I had the time to that is.  We’d be quite busy being on the move to the capital, after all.  Meditating while hiking through the wilderness would be a great way to trip over a root and break my neck, after all.

I could even somewhat combine the activities, using a magical word, sign, or rune symbol as my single focus during meditation.  That would help cement the magical words in memory while also perfecting my ability to meditate through practice.

I also wouldn’t forget that promise to myself, after two or three hours of study and meditation I’d spend a little time letting my imagination focus on my affinity.  Despite already being better at it than anyone else I’d met, I suspected I’d barely scratched the surface of what was possible.  The mind was a powerful instrument, and the affinity magnified that to a great extent.

It would be a bit intimidating taken a view of the whole, but I’d been a student all my life.  I knew how to set short, mid, and long-term goals, and focus on the day.  Taken in small bites, I’d get there a little at a time.  Short term, four words a week, by meditation and learning three to four hours a day.  Mid-term goal was simply mastering a spell, the next midterm goal would be the next spell.  Long term goal was to attain journeyman rank.  I couldn’t worry about being a mage or master mage at all, until I reached Journeyman.  It’d be like worrying about the senior year when you were still a junior.

Four words doesn’t seem like very much, but four words were really twelve parts given the spoken, written, and signed, and as I’d indicated before it would be harder than simply learning a new language.  I needed to be able to think in those words without needing to translate them to English, as smoothly as I thought in English.  That meant more than memorizing them, I’d have to train my subconscious.

At dinnertime I made my way over to the table where Michael, Jace, Tad, and Carl sat.  I was somewhat amused as Jace grabbed my plate before I could and started to pile food onto it.

Jace said, “Magic use dulls hunger, so you need to make sure you eat enough,” as he put the full plate in front of me.

“Thanks, I’ll remember that.”

Tad looked amused as he handed me a note, “Just a few things tomorrow, otherwise we won’t be ready to leave the morning after.”

“No problem,” I opened the note, and it wasn’t too long a list.  There were a few constructive things on it, mostly getting large and heavy equipment onto wagons, but most of the list were tasks of demolition.  It seemed the enemy won the city, if we tried to stay winter would see us dead of starvation, but we’d be denying them anything useful in that outside of basic shelter from the rain.

I could set my minions on it before I got cleaned up and went to study.

The food was good on this world at least, and I dug in. 

“I’m curious, if there’re relief supplies at the capital for the refugees, why not just send them here?”

Michael said, “There’s enough mages to send us ten more to replace what we lost, as well as enough food to make it through the winter.  But not really enough soldiers to fill out the garrison, the military needs to draft and train more, or we’d weaken the capital’s defenses pulling enough off.  Then there’s the farms, which were razed and salted.  What would be the point when there’s no farmers or seed, or fertile ground, to plant the summer harvest in spring?  I suppose seed could be sent too, but without fertile ground there’d be no point.  An earth mage can extract the salt, but it’ll take years before the soil recovers enough to yield a crop.”

That all just made sense.  The city was finished.  Let the enemy deal with it all.  Still, it was likely they’d just use the city as a forward military post to plan the next phase of the invasion and use supply trains to feed their soldiers and mages, until they were ready to take on the capital. 

I was sure they knew what they were doing, they were just heavily outnumbered by such a larger empire, in soldiers, mages, and supplies.  Not to mention birthrate, which meant if nothing else, losing the war slowly to attrition.  It was likely only a matter of time before Madarth fell and Zelia owned two thirds of the continent, the entire northern part.

“Excuse me.”

I turned my head in surprise, there was a young woman with a pile of black robes in her arms with a small bag on top.

“Yes?”

She smiled, “These are yours. I also found a better personal care kit than the military one you’ve been using.  Better and gentler soap and some moisturizing cream, nail clipper and file, better hairbrush, and even a little makeup.”

“Oh, thanks.  Umm, how did you get my measurements?”

She said, “Oh, I’m the one that changed you into the ones you’re wearing, and I have a good eye to take those without measurement rope.”

Oh.  I felt a little relief at that, I’d been trying not think about who had done that.  Turns out it wasn’t one of the mages at all, but a female tailor.  It also changed my mind, I’d take a bath tonight to get in the new robes and use the new soap and cream, instead of in the morning.

“Thank you.”

She put them on the corner of the table with a smile, then left quickly.  I imagined she was quite busy with the exodus coming in just thirty-six hours.  Finding robes that fit was on my radar of course, but I hadn’t really expected that to happen until we reached the capital.

“You guys arranged that?”

Tad pointed at Michael, who shrugged as if it wasn’t a big deal.

“Thanks.  So, I’m curious, can I see the spell that brought me here?”

Tad waved negatively, “No.  Guild law.  You have to attain master mage rank before you can see master level spells.  You can see it then, but it won’t help you get home.  It takes ten to twelve years to attain that rank, with constant daily focus.”

Michael glared at Tad.

Tad snorted, “She needs to know, even if it is a bitter pill.  In ten years her old life won’t be there anymore, and she’ll have friends, connections, and purpose here, not to mention powerful magic at her fingertips.”

Yeah, I didn’t believe it, and that wasn’t just denial talking even if that was a part of it too.  They’d also said it was impossible to raise a zombie that didn’t stink, rot, or lasted more than two days, or that could have a shield against magic.  That it was impossible for a single zombie to take down a fire mage.

So, obviously not impossible, they just had no idea how to do it.  Sure, there was a chance my knowledge of the universe wouldn’t suffice either, but there was a chance it might.  But I wouldn’t have a clue where to even start to reverse it, without seeing that spell.  It could also wait, since I’d need to be a master mage most likely anyway to build a spell that complex, so no harm in not seeing it until then.

I was content to wait, save of course, my curiosity.  I could be patient. I had no choice, and a part of me was afraid to discover that truth, one way or another.  There was relief in him putting me off as much as it annoyed me at the same time.

He also had a point, I may not want to leave this world in ten years, but I was determined to cut that time in half or even less.  I was a genius level intellect. I was sure I could do it if I put the work in.  I’d have a better idea there once I was taught all the requirements.  I believed I could cut down my learning to a third of a time learning spell craft, it depended on if there were other requirements, like time in rank or other arbitrary decisions or rules that would slow me down.  I mean, kids started their apprenticeship at twelve, so it’d likely take four or five years before they could be trusted with the semi-autonomous responsibility of being a journeyman.  But, that could be done by age requirement, not time in apprentice, so I’d have to wait to find out how that worked.

Plus, even if his words did turn out to be true, I wasn’t nearly ready either intellectually or emotionally to accept it.


Chapter Six

The new robes were more comfortable, they conformed to my curves if loosely, and they were less restrictive around the bust.  They also went down just below the knees, revealing my ankles and calves.  I looked good enough, even if a bit pale, but I did have to wonder if I’d be stuck wearing black robes for all occasions for the rest of my life.

It was thirty-six hours later and we were ready to move out, already moving toward the gates.  Yesterday had gone well, study and meditation, and I’ll leave it at that save to say I had a lot of work to do on perfecting that meditation.  It was rare for me to achieve a true single focus as I calmed and emptied my mind of everything else, much less for any great length of time, yet.  But I’d expected that.  My minions had also handled all the jobs with minimum directions, and as of yet they showed no sign of going bad, and I started to suspect they’d last forever if my magic was left in place.

The size of the caravan was huge, with a few hundred soldiers and close to three thousand refugees, or as they called them in this dark age world, commoners.  There were wagons with all the remaining food, all the spare weapons and supplies, even cooking equipment.  Tools for the various disciplines, from a blacksmith’s hammer to arrow making tools.  Cloth and needles, cobbler tools, and everything else a city needed.  We’d literally cleaned the city out, and anything left behind had been destroyed or burned, to give no comfort to the enemy.

The buildings were all there, but even the furniture and beds had been destroyed, so they could do little else but get respite from the rain and sleep on the floor until resources arrived.

The natural world didn’t look all that different from my old one, as we exited the gates and moved into the forest on the road heading north.  The flora was all recognizable, from the weeds to the great oaks.  It wasn’t until a couple of hours later, there was the scent of bogs, and there was a marsh on the right side of the road which twisted its way around the edge.

I moved up next to Michael, who was nice to me again, had been the last couple of days.  I suspected he was just mad about me putting myself in danger, which was absurd given the reason I was summoned in the first place.  But whatever, a man protective of women was hardly the worst type.

“So, I’ve been wondering.”

He smirked, “Go on.”

“Well, this apprentice thing, what are the requirements for making journeyman exactly.  You said the journeyman trial happened when the apprentice could be trusted to cast on their own without harming themselves or others.  So what does that look like, and what other requirements.”

He said, “You need to be able to cast ten basic spells, without making any mistakes, consistently.  The trial itself is actually that.  That shows you have self-control and a disciplined mind.  That typically takes five or six years, so the apprentices come of age around the same time they reach journeyman rank, but I expect you won’t take six months to learn a spell.  You’re already a disciplined student and mind, an adult, so the spells are the only thing to worry about there.  You will of course learn the rules, customs, traditions, and laws as well, but that won’t take more than a couple of weeks.”

“It takes six months for every spell?”

He nodded, “Yes, but ten spells that are disparate, which is the whole point of spells, diversity of magic for every mage.  After ten spells you should know most of the mage language, so journeyman spells will come faster.  I would suggest two spells from each of the other five spheres, ones that don’t have overlapping words, or at least not more than one or two.”

That explained the ‘most of the mage language’ in his sentence, I’d still have a sixth to learn in the death magic sphere, but I didn’t think I’d need death magic spells.  Affinity was better for death magic, and in the end would be far more complex with a much smaller learning curve.

“Thanks, so no time in service requirements.”

He shook his head, “There are some for the other ranks, but less time in service than a minimum number of service missions and tasks completed.  Unless you’re lazy and avoid it, you won’t have a problem meeting that quota by the time you’re knowledgeable enough spell wise to take the mage trial.  As a rule, you shouldn’t even try until you know over thirty spells.  The mage trial is random and if you face an obstacle that you don’t have a spell for, then you’re out of luck and fail.”

“How many for master mage?”

He shrugged, “None, though the smart mages continue to learn spells, the requirement to make master mage is creating your own unique spell, the ability to multicast, and passing a more difficult trial.”

I assumed multicast was the ability to do two things at once, to cast two concepts at once while building a spell using both words and runes, or words and gesture, or gesture and runes.  It would also indicate a complete mastery of the language.

His words also verified they didn’t train their affinities at all, which was foolish in my estimation.  Or at least, it held no weight in deciding the rank of a mage.

He waved, “I wanted to talk to you about your apprenticeship, tonight after we make camp.  Right now, I need to focus.”

“Aren’t the scouts doing that?”

He nodded, “But some monsters can sneak past the common soldiers easily.”

I froze, “Wait, what?  Monsters?”  I’m afraid to say my voice squeaked a bit in alarm on that last word.

He looked at me in amusement, “So no magic or monsters on your world?”

I shook my head jerkily, then looked around in what had to be a paranoid and alarmed manner.  Well, just the human monsters on my world, at any rate.

He said, “You’d feel one with your magic, the ones that can turn invisible or move silently do so with magic, so for us mages they might as well be stomping around and waving at us.”

“So, why do you need to focus?”

He made a face, “Do you really want to know?”

I glared.

He held up a hand, “For the ones that won’t sneak by the scouts, but take them out instead.  They may not use magic to hide, but they are hunters and can attack from ambush.  Anyway, the forest has dire wolves which breathe ice magic, bobcats which can turn invisible and silent, and a few snakes with poisonous death magic.  It’s the former and latter I’m most concerned with, the middle one stands out to even a distracted mage.  The bogs have dangers too, but they don’t hunt outside of it, so we’ll be fine in the forest from those.”

I frowned, “So why would anyone go into the bog?”

He said, “A lot of alchemy ingredients powerful in magic only grows in swamps.  But we don’t have to worry about that, we’re not here on an expedition to gather potion stock.”

“Magic potions?”

I was starting to feel overwhelmed, as I uncovered more and more that I didn’t even know that I didn’t know about, if that makes sense.  It was a whole new world, even if it did look a lot like a dirt road along a swamp in Florida.  I decided not to ask any more questions, I’d learn about my new world as it came along, while I focused on the magic.

He nodded, “Some to help with healing when a life mage isn’t available, then there’s various enhancements to senses, strength, endurance, and speed.  Other things too, some beneficial, some not.”

Magical poisons and such, wonderful.  For anyone that didn’t guess, that wonderful was totally sarcastic.

Okay, one more question.

“Umm, so are humans the only species of humanoid here?”

Yeah, after hearing about monsters my mind had run away with me, thinking of orcs, goblins, and other evil races from fiction.

He blinked, “Yes.  Does your world have more?”

Oh, thank the gods for small favors.

I shook my head, “No, but we have stories of them.  Any other species as intelligent as humans?”

He shook his head.

Oh good, no dragons either.  This world was dangerous enough with evil expansionist humans and magical monsters, thank you very much.

A loud roar from above had me look up, and I saw the red glittering scales of a red dragon.  I think I started to hyperventilate, it’s like the gods had taken my thought as a dare.  What else would explain such a coincidence?

“Dragons?” I asked with disbelief.

He nodded, “They’re stupid and mostly harmless, at least to us.  They’re also lone hunters, and one is not threat to us.  They’re smart enough to fear mages, and they won’t attack such a large group of humans.  They’d much prefer to eat a cow or horse, anyway.”

Okay, so no smart dragons, here they were no smarter than a predator animal.  Also, not resistant to magic like in the tales of the smart ones in fiction.  So, I could kill it easily despite its great size, good enough.

“So, monsters, what makes them monsters, exactly?”

He said, “Like we have rules against creating undead except under emergency circumstances, there are laws for the life mages as well.  Never to create new life.  Monsters are not natural animals, they were created by life mages in the past, likely as guards.  All it takes is one breeding pair escaping into the wild if the life mage dies, to be stuck with a new threat.”

Oh.

“What about the other spheres.”

He said, “They don’t have any proscriptions against an aspect of their magic, there are none needed.  Of course, arson is a crime, but a commoner can burn down a building as easily as a fire mage with a torch and some oil.”

I supposed that made sense.  The laws constrained them to act morally with their magic, but also no different than any other human, magic or not.

I stopped asking questions at that point, and I started to go over the four words, gestures, and runes in my mind.  I’d written all twenty-two down, along with the rest of the spell, so I could have a reference on the hike to be sure my mental picture was right.  I’d hate to make a mistake and memorize it wrong.

I couldn’t meditate on them today, not while walking, but that was no reason to be lazy and skip my education for a day just because we were on a long walk.  I could also meditate a short time before we went to sleep, once we’d set up camp anyway.  It was a walk that would take days.  Fifty leagues was a hundred miles, and I guessed we’d be going about twenty miles a day, so five days, maybe six, to reach the capital.

Damn, I missed my jeep, could’ve been at the capital in ninety minutes…

Despite my worries and fears there were no magical monster attacks that day, not even a snake bite.  I almost wished it did happen, just so I could stop worrying about it.  It was a threat to life not already defined and accepted in my psyche, which made it far more stressful than thinking about other risks, like being careful not to slip in the tub, or car accidents while driving.  Those risks were long established and not a true source of anxiety.  I mean, being frozen to death by dire wolves and eaten wasn’t any worse than a deadly car crash.  Dead was dead, but until I could internalize the new threats I’d be an anxious mess when in the forest.

The soldiers set up huge tents to eat and sleep in, like barracks and a mess hall, but otherwise nothing else.  I’d be stuffed in the women only tent with hundreds of others, with nothing but a blanket and the ground to sleep on.  The cooks were set up outside the mess tent which did have temporary folding tables and crude benches, and one of the fire mages took care of heating the stovetops.

After getting my food and finding a spot to sit, Michael headed my way and sat next to me.  Before he could talk, I asked another question.

“What about relaxing pursuits and entertainment, it’s not healthy for a student to do nothing but study.”

Life required balance and a moderation of all things, including fun and play.

He nodded, “The city has theatres, both for plays and music.  There are also gathering places where people drink alcohol and relax.  Gambling too, but I wouldn’t recommend such pursuits.  There are also games that stimulate the mind and work out the body, I’d recommend the latter since learning is a sedentary pursuit and stretches the mind enough as it is.”

“That sounds good, and I agree gambling is a bad idea.  You wanted to discuss the apprenticeship?”

Gambling might be okay for some, but I knew I had an addictive personally for it.  The one time I’d gone to Vegas with friends I hadn’t recognized myself, and just how thrilling it was to win money in a gamble.  It was better than a drug high to me, so I’d never gone again in fear I’d get hooked on it and ruin my life.  Not that I got high on illegal drugs, but there had been that one incident that had required a few days of Percocet to bear the pain of it.  Beer and wine, I was a social drinker, and I knew I’d never be an alcoholic, so at least I had one vice I could enjoy without worrying about addiction.

He nodded, “All mages are required to apprentice.  The guild has a master mage over its apprenticeship program.  Usually, all the mages born to non-mage couples end up going there along with some of the generational mage children, since mages and the commoners don’t move in the same circles or really have friendships that first group doesn’t have another option.  They both appreciate us and fear us, and some are jealous of our power.  Friendships with commoners never work out, though professional relationships with respect do well enough.”

I replied, “I get that.  That happens on my world too, but more based in economic and status hierarchies, but talent for sports and acting too.”

He said, “Not all mage apprentices use the guild, however.  It’s not recommended for a parent to teach a child magic, but fostering to a friend and ally for apprenticeship is done.  What I’m trying to say is you’d feel out of place apprenticing in the guild.  All your fellow students will be twelve to sixteen, so you won’t relate to them well at all.  Also, being strict with that age group is paramount as they finish their socialization and solidify life principles, especially since they’re walking around with great power.  As an adult, you would find the strict rules and punishments extremely confining and unreasonable, and the lack of freedom intolerable, yet the master mage in charge can’t afford to have two sets of rules, the children would eat him or her alive if they did.”

I replied, “I hadn’t really thought about that yet, it sounds like I’m in for a tough time.”

He shook his head, “My point was, I’d like to offer you to apprentice under me, I was just explaining why you would want that.  I’m a master mage and a death mage, so it makes sense from that angle.  You’d live in my mansion in your own private set of rooms, and I’d be there to answer your questions, guide you, and provide books on the rules, laws, traditions, and culture, in addition to the basic spell library.  You would also have a modicum of freedom, and although apprentices don’t get paid, I’d give you a small monthly stipend to go shopping in the city, or to seek entertainment.”

I thought about that for a while, really thought it through while we both ate.  The food was good, and the scouts must’ve bagged a deer or two because there was even fresh meat in the stew.

I studied him out of the corner of my eye.

The offer was clearly coming from guilt.  Michael felt guilty and responsible for me, since the spell they’d used had failed, not in end goal perhaps since I had saved them, but I certainly hadn’t been a learned great necromancer that wanted to start a new life and escape the old one.  It had been the selection part of the spell that had been flawed in some way, taking my situational need to be anywhere else as a desire to abandon my past life.  Which was dumb, but not entirely his fault.

I decided he wasn’t completely wrong to feel that he owed me.  I did deserve to be paid for saving all their lives, and to be compensated for my losses in being kidnapped to this world, even if that hadn’t been their intent.  On the other hand, that only went so far, I wouldn’t feel entitled or ask for a free ride until I was in my dotage.  Entitlement was an evil thing, and never more destructive than for the person holding it close to their chest.

But a couple of years apprenticeship while I got my feet under me, I could accept without guilt, and I wouldn’t take advantage.  If I could meet my goal of one spell every two months, then it’d only take me twenty months to take the journeyman test, a little less than two years instead of five or six.  Once I was a journeyman, I could earn money by doing tasks and missions and find my own place to live.  By then I’d have my feet on the ground and hopefully will have found a few friends.  A solitary life wasn’t for me, wasn’t for any human really, but I was extroverted enough not to enjoy any solitary time.  Not that I hated it exactly, but I never felt the need to seek it out.

I couldn’t live in a vacuum for years, and if the worst happened and I was stuck here, that would be wasted years counting on getting back home.

Really, that wasn’t too much to ask for, the shelter, food, teaching, and a little coin for what I’d been forced to sacrifice and for saving their skins.  I even took a little pride in that, but I was careful not to go over into hubris.  I’d saved hundreds of soldiers, over three thousand commoners, and ten mages.  Not bad, for a girl clueless in magic up until a week ago.

The main point being, I wouldn’t be accepting charity, I’d earned it, and he did owe me.  I felt like I could accept that guilt free, as long as I moved on when it was time and didn’t take advantage.

Assuming of course, Zelia didn’t finish off the kingdom of Madarth in the next two years of my apprenticeship.  Then… well it’d be all up in the air again if I was even alive.  I wasn’t sure how long it would take them to prepare to finish off the last and capital city.  Hopefully a long time, I figured at best it would take me four years to reach master mage.  It wasn’t unreasonable to think twenty more weeks would get me up to thirty spells and the mage trial, once I knew all the words.  At twenty more months that would only be the two years one month mark.  Master mage, I had no estimate.

So three to four years instead of ten, but hopefully not more than five on the outside if my estimates weren’t realistic goals.

“I accept your offer.”

He looked relieved.  He was also the youngest mage of the ten, just four or five years older than I was in the latter half of his twenties, this mission had likely been his first stint as a master mage.  I hadn’t taken notice before, mostly from the shock, but he was quite attractive.  He was athletically muscular, five foot eleven, with short black hair and dark brown eyes.  His face was chiseled, handsome, with a strong jaw.

Not that it mattered given the situation as it was, but I had to consider the fact of cohabitating with him over the next two years.  I’d have my own private rooms, but we’d likely be sharing meals and speaking often, if only to update him on my education and how accustomed to this new world I was becoming.  I’d have to be careful. I had no anchors in this world like I had in my old one, it would be far too easy to allow myself to make him that anchor and point of comfort and surety, then where will I be?  It wasn’t like attraction and love could be controlled or chosen.

I’d never been a clingy person, but circumstance conspires, and if there was ever a time in my life to be wary of that it would be now in this new world, alone, without a clue and set adrift save my magical study.

My shock and the surrealness of this world was wearing off, I no longer felt disconnected from what was going on around me, and he was taking care of me.  Hopefully I wouldn’t fall for him, but as I said, I kind of just noticed he wasn’t hard to look at in the least.  So much so that I was surprised I hadn’t noticed sooner.  I pushed that out of my head, and I suspected it’d be taboo anyway, for any master and apprentice to share an intimate relationship.  So, for the next two years my greatest worry would be a closely developed friendship.

A loud cry and the roar of a bobcat reached us, and we both jumped up and headed toward it.

Michael said, “You should stay at the camp.”

He said should, not have to or go back, so I ignored it.  Even as I wondered at my sanity, why was I running into danger?  I had no physical shield, and I assumed the bobcat’s claws were extremely sharp.  Maybe I was just determined not to shrink back from anything in this world, I’d never been a coward, and this world more dangerous or not, I didn’t want to become someone that hid away from life.  That meant facing and accepting the dangers on this new world.

It also didn’t hurt that my minions showed up to surround us as soon as we left the perimeter of the camp.  I hadn’t even summoned them, just my feelings of danger had informed my connection to them.  Strangely, they were a source of security as well, and I thought of them more as automated protectors than undead.  Without the scent of decomposition and no obvious wounds to see, they weren’t really so bad.

I snorted at that thought, and I wondered if I was losing my mind, as I wondered just when I’d started to become comfortable with the prospect of having zombie minions?

A grizzly sight showed itself as we rounded a large tree, there was a bobcat eating one of the picket guards.  It raised its hackles and hissed at us, as it lowered to the ground and bunched its body, no doubt preparing to lunge at us should it decide it necessary.

Neither of us attacked it, because a blast of fire came from the side and slammed into the bobcat, quickly burning the fur off and blackening the skin.  It died fast, and I looked over to see Neman with a regretful look on his face, presumably regretful for the dead guard, not the bobcat’s death.

Neman waved, “I’m on duty, you two can head back.”

Michael nodded, and offered in explanation, “I didn’t know where you were in relation to the scream in your circuit, so we came to check it out.”

He turned and I followed him back to camp. 

They were surely a threat and could kill, but on balance a very manageable one for a mage.  Especially since their only magic was geared toward stealth, which would just make them stick out even more to our senses.  He’d been right earlier, the dire wolves and snakes were probably far more dangerous.  Ice magic and they hunted in packs, and snakes were sneaky and all it would take was a single bite.


Chapter Seven

The next morning there was a slight delay.  I imagined that normally the mages and military officers at the least would be on horseback, but all the horses had been tasked to pulling wagons to get the maximum amount of stuff saved and brought with us.  The more the refugees had the less of a burden they’d be.

Anyway, I was at Michael’s side again and we were approaching the front half of the caravan.  I’d have been worried about that clingy thing becoming reality if it hadn’t been him that told me to stay nearby him during the trip until we got to the city and his home.  As his apprentice he was responsible for me, not just my safety but my actions.  Which was a little absurd, given I was an adult, but it was the custom between master and apprentice and the law.  In a real way, my actions could reflect well or extremely badly on his standing and status in the community.

Still, I kind of felt grateful that I wouldn’t be on my own, which honestly worried me, because that really wasn’t me.  Not usually, but I suspected that slight dependency would fade once I had my feet on the ground and had made a circle of friends, even a small one.

I also thought I was probably worrying too much, everyone needed connections and friends, some amount of dependency wasn’t just normal, it was healthy.  Everything in moderation led to a healthy mind and body, including the dark side of things, negative emotions and even minor rule breaking was healthy.

It was just he and to some extent his best friend Jace were the only ones I had, and only at nascent levels of friendship.  The other mages were a bit standoffish, and mostly just put up with me.  Or so it seemed to me, but a part of me wondered if that might not be their feelings toward Michael splashing onto me.  Some kind of political thing I didn’t know about yet, because they weren’t any kinder or friendlier to him.

Enough of the psychobabble, but it was a point.  Fitting into this world and not being misunderstood meant understanding the social fabric, just being good at magic wasn’t enough.  No more than being a genius science geek back home earned me any friendships.  It was stressful, like learning all the social rules from the beginning, almost like I was back in the playground and didn’t quite know how to make friends yet.  Some things were universal to the human experience of course, it was the cultural aspect and behavior that might bite me in the behind.

As a confident young woman who knew how to form friendships back home, it made me nervous that those skills may not translate, or worse, translate in a negative way.  It was in a way, an even bigger challenge than mastering magic would be, but I’d figure it out through observation if nothing else.  Really, all I needed to do was stop focusing on my own insecurities there and simply reach out with a helping hand, which was universal.  I might get burned a few times doing that, but only by the selfish, which weren’t worth befriending in the first place.

It was what it was, and I’d figure it out. 

Anyway, there was a group of soldiers as well as Tad and Neman standing next to a wagon, the horse being led was limping badly.

A soldier said, “I think we can take care of it with a compress and a few days’ rest, until then it’s not going to be able to pull the wagon.”

Tad shook his head, “I’m not leaving a detail behind for one horse, too dangerous between the forest and the enemy isn’t all that far back yet.  Leave the wagon.  If the horse can walk unencumbered bring it along and a life mage will see to it in four days, otherwise put it down.”

I cleared my throat, “Two of my zombies could pull the wagon.”

Tad frowned, then shrugged, “Why not?  Call them in then.”

The soldier said, “It might be able to keep up with us.”

I turned to Michael and asked in a low voice, “I guess there’re no healing spells?”

Michael chuckled and shook his head, “Easy for a life affinity, impossibly complex for a spell, and we’ve been out of potions for weeks.”

He wasn’t wrong, the human body was very complicated, and that was from a layman’s perspective.  I was sure it was far more complex than I even believed, or a doctor could adequately express.

Where was a horse trailer when you needed one, I’d really hate to see the horse put down, but it happened.  It was probably lamed anyway, without a life healer it’d be put down back on my world as well, or at least put out to pasture and maybe stud services, but only if its lineage was worthy of that.

“Where did all the wagons come from anyway?  There were really this many in the city?”

Michael said, “Earth magic and trees, a spell.”

I nodded, “Make another one, and I’ll have two zombies pull that one too.”

Tad snorted, “A carriage for the horse?”

“Why not?  The horse has value and purpose toward the future, and it won’t cost us anything to do it.  Life is also valuable, in and of itself.  To discard it when there are other options cheapens us.”

The soldier nodded firmly in agreement, so I gave him a smile.

Tad sighed, “You are correct, it’s just never been done before.  These are unique circumstances, but I should’ve seen it sooner.  Neman, see to it.”

Tad walked off rather stiffly, as Neman approached a large tree and started to cast a spell.  Despite his reasonable and thoughtful words, I could tell I’d annoyed Tad a lot with my comment, his face had given it away, as had his stiff walk away.

Four of my minions came in, two to grab on to the wagon, and two more for the wagon being made for the horse.

I said in a low tone, “Does he hate me?”

Michael shook his head, “We all feel guilty for what we accidentally did to you, not everyone can accept that social debt gracefully.  Some of them no doubt feel resentment toward that great debt to you, despite you saving us, or maybe because you did.  A green apprentice with nothing but your affinity and no prior knowledge that magic even existed, showed up ten master mages and made it look easy.”

“But not you?”

Michael shook his head, “I’m hoping to pick up some tricks by watching you excel.”

That was obviously a deflection, he could hardly say he and Jace were the better men and put down the eight mages keeping me at arm’s length.

I snickered, “Fair enough, but you should all share in my success and the credit for everyone that survived.  Without your actions, guidance, and support it wouldn’t have happened.  Even if it did start with a partial mistake in a spell that cost me personally.”

With the immediate danger past, I needed them far more than they needed me, and a win-win mentality was truly the best way forward for me, as opposed to grasping all the credit.  Or anyone really, but especially me at this point of time.  Anyone that said that was naïve are the weak ones that hadn’t truly grown up yet, and they were stuck in childhood playing king of the hill.  Power games were a bad long-term strategy in life, and the fact most company CEO’s in corporate America turn over every few years, is all the evidence needed for that, because that world was certainly dog eat dog and not a win-win environment.  As a rule, there were always exceptions.

Moving on.  The spell finished up, and the soldier coaxed the horse up the ramp that led up onto the wagon, then stayed with it to keep it calm.  My minions took it from there, and the caravan started to move out at the pace of a slow steady walk that we could maintain all day.

“I already know what my created spell will be towards gaining master.”

He snorted, “What?”

“A car, maybe a flying one.”

He asked, “What’s a car?”

I explained.

He snickered, “If not for the soldiers and thousands of commoners, we’d have just used the gate spell which would’ve been instantaneous.  It doesn’t really last long enough to move a large population, maybe thirty people max before it expires and the gate collapses.  If we were in cars then it would be problematic at best to protect them from the monsters in the forest.”

I sighed, “Okay, I can see that, but not if we were all in cars and trucks with flatbeds, like a wagon.  Then we’d be there in two hours instead of five days.  I’ll have to come up with another idea then.  Umm, why didn’t we make one of those gates for the wounded soldiers, and the lame horse?  That would get them medical attention from a life mage a lot faster.”

He said, “We could’ve done that back in the city, but a gate spell takes a lot of magic and close to ten minutes to build.  A master mage has to invest almost three times their power to make it work.  It would be a beacon felt for miles around for any enemy mages, not to mention the monsters that can detect magic.  Too dangerous to cast it here.”

“So, it’s a master level spell then, more powerful than containment with balance issues.”

So much for learning it next, it sounded cool.

He nodded in agreement, “It has earth, air, and fire in it.  But only the air and fire parts need to be double cast for balance, the earth part is done separately one concept at a time in the beginning of the spell.  It’s the foundation and frame you could say, and that’s all I can say about it.”

I stopped asking questions, but the atmosphere between us remained comfortable even in the silence, while I took out my cheat sheet and got started on my vocabulary homework for the day…

The trip was long, but nothing else was really noteworthy to mention.  I studied, walked, and my zombies pulled two wagons.  There were no attacks by the dire wolves, perhaps even they were smart enough to be wary of thousands of humans, too big of a herd to try and risk culling the edges, from their point of view I mean.  Obviously, I didn’t consider us a herd of humans.

Three more days passed, and it was mid-afternoon when the caravan came to a halt. 

Ahead of us was a wood bridge that went over a bog, and I could just make out the city walls a mile into it.  The same kind of construction as a pier back home, the bog was of course shallow.

“The capital is built in a marsh?”

Michael smiled, “The island in about three-square miles, a little more than that.  It’s surrounded by marshland to the east, west, and south, and to the north is another ten square miles of farmland after crossing a similar bridge if not quite as long, along with a highly defensible ocean port.”

I pondered that, it would be easily defensible and very difficult for the enemy to sack the city from this direction, no matter how outnumbered Madarth was.  Just burn the bridge and there’d be no way to charge the walls with a mile of bogs between dry land and the city wall.  They’d almost have to invade from the north via ships, and I was assuming the port itself would make that extremely difficult, though I’d reserve judgement until I saw it.

The enemy could blockade the southern access, but there’d be little point, since Madarth didn’t have any resources outside the last bastion, no new resources would be coming from the south.  All their farms were north of the city and their only neighbor being Zelia meant there’d be no cut off of trade.  If they traded with the other three kingdoms it would be by ship around the continent to the southern side.

The only way overland to that farmland was through two miles of bogs, or crossing the bridges and going through the city, so the enemy was effectively cut off there.

Tad walked up with a few fresh-looking soldiers that must’ve been from the city, and they were leading two horses.  No doubt he’d communicated with the city and asked for two horses to take over the two wagons my minions were pulling.

“It’s time to let the zombie’s go, by law they can’t go in the city and the time for emergency measures has passed.”

I hesitated just a second.  It wasn’t like I was a cheer section for zombies, or that I’d become one, but I wasn’t repelled or disgusted by them anymore.  Not with their flesh being incorruptible and how safe I’d felt with them around to protect my back.  I wouldn’t need them in the city though.

I’d also given it a lot of thought the last few days, with twelve minions, especially shielded from magic, it was a force multiplier.  I suspected the taboos and rules had been created to maintain a balance of power of sorts, rather than any true distaste for the practice.  It wasn’t lost on me an army of the undead would greatly skew the power differential between a death mage and one of any of the other spheres.

Which was likely the real reason it was highly proscribed, and the leaders of the other five guilds would be against their casual use.  Sure, that bias existed now with the taboo, but it wasn’t the true reason their society created the taboo in the first place.

It also wasn’t a completely bad policy or taboo, because it also stopped the enemy from doing the same, attacking or invading another city that way.  For the same reasons, Zelia’s leaders surely wouldn’t tolerate a death mage with a thousand zombie army that could be used to turn on them and take over the empire.  So maybe it was for the best.  If we did it to counterattack, the enemy just might do it back.

For another mage to take down my zombie’s, they’d have to destroy them or dispel them, which would take a greater magical potential attack than the minions magical defenses.  But for me it was a simple act of will and an application of a whisper of magic.  The magical connection formed with affinity spell casting, or as I’d been thinking of it, magical quantum pairs, was integral to the spell.  All I needed to do was wipe out the connection to them, and the remainder of the spell would unravel almost instantly, quantum fast.

“Should I move them somewhere first, the back of a wagon maybe?  Or just drop them where they are?”

Tad said, “Just drop them, the soldiers will police them up.”

I nodded, which made sense.  I bet he was even ordered to verify I’d done it, and that I didn’t just send them back south.  Welcome to Madarth, or more specifically, it’s politics.  He even looked a little too intent, not nervous exactly, but alert for surprises or trouble.  I could tell there was little trust there and he wasn’t entirely sure I’d do as asked.  A stark reminder I was an outsider, I’d have to prove myself and gain trust, which would be a nervous endeavor since I’d yet to meet another mage that equaled my raw magical power.  An additional reason for strangers to be wary of me.

I cut off the connection between me and my minions, and all twelve collapsed, including the four nearby.

Tad signaled, and the lead wagons started to move again and cross the bridge, while the soldiers hitched the wagons to the horses.  They’d be long done by the time the first third of the caravan was moving again.  I waited for Tad to move off before I spoke.

“What will happen to all the people?”

Michael replied, “There’s a new temporary village built by earth mages past the city, they’ll walk straight through and out the other side.  The farms, city businesses, and military will absorb the survivors, they won’t be refugees left to loose ends for long.”

I nodded in approval as we started walking.  The sooner they were productive members of society again the better for them, and better for the rest as they wouldn’t be a drain on the city’s resources.

“So, bog dangers?”

He chuckled, “Nothing that will jump on the bridge and attack.  Flesh eating fish, swarms of leaches, water snakes that can shock you, and a few deadly spiders that live in the trees.  As long as you don’t go swimming, we’ll be safe enough, far safer than in the forest even.”

Well, that would prevent the enemy from wading even, to attack the city.

I spotted movement out of the corner of my eye, then asked nervously, “Umm, just how big are these deadly spiders you mentioned?”

He snickered, “Only a foot or so long.”

Right, that’s what I thought I’d seen, a huge spider in the boughs of a tree about forty feet out, but I’d been hoping it’d been a trick of light in my peripheral vision.  It also likely explained why the area around the bridge had been cleared of trees, so no spiders could fall on the innocent passersby.  Even more practically, I bet there was a spell that used all the trees along the path to build the bridge itself.

“And you have people crazy enough to go in there for potion ingredients?”

He replied, “Remember, we have shields.  Nothing in there could truly threaten us, or you once you learn the shield spell.  Only the forest has dangers a mage needs to be wary of.  Commoners of course can’t go in at all, and it is one of the most common tasks for the guild when you reach journeyman.  It pays well.”

I nodded in agreement, still wasn’t going to go in there though.  Footlong bugs, no thanks.  The small ones were bad enough.  I was sure there’d be other mission choices.

The city seemed deceptively close, the walls were humongous, at least sixty feet high and buttressed from both sides, presumably.  The gates were large enough for wagons to exit and enter at the same time with a few feet to spare, but of course there was no out traffic, as there was nowhere to go anymore.  Madarth was essentially a city-state now, not a kingdom at all, and the only thing south was enemy land.


Chapter Eight

Three square miles was a healthy size, and once inside the city there were buildings as far as I could see, but much of my view was blocked.  The immediate area was a marketplace and inns, and slightly past that was the theatre and entertainment district.  Off to the right there was a small redlight district, both whorehouses and adult entertainment venues, and off to the left at that main intersection was a higher quality of storefronts in comparison to the marketplace stalls and less fancy stores and blacksmith shop I’d seen earlier.

After another long block of restaurants, theatres, bars, and gambling dens, and another inn or two, started the housing district. 

The only thing that truly stood out at a distance was another wall over a mile off with a huge edifice of towers and tall buildings behind it.  No doubt the center of power and where the guilds and council called home.  The further north we got the nicer the houses, and from what I could tell it was an economic based split, not one of birth.  Only the mages enjoyed a higher status because of birth in the city, and there was nothing to be done there since magical talent was the one thing a commoner couldn’t earn with hard work and success.

Far to the left looked to be a warehouse and manufacturing district, far to the right was the military district, where the soldiers both military and guard, were trained and housed.  North of the guild center was another mile and a half of the same in a mirror image according to Michael.  The city seemed to be one mile wide east to west, and three miles or so north to south.  Of course, it was nature that had decided that, by the shape of the largest island in the swamp.

We split off from the caravan as it headed east to circle the inner wall and presumably go north until they left the city and reached their new temporary housing in a newly built town.  Instead, we went straight toward the inner gates into the guild area.

“Your mansion is in the inner city?”

He shook his head, “This is government buildings only, my mansion isn’t far from the inner wall northern gate, just a block to the west.  I need to check in first and sign separation papers, and Casey will likely want to talk to you.  It shouldn’t take long.  All male master mages are required to serve in the military for three years, and my time is up.  I have no intention of making it a career, but I will rejoin as a volunteer if this city is ever under siege.”

Casey was the head of the death mage guild, and as such also a council member.  I was a little nervous about meeting her, but not too worried at the same time.

“So, all the others chose the military as a career path?” I guessed, since they were all in their forties.  Well, Jace was in his early thirties.  Point being, mastery if it was going to be achieved, should happen in the twenties, not at forty, which suggested they were career military and not just there because they had to be.  I’d learned that almost eighty percent of them stopped at mage rank, they simply didn’t have the mental ability to dual cast concepts, no matter how hard they tried.

“Not Jace, but the rest.  He signed up for another three-year tour to watch my back and because the need was desperate.  At the time we thought we’d be able to hold the plateau, but it didn’t turn out that way.”

I nodded.  The final and capital city of Madarth was far more fortified and protected than I’d thought it would be, but I still hadn’t changed my mind.  It might take decades instead of years, but Madarth was still ultimately doomed I thought.

If nothing else, if the port fell the enemy could move south from there and raze the farms.  Then the city would be easily starved and waited out for surrender.  It would make the great defenses of the city a moot point.

“What about the women masters?  Since they can’t serve in the military.”

He said, “They have mandatory service as well, and are required to teach for three years, and help oversee the journeymen and apprentices.  To prepare the next generation.”

That was likely sexist, but not necessarily completely wrong.  As a rule women cared more about people, and men cared more about things, so such policies could be maintained naturally.  The problem of course was there was always exceptions, some few men would make great teachers, while some few women would excel in the military, there was no allowance for that crossover.

Maybe some would judge me as a coward, but I wasn’t here to stir the pot or fight for enlightened change.  I needed to make friends and not be divisive, as long as it didn’t violate my concrete principles of morality I could deal with it.  I could hardly demand they change for me, if all the other women were happy with the arrangements, anyway.

That didn’t mean I was happy about it, but on balance, the male and female mages were equal in every other way, and most women wouldn’t thank me for it I didn’t think, because most women didn’t want to fight in a war and were likely content with the men doing it.  Truthfully, I counted myself among them, I’d fight to defend my life, as would anyone, but I’d hardly volunteer for the frontline if I had the choice.

The inner city of guild and government had six wide towers, a large building in the center of them with a central dome that was likely the council meeting room and offices for their support staff.  On the other side of the towers closer to the inner wall was several smaller but still quite large buildings, which was no doubt the living areas, libraries, classrooms, dining areas, and storage for each guild’s apprentices and journeyman.  The groups of buildings were clearly separated by associated tower, with extra space, so there was no question which tower a building belonged to.  The setups were also identical.  The only other thing to note was there was a lot of space between buildings and tower sections, enough there were trees, bushes, and grass.

We moved toward the tower on the left from the gate, which was no doubt the death mage tower.

Michael said, “Clockwise from the south gate, it’s Death, Fire, Air, Water, Earth, and Life.  The council only meets twice a week bar emergency, so Casey should be in her office at the top of the tower.”

We entered the tower and headed for the central circular stairwell.  The death mage guards didn’t even challenge us, but they nodded to Michael in respect.  Which told me he was more important here than he’d let on, and it also explained the cold respectful detachment the other mages had for him while breaking the siege.

We headed up the stairs, and he paused at the fifth landing.

“This is my stop, Mika.  I need to sign those papers to make it official.  Just continue up to the top, Casey’s assistant will take care of you, you’re expected.  When I’m done, I’ll head up there to collect you.”

I felt a moment of reluctance, which almost had to be clingy dependent behavior since he and Jace were my only touchstones, so I ruthlessly pushed it down.  I could face that alone, and I suspected it was his orders, to make me go face Casey alone for our first meeting.  It was likely he was even told not to tell me until the last second, so she could see my true reaction and so I couldn’t come to terms with it beforehand.  The woman wanted to take my measure, and I couldn’t blame her for that.  I was an unknown quantity, and a third more powerful than any other mage in the city, and half again as powerful than most.  There was also the not so small matter that I’d been kidnapped from my world, and I should resent that.  And I had been angry, but no longer, I couldn’t afford it if I wanted to make a life here over the next three or four years or have a chance to get home.

“See you soon,” I said casually, and I thought I nailed it well enough despite my reservations as I moved up the stairwell with my head held high.  He watched me go for a moment, then entered the fifth floor.  Each floor couldn’t have had more than a handful of rooms, given its diameter of about thirty yards.

There were five more floors to climb, but I went at a slow pace so I wouldn’t be out of breath when I arrived.  The stairwell entered into a small office with a desk, behind it was double doors that no doubt led to the office of the guild head.  There were two more offices, each one about a third of the tower’s circumference, perhaps those were for her second and perhaps the head of the training section, though that was just a guess.  For all I knew they were the janitors, just… probably not.

A younger man sat at the desk in his late teens or early twenties, and I nodded in greeting.

“I’m Mika, I should be expected?”

He nodded, “I’m Mage Antony.  She’s expecting you so head right in, you should address her as master mage, councilor, or Master Mage Casey.”

“What do most call her?” as I remembered Michael had been casually calling her by her name alone, and I couldn’t help but wonder what that meant.

He smiled, “Us death mages, her people, call her master mage, the other tower mages call her councilor.”

That made sense, her only authority over the other mage spheres would be as a councilor, not as a master mage.  I nodded in thanks and moved around the desk, then inside her office.

Casey was in her fifties, with blonde hair, blue eyes, and a willowy figure.  She had a strong confident presence as we both took a second to measure the other.  There was a window behind her desk, which was quite wide.  The desk itself was well made with artistic scrollwork on the front and sides, and along the legs.  There were two empty chairs in front of it.

To the right there was a small conference table and a credenza with a pitcher of water as well as a glass container of some kind of alcohol that was a dark amber color, with several glasses.  To the left was a map table similar to the one in the war room in the abandoned city, just far nicer, and several bookcases full of books, scrolls, and piles of paper.  I didn’t actually look directly at any of that, just noting it as we finished our brief staring contest.

Casey waved to the chairs, “Take a seat, Mika.”

“Thank you, Master Mage.  It’s nice to meet you, I’m not really used to walking for days on end,” I moved forward and sat as I spoke.  It truly was a relief to sit, my feet were throbbing and my leg muscles felt like rubber.

She asked, “What are your plans and intentions in our city?”

I laughed, “You don’t beat around the bush, do you?  I assume you have concerns?”

She smiled lightly, “I’d never get all the work done if I didn’t take things head on.  I trust both Tad who is a sharp officer, and Michael.  Tad believes without the threat of Zelia enslaving you or killing you outright, you no longer have reason to cooperate and support us.  Us being Madarth, and in fact likely harbor ill feelings for us.  Ill feelings I would not blame you for holding, given what was done to you by my people.

“Michael’s reports on the other hand, suggests that won’t be a problem.  That you’ll be an asset to our city, and even revolutionize and advance magic and learning given enough time.  I trust them both, but they both can’t be right.”

“If Tad was right?”

She laughed, “How is it you’re the one asking the questions.  Even if I believe in the end that Tad is correct, to kill you out of fear would be reprehensible in the extreme, given we owe you much.  Yet I wouldn’t allow a person of ill intent to live in the city and help them become more powerful to pursue vengeance.  I’d banish you, put you on a trade ship, and give you to Seltis or Torith.  You have no reason to hate them, and they would likely welcome a powerful death mage looking for a new life, home, and companions.”

“That doesn’t appeal.  While I know almost no one here I know Michael and Jace have my back, I’m already his apprentice, and I have a path forward.  In Seltis or Torith I’d be starting from even less, and no one would help me, nor have a reason of compensation to help me as Michael does.

“I can tell you I was angry, furious really, as any normal person would be, when I realized what had been done to me.  I was quite short with Micheal more than once in the beginning because of it.  But I truly don’t hold a grudge, and I’ve let go of it.  They are good people, and I have to assume this city is filled with more like them.  I also can’t do it alone.  Of course, you can’t trust my word alone, so consider this.

“I’ve spent a lot of time with Michael and Jace, while I’d estimate less than a half hour’s time with Tad, in combination the last week and a half, from my arrival to this moment.”

Her lips quirked, “You’re suggesting Tad’s judgement is made in fear of the unknown and playing the odds, that it’s human nature and he fears your potential and is assuming capacity equals intent.  While Micheal’s assessment is based on you the person, that he’s gotten to know.”

I nodded, “Yes.  Tad is just being cautious and playing the odds, I don’t even blame him for it, though it is a lack that he didn’t even try to get to know me.  He doesn’t know what kind of person I am, or that I know that getting along in life is a team sport, not a solo match.  I’ll admit I still don’t like the situation, but I don’t hold anger toward your people or kingdom for it.  Sometimes life is random and unfair, it was an accidental mistake, and he's already making up for it.  I can’t ask for more than that.

“As to your original question, my current plan is to reach master mage as quickly as possible, and then determine if it’s at all possible to go back to my world.  If not, I’ll continue my new life here, and in that long time I may not want to go home anymore, if this becomes my home and dear to me, I can’t really say.  That said, during that process I’d be happy to share my insights and knowledge, one thing I do know already is affinities are taken far too lightly.  My intentions are to be an asset and team player, and to avoid politics like the plague.  The best I can, anyway.”

She laughed, “Power doesn’t appeal to you?”

“I was a scientist on my old world, running things would mean not getting to push the edges of our understanding of the universe.  The multiverse, it turns out.  My ambition here would be no different, it’s just the path would be through magic rather than science.  How can I advance magic and understanding of our world if I’m stuck behind a desk dealing with crap all day?”

It was all true enough, and I’d have to walk softly with others as I gathered friends.  Too many wouldn’t believe that of me, and I’d have to do my best to avoid looking like I was gathering allies to start my own faction.  Power was a major consideration in the list of names to be voted on, when replacing the guild head, and in that area I was singular in power.

I feared others who had planned to rule next all their lives would see me as an enemy, and perhaps even move to take me off the board by less than laudable means.  It was an aspect of things I could do without.

Of course, that was only a concern within the death guild, I couldn’t take a position of power in the other guilds even if I’d wanted to.  It made me suspect that’s why Michael’s closest friend was a fire mage, they both knew neither would be an obstacle to their ambition, or even have a reason to betray one another.  Which was a cynical view, but it was perhaps partially right and relevant.

Point being, it might be wise to seek friendships in the other guilds, and to follow his lead.  The death guild too of course, but I’d have to be more wary even as I extended trust.  More circumspect perhaps is a better way to say it.  Extending a hand in trust first when forming a win-win relationship and friendship didn’t mean to foolishly expose all my intentions, hopes, weaknesses, and strengths.

She nodded, “I’d love to talk more, but I have some of that aforementioned crap to deal with and a tight schedule today.”

I blushed.

She said, “I’ll let you know my decision within two days, let me think about it.  If I do send you away, it will be with compensation, so you won’t be wanting for resources or money on the other end.  Which will open up plenty of doors for you.  But I’m leaning the other way at the moment, but I need to consider it further.  Until you receive word, please stay in Michael’s mansion.”

“I understand, master mage.”

One more thing to worry about now, but at least I’d find out in a day or two if they welcomed me or banished me.  I could also accept two days of house arrest while she figured it out, I needed to settle in anyway before I’d be confident enough to conquer the city, so to speak.  I was also far more annoyed with Tad than I’d let on, he’d made his decision without bothering to even try to get to know me, which meant he really shouldn’t be trusted or held in high esteem by Casey.  But I could hardly tell her that.  Nor could I show my contempt for a man she held in obvious high esteem.

That didn’t mean I’d seek vengeance on him, or anything stupid like that, it just meant he was now relegated to the people I’d never trust, never let in, and that were simply beneath my concern.  His opinion was based on worst assumptions on the stance of kingdom security, and such absolutes were foolish and close minded.  Perhaps even necessary for a ruler to have an advisor that laid out the worst scenarios possible, so she’d know where to fall in the middle ground, but that meant nothing to me personally.  I had no interest in a friendship with a man that assumed the worst of everyone, but I would be civil if I met him again.

Sometimes snap judgements were necessary in life, as was going with the odds when doing so, but this wasn’t one of those times.  He’d had plenty of opportunities to speak with me if he’d wanted. That he hadn’t even tried showed he was incompetent to be in his position and to hold her esteem.  But I could hardly say that.

She waved and said, “You can go when the conversation ends.  There’s no form of taking leave in our kingdom’s culture, unlike the ones ruled by a king, queen, or emperor.”

That told me anyone else would’ve already been out the door, and they would’ve taken her previous remark as a clear dismissal.  I’d know that for next time, small social gaffes were unavoidable given there’d be minor and major differences in culture that I’d have to adjust to.

I nodded, then stood and turned to leave.

She said, “Mika.”

I turned my head and looked back over my shoulder in question.

She said, “Thanks for saving my nephew, no matter what I decide I am grateful, never doubt that.  But I can’t allow personal feelings to influence my duty to the city and the guild.  If I allow you to stay it won’t be because of that, but what you yourself can bring to the city making the risk doing so worth it.”

Damn, well that explained the respect downstairs, and Michael casually calling her Casey.  Casey was his aunt.  While the position was not one of family dynasty, and one of power, merit, and ultimately a vote, it wasn’t surprising he had political capital as a member of the current ruling family of the guild.  Like the Kennedy family back home, perhaps glory and reputation were accrued to family on this world, and not the individual.  Or any number of other possibilities, I’d figure it out.

I nodded in acceptance, then left the room, where Micheal was waiting for me.

There was a wall around Michael’s property, but no gate, just an opening, which told me the wall was for privacy and perhaps to prevent anyone from casually walking on his property, not a defense of any kind.  The front had some trees and bushes, and the house itself was made from a polished white stone.  Most of the city was, but his house was polished until it gleamed.

It was three stories tall, the third story half the size of the first two, and likely the master suite of rooms.  It was also a typical mansion in the neighborhood, rather grand but not singularly so.

I waited until we were inside.

“You’ve been holding out on me?” I only half accused, in a questioning tone.

He chuckled, “Aunt Casey spilled the beans then?  That’s a good sign, she wouldn’t share off-topic information with someone she didn’t like.”

“And who is this?” asked a disapproving female voice out of nowhere.

We both turned and I caught right away the woman was displeased with my presence, not happy to see me standing next to Michael at all.  She had long black hair, brown eyes, was quite beautiful of face even in her late forties, and she had an athletic body.  Another younger woman who looked similar if about thirty years younger in her late teens stepped out around the corner.

Obviously his mother and little sister, and the former likely where he’d gotten his good looks from.  Why she disapproved of me I had no idea, since it was obviously a snap judgement based on her own plans for her son, and who knew what the woman was thinking?

Just as obviously, his mother was not at all related to Casey, which suggested that connection was through his father, and Casey was his father’s sister.  An assumption that would bear out later, when I met said father.  Both of them had inherited their mother’s hair and eyes, which made sense, blonde was recessive.

Michael smiled, “Mom, Lia, what are you two doing here?  This is my new apprentice, Mika.  Mika, this is my mother, Gloria, and my little sister, Lia.”

Gloria said, “You’ve been gone for three years, we’re here to welcome you home of course.  Your father is stuck at work, but he should be here for dinner.  Apprentice?  She’s a little… old for that, isn’t she?  Why would you take another assignment so quickly, you need a rest after three years of service.”

He shook his head, “It’s not what you’re thinking, just let me get her settled in, and I’ll explain what’s going on.  We can catch up.”

His mother sniffed dismissively, then turned around and walked out.

I felt rather awkward about it, and Lia did as well if the apologetic smile and look my way was anything to judge by, before she turned around and followed her mother out.  While awkward, also somewhat amusing, I bet she thought I was trying to marry up and was a bit of a hussy or something that had seduced her precious son, but I held in the snorting laugh that idea engendered.  Maybe she even had plans to matchmake and saw me as a dangerous interloper, all of it in her own mind.

I mean, he was twenty seven, and culturally it made sense that finding a wife would be a high social priority immediately following their obligatory military service.  It also wasn’t my business, not on a personal level, I was just trying to pin down the culture, one piece at a time.

Michael said, “Sorry about that.  My family doesn’t drop in that often, but I should’ve realized they’d be here for my return home.”

“I’m not worried, and your sister seems nice enough.”

He grunted, then waved for me to follow and set off to the left staircase.  We headed up the stairs and down the left side hallway, then he stopped at the third door on the right.

“This is your suite of rooms.  Go ahead and settle in and wash up, I’ll come get you for dinnertime?  Two hours.”

I nodded, “Sounds like a plan.”

I really did need a bath, badly, after walking for five days straight.  I was somewhat surprised by what I found behind that door.  Obviously, he’d communicated with his head butler, and he had it all prepared likely over the last week, because it was obviously for me and not a generic setup like a guest room.  Not even a generic feminine style room.

There were pink and white carnation arrangements on the end tables, and the first room was similar to a living room, though of course with no entertainment center, and oil lamps instead of electric lights.  The couch had a floral print and its base was white, the furniture itself a red oak.  A place to receive guests.

The mansion must’ve been deeper than I expected, because the suite moved straight back, and far farther than I expected.

The second room in was my private study, with a desk, bookshelf, and two comfortable looking chairs around a small round table.  For my magical study, and perhaps more intimate conversations that I’d want privacy for.  The bookshelf had all the initiate spell books and the primer, and I also found the other books he’d promised me.  Ones on decorum, culture, tradition, and the guild’s rules and laws.  It would come in handy, but I was sure some social conventions had been missed, small things that were learned in adolescence, but it should cover most things.

The door beyond that led to the bedroom which had a pink coverlet and white sheets, with a canopy bed with sheer pink curtains.  I laughed, well I had told the man I liked pink, but it struck me as a bit too girly, something I’d have loved as a teen.  But I appreciated the thought, and it wasn’t too far over that line that I really disliked it.

Like the living room, the end tables were a red oak, and they had flower arrangements, though those weren’t pink, and it added a dimension of color past pink in the room.  The next door led into a walk-in closet, and I stopped to examine the clothes.  It was all black robes, but there were many types.  Clearly the one I had on was meant for roughing it and the outdoors, to keep warm.

There were thin and silky ones, clearly for use in the house and to be comfortable, then there were some that were cut in a more risqué and fancy way, clearly for a night out on the town.  There were heavier cloaks as well, no doubt for warmth during winter, so I could still wear the fancier robes out on the town. 

The drawers in the wardrobes held small clothes, and there were also a number of shoes and boots, for just about any occasion.  Just how much had he spent to get all this ready? A lot, I was guessing, it’d be a shame if I was banished in two days.  He’d done it all to make me feel welcome though, and I did.  Feel welcome, that is.

The next room in was the last, and the bathroom.  There was a tub, toilet, and sink, all of them radiating water magic, and it didn’t take long to figure out how it all operated.  There were also a number of brand-new soaps, scented oils, hairbrush, many hair pins and clips, and nail clippers and files, lotion, makeup that would go with my complexion, and anything else a woman could want or need for personal care.

I felt a little spoiled, as I slipped into the freesia scented hot bath and stretched out.  The tub was more than big enough for little old me, and I submerged myself in the hot water which felt great on my sore muscles.  It all felt just a little excessive in truth, clearly the man still felt guilty, and he was pulling out all the stops to make it up to me.  I wouldn’t turn any of it down, I had earned it and clearly he was beyond rich and could afford it without noticing, but if he continued to buy me more stuff, I would put my foot down and put a stop to it.  The only other thing I’d accept was the small monthly stipend he promised, so I could afford a night out on occasion and maybe an accessory or knickknack if it caught my eye.

After getting ready for dinner, wearing one of the new fancy robes that even showed a tiny bit of my cleavage, I spent time in my new study, working on meditation and the magical vocabulary.  Consider the fancy robe my new armor, it was similar to what his mother and sister had been wearing, and it’d be considered an extremely conservative dress back home, so I had no qualms wearing it.


Chapter Nine

Micheal looked downright yummy in formal looking robes, something I did my best to ignore as I opened the door.

Michael said, “It’s dinnertime, and my father brought along one of my old friends, I fear at my mother’s instigation.  Anyway, if I haven’t said before he’s a fire mage, and Jenna is the other guest, from the life guild.  Her father is the current councilor over there.”

I smiled a little teasingly, “Are you giving me a mission prep report for dinner?”

He laughed, “Maybe a little, I only meant to explain enough to lead up to this, Jenna’s a great person and someone you should try to make friends with.  She’s your age.”

I snickered, “So your mom is trying to set her up with you, and you’re trying to set her up with me?”

He sighed, “Just… keep it in mind.  I don’t mean to do so as a distraction, we are actually good friends, and I know she’s not interested in me either that way.  She’s likely here because her mother pressured her into it.”

I smiled, “If she’s that great…” I trailed off in question.

He smirked, “She’s too flighty, and she finds me too boring.  We make great friends, with the same principles, beliefs, and we’ll support each other, but if we were around each other all the time we’d wind up killing each other.”

I nodded.  It made sense, opposites did attract but they had to be the right opposites.  Some opposites complemented, while others were like water and oil.  I also considered the rest of what he’d said.  Like friendship, marriage across guilds made a lot of sense.  They’d only be at odds at all in personal life and how their marriage worked, but professional ambitions and competition inside the guild would never add further stress to those marital bonds, and they could even openly support and advise each other without a conflict of interest.

I didn’t imagine all marriages were that way though, love happened without a person’s agreement after all, but if it worked out that way it would be a blessing.  It also wouldn’t doom same guild marriages, if they had different ambitions within the guild, and some might even be the type to enjoy the competition.

It took all kinds.

Although, I was starting to think arranged marriages might be a part of this culture, so I determined to read that book as soon as possible to find out.  I mean, not over the objections of a child it sounded like, but it also sounded like the parents set up matches their kids could approve of or reject?  Unless his mother was just shameless, and she wanted him connected to another ruler’s family at all costs.  That was possible too, so I’d have to read that soon.

Michael introduced us and I said hello to everyone before taking my seat, which was caddy corner to Michael who sat at the head of the table, and I was across from Jenna.  To my right was his sister Lia, who sat across from his mother, and his father was at the foot of the table in red robes.  Life robes were white, which made me jealous, I looked far better in white than I did black.

Just for reference, I’d also learned air robes were a light blue, water dark green, and earth a warm brown color.

His father Mike had blond hair and blue eyes, like his sister.  He was of medium build, and still handsome enough and clearly in shape.  Jenna was truly a beauty, another reason to be jealous but I liked being just cute, the huge… assets were enough to attract men.  Anyway, she had black hair, straight and long, with green eyes, bowed lips, and a cute nose.  She had to be about five foot seven, and she had a slightly exaggerated full hourglass figure with a perfect hip to waist ratio.  Yep, she had it all, bitch.

No seriously, I wasn’t jealous, not even a little.

Michael’s mother looked my way a little sourly as we all started to fill our plates from the platters and bowls on the table.  Everything looked familiar.  Steak, asparagus spears, mixed carrots and parsnips, mushrooms, onions, and a bowl of salad.  We were also drinking what looked like a red wine, tasted like it too.

Jenna said, “Not even a smile for me after three years, you haven’t changed, Mikey.”

Michael replied, “You haven’t changed at all either, Jenna.  It’s good to see you, what have you been up to while I’ve been away?”

Jenna scoffed, “Nothing as interesting as you, tell me about your lovely apprentice, I heard from dad she’s from another world?”

Michael just gave her a flat stare, and his lips quirked once as he suppressed a smile.

Jenna waved, “Fine.  Let’s see.  I gave up on master mage, I really can’t handle the master meditation, it’s like a hundred times harder than the single focus one.”

He snorted, “Not quite that much harder, but I’ll admit it takes a lot of focus.”

Jenna rolled her eyes, and looked at me, before looking back at him “I’ve been helping dad at the office, and I’m easing into assistant teacher.  Only the head mage of the apprenticeship program needs to be a master, and I love kids,” she turned to me, “So what’s it like starting to learn magic twelve years late?”

I said, “Eleven…”

Jenna giggled, and then covered her mouth, “Sorry for aging you, my goodness.  Eleven years late.”

I was starting to see what he meant by flighty, she was nice and genuine though, just a little manic.  Which usually meant creative, intensely so.  Those types would have a lot of trouble with a strictly defined meditation focus, their minds flitted from subject to subject far too fast, but I imagined her affinity would be… brilliant, with the right approach.

Michael did kind of take things too seriously, he needed someone to compensate for that and help him smell the roses and help him grow, but not a flighty person.

“I haven’t really thought about it, but the idea of magic is exciting, and learning a whole new discipline of the universe.  Plus, I get to do it here, instead of with a bunch of kids I really couldn’t relate too.”

Jenna asked, “You don’t care for them?”  She’d sounded disappointed.

I laughed, “Not what I meant.  I do like kids, but there’s a difference between caring for and guiding a twelve-year-old, and in being their classmate and social equal.  That would never work.”

She blinked, “That’s probably just true, it sounds right.  Don’t let him bully you though.  We should get together and talk, we can’t dominate the dinner conversation, which would be rude to our elders, and I have a lot of questions.  You’re kind of adorable.”

I laughed, “Thanks, your gorgeous.  I have a lot of questions too. I’d love to hear all about life magic.”

She grinned, “You think so?  Thanks.  I’ll contact you in a few days, and we’ll drag Michael out too.”

That last suggested she knew I was grounded, for the next couple of days anyway.  I wondered if that meant the decision was solely with Casey, or if it would wind up being a whole council issue, keeping the powerful outsider mage in the city.

Gloria looked like she wanted to strangle me in that moment, and Lia looked amused.  Micheal’s father looked neutral, like he didn’t dare cross his wife but sure as hell wasn’t going to join in on her shenanigans, and Michael himself gave me a rather smug look, that was an I told you so that you’d like each other kind of thing.

But the night was young, and the explosion was nigh.

Gloria said condescendingly, “Apprentices shouldn’t be out and about, too dangerous.”

Michael shook his head, “Apprentices are twelve.  Twelve-year-olds can and do have excellent moral judgement, but they have horrible judgement on possible consequences and fallout in untried ideas, and they tend to act impulsively which can be dangerous with mage power in the equation.  She’s not a child.”

Crap, the woman was going to despise me now.  Her son had just taken my side and put his foot down.

Mike said in admonishment, “Don’t take that tone with your mother, or talk back.”

Michael said, “She can say anything she wants about me or to me, and set me up with whoever she wants, and I’ll never complain, but my apprentice is off limits.  I am her master, and it’s my judgement that matters, mother has no right by custom, law, or rules to set guidelines on my apprentice’s freedom or behavior.  It’s not a family matter, it’s a guild matter, and I will not back down on this, father.  She’s the one out of line, not me, and I have no doubt what Aunt Casey would say in this situation, don’t you?”

Gloria glared at me, no doubt because it was all my fault her son had dared to disagree with her.  Which wasn’t entirely wrong, but it was wrong at the same time.  I was getting the idea family was very important on this world, and the tightest bonds of loyalty with great respect toward the parents and grandparents.  More like the east that way, than the western culture back home, you didn’t marry a man, you married him and his family, and vice versa.

Jenna said to me, “Thank you for saving my friend’s life, their son’s life, and bringing him home.  I think we should leave and let them talk, I’m quite… uncomfortable with this situation.  Michael, reach out when you want to get together, it is good to have you home.  I’m eager to renew our friendship, in small doses of course,” she giggled and winked at him.

Wow, now even the flighty girl was shaming them, if only by example, which was true enough.  His mother hated his son’s savior, and instead of welcoming him home and thanking me she was trying to control his life and mine, making my life harder while treating me with disdain.  Never happen.

I truly didn’t understand it, her personality type I mean.  Her way, or chaos would ensue.  Chaos makers were truly just taller two-year-olds, in my opinion.

I got up when she did, and no one tried to stop me, so following Jenna’s lead and words was the right thing to do in that situation, let the family work it out.  I walked Jenna to the front door.

Jenna smiled, “Seeing me out?  Not necessary, but quite polite.”

“Least I can do after you bailed me out of that mess.  I wasn’t sure how to disengage politely, and I’m going straight to my room to read the culture and decorum books.”

Jenna laughed, “I shouldn’t comment so I won’t, save the best thing to do is ignore it and stay out of it.”

I nodded, “We’ll talk soon.”

Jenna grinned, “Definitely, talk to you soon.”

After that I did what I said I’d do, I headed up to my suite and started to read the books on culture, custom, tradition, and decorum. 

Their society was centered around strong family discipline, the pride and shame of an individual’s actions were the family’s to bear, both the glory and the shame.  Which was a lot like eastern culture, but their society wasn’t perfectly aligned in most other ways.  Mage culture was also a lot stricter than the commoners, which led to more disciplined mages.  There were no spoiled children of mages, they were set right from the start, and if completely wild and intractable, they were dealt with.  Mostly by banishment, but some laws if violated called for the death penalty.

Most on my old world would see that as harsh, but to be fair we were walking weapons of mass destruction, and we couldn’t be disarmed.  Discipline was paramount, and abusing the commoners was a lack of discipline so egregious they would be killed for it.  Never mind murder, which was just tried under the law and not truly a matter of culture.

That discipline tended to leak into other aspects of life.  The redlight district for instance, was for the commoners, even the single male mages didn’t avail themselves of the scandalous pleasures as a rule.  The divorce rate was ridiculous low for mages, less than two percent, but for the commoners it was closer to thirty percent. 

While at mage rank a mage had freedom to go their own way, that hardly ever happened.  Their family, friends, and mating pool were in the guilds, it was rare for a mage to go their own way and not serve the guild, even rarer because of a love of a commoner.  Still, they were free to choose their path within the guild, and what kind of jobs, missions, and assignments they took care of, and they were well paid.

The culture was very much a supportive win-win one as a rule, which I could get behind.  Psychopaths and narcissists who would abuse others for their own gain merely to win, usually wound up having deadly accidents during their first mission.  That didn’t mean everyone was puppies and sunshine, or some didn’t hate each other at first sight, Michael’s mother was an example of that in action.  Still, that was easily ignored, the best I could say for Gloria was she wasn’t dishonest in any way, it was quite clear how that woman felt about me.

It was also worth noting that Michael had one of the servants bring me my plate, and I ate in my study that first night here.  After all, I’d barely had a handful of bites of dinner before I’d had to bail.

Over the next two days I developed a routine of sorts.

Dawn was wakeup and a quick cardio workout.

Morning was meditation and magical vocabulary, from seven to ten.  Then I spent time relaxing and letting my mind wander, on my affinity, until lunch.  I did try a few things as well, I learned overpowering an affinity spell was impossible.  The most I could put into an affinity cast spell was my full potential.  I tried and couldn’t slowly add magic, because the spell was immediate and drained the appropriate amount of mana to support the ends.  There was no controlling it, because there was no containment to hold things in abeyance while being built.

Anyway, I’d had the idea if I cast one for ten minutes, I’d have a zombie three times more powerful than I was, at least in shielding potential.  But like I said, that idea didn’t pan out.

The idea that did work was I now had a bug free zone, my suite was spelled by my affinity to kill any bugs, mice, or rats that dared to enter my territory, turning them to dust instantly.  So, there wouldn’t be another cockroach incident.  Death magic was far better than Orkin.

The third idea worked as well, and it was the last new idea I’d had over those two days.  At least, the last one I could test.  I simply focused on making a perfect zombie, instead of keeping five end results in my head, and I used a rat corpse to try it out.  It worked really well, because my mind and subconscious knew exactly what I meant by perfect.  Incorruptible flesh down to the cellular level, no life inside it, protected as well as it could be, and mobile with a crude intelligence, along with my experience on the end result I wanted it to work for. 

All wide-ranging vague ideas in themselves, but I condensed it down into one even broader unified focus.  Which told me I was just scratching the surface myself on the death affinity, hardly any better than the rest that way, if slightly better.  If I found another way to make a better minion, well that concept would automatically add itself to the perfect zombie concept.

Which took almost no concentration at all to cast.

It suggested one day if I saw the need, I could cast an affinity spell with forty concepts or more, as long as I took the time to mentally add them to a unifying very basic and impossibly broad concept.

The fourth and last idea was untried and unverified.  I also suspected, if I focused on killing something or someone while conserving mana, an enemy or dangerous monster, my magic would rot a monomolecular cross section of the aorta.  Without me focusing on that far more complex idea, simply because my subconscious mind knew it was the cheapest way to kill, or one of the cheapest ways.  My affinity and subconscious would fill in the details on how to accomplish that very broad and unspecified goal.  Of course, I hopefully would never get to test that one out, and find myself in a similar situation, but I honestly didn’t think I was that lucky.

Early afternoons was the society booklist I had, reading and absorbing those four books.  When I was finished that task, that time would become a true break period, for a snack and just enjoying the day, once I was sure I knew the culture and how to navigate it.  It might also be a better time to go shopping when I had the opportunity, better than night I mean.

Then late afternoon I’d do the meditation and vocabulary again, but only for an hour, to help cement my work from the much longer three-hour morning session.  Simple repetition was a powerful learning tool after all, if boring.

Then dinner and going out, or relaxing and winding down for the night.  Of course, that last was just a plan more than anything else, I was in the mansion until the council’s judgement came down on the matter.

It was also worth mentioning perhaps, that Michael never told me exactly what passed between him and his family that night.  I just knew they’d left for their own home that same night, and I hadn’t seen them again yet.  But it’d only been two days.

With the slowdown I’d also started to mourn my old world.  It wasn’t so much the things, social media, my phone, even coffee, I hardly gave a second thought to it all.  It was my roommate, circle of friends, and of course my parents and the rest of my family back home I missed the most.  At best, I might see them again in four or five years, at worst I’d never regain my old life and have to stay in this one for the rest of my life. 

At the moment, I was stressing it, since two days had passed, it was late afternoon, and I was waiting a bit tensely for that promised word to arrive…


Chapter Ten

The firm knock on the door told me it was Michael, it also made me flinch in surprise as it pulled me from wandering thoughts.  The few servants he employed to maintain the manor knocked far more tentatively and softly.  I headed out of the study and through the living room, then opened the door.

Michael looked me over than nodded in approval, “We need to go.  The council wants to meet you before they vote.”

I nodded and when he moved off, I followed.

The council was six, so there was no tie breaking vote for a simple majority rule, so they had rules to cover that.  How that was handled was an even vote passed in favor of the measure in question for minor things.  For major things, such as new laws, going to war, or impeaching one of the fellow guild rulers guilty of crimes, it took a vote of at least four to two for the measure to pass.

All that applied to issues or measures that would or could affect the entire kingdom, no matter how small or large to meet that burden.  Anything on a guild level or lower, it didn’t require a council vote at all, just the independent decision of the guild head.  So, the vote wasn’t about me joining the death magic guild, it was about me being able to stay in the city and being patriated as a citizen of Madarth.  Me staying was clearly a minor issue, not an issue of major substance, so I just needed half of them not to be paranoid that I’d be out for vengeance and vote to approve me staying.

I won’t lie, I was nervous about it, as we headed out and turned toward the gate to the inner wall and the guild complex.  I was fairly confident Casey would let me stay, though far from certain, but she was the only one that had met me.  None of the others had personally met me, so I wasn’t entirely sure I’d get two more votes if they were of a paranoid mind like Tad.  Capacity equals intent and they’d believe I should want revenge.

If there was any chance of me staying, I’d have to make a good impression as I met the council, and that wouldn’t be easy.

“I don’t suppose you know what they’re thinking, or have any advice for me?”

He shook his head, “No, I just know they’ve been arguing for a couple of hours about it.  Also talking to everyone that’s met you, including me.”

I’d just stick to the truth.  I couldn’t control if they believed me or not.  That was always the plan, but I’d been hoping he could clue me into the nature of the other councilors.  That last was a two-edged sword, a few that met me would have good things to say.  Michael, Jace, and perhaps Jenna.  But his mother would see me crucified, and I wasn’t sure the other six mages that were at the fallen city wouldn’t align with Tad’s opinion.

I pushed all that down, it was out of my control, and stressing about it wouldn’t help.  Easier said than done, but it was true enough, I could only control myself.

The vast council building was surrounded by the towers, and as I said before domed in the center and a grand edifice.  The guards opened the double doors at our approach.  The first thing I noticed was the hallways were huge and grand, a lot of scrollwork, designs, and even artwork.  As big as the building was, most of the outer part of it was simply empty space and meant to both impress and intimidate any visitors.  Practically, it meant there were far less offices and meeting rooms in the place than I’d been assuming.

The second set of double doors led to the central room and rotunda.  The six council members were on a slightly raised dais with a long-curved desk, with portioned cubbies.  Honestly, I was expecting the dais to be higher, but the dais itself was only two feet in height, maybe a little less.  They sat in the same order as the towers, the robes cluing me into that fact.  Death on the left, life on the right, and fire, air, water, and Earth in between them, respectively right to left.

They were in the center of the room, directly underneath the center of the dome.  Behind them about twenty feet, were staff sections, no doubt someone taking minutes, the rest were there to carry out any orders or needs the council might have immediately.

There was an empty space in front of the dais where a supplicant or witness would stand, that could be accessed between several aisles that led between the seating.  The seating was full of mages, but hardly half of them were in use.  Which just sounded right, I was hardly a major decision that all the guild mages would be clamoring for a spot in the witness seats.

Michael led me down the aisle and before the council in that empty space.  He waved at me with his whole hand, then nodded, “Mage Mika, as requested.”

He left me alone then, headed toward some front row seats, and I caught Jace’s and Jenna’s wave as he sat, so I nodded back before returning my attention where it belonged.  I looked at them all one at a time as respectfully as possible, while they obviously took measure of me.  I also tried not to fidget, given how nervous I felt.  I mean, I really didn’t want to get kicked out and have to start all over again.

Jenna’s father looked nothing like his daughter, save the dark black hair, but his eyes were gray, not green.  I assumed she’d inherited most of her stunning looks from her mother, though it wasn’t like her father was an eyesore either.

On the other hand, the fire mage councilor was clearly Jace’s father, save a more distinguished look they could’ve been twins.  They’d still been holding out on me.  The air mage councilor was the youngest, only in his thirties.  He was lean with light brown hair and hazel eyes.  The water mage was a silver haired woman and the oldest on the council, sixties, maybe even seventies, but her blue eyes were as sharp and penetrating as the others.  The last councilor for earth was a man in his fifties, with salt and pepper hair and gray eyes.  He was also the first mage I’d seen that was less than perfectly fit, the man had a spare tire. 

Nothing inherently wrong with that, it just stood out as different on this world, an exception rather than the rule.  Life was harder without technology, and without processed foods filled with poisonous chemicals, there was no obesity epidemic.  I imagined having life mages as your doctor would likely help there too.  Clearly, they were just as long lived as on my old world, which was not true in the dark ages on my old world.

So, two women and four men on the council.

The silence dragged on for a bit, no doubt they wanted to put me under pressure.  See if I’d be rude and speak first, or maybe they just wanted to see if I’d squirm or display other nervous body language or signs of impatience.  Despite knowing the game, that didn’t make it easy to stay calm, and I simply focused on my breathing.

As for them, they all had on a neutral face, it was impossible to determine what they were thinking.  Which was totally fair, because it was what I was giving them.

The Earth mage councilor broke the silence, which in my mind marked him as one of the detractors.  If I had any allies up there, they would likely be giving the detractors free reign on getting to know me, including the opening move of silence.  If an ally had broken the silence, it would’ve annoyed the ones against me staying. 

Politics.

“Mage Mika.  In your own words, would you share your experience of the last… twelve days, is it?”

I nodded, “Yes, councilor.”

In a lot of ways, it felt far longer than that.  I explained it from my point of view, including my anger and how shocked and disconnected I was at first.  Disassociated by shock, whatever a psychologist would call it.  I also of course, explained how I’d come to terms with it, and let go of that anger, even as I explained the actual details of what happened, my thought process for my decisions.

Still upset about losing my world, but I wasn’t apportioning blame for what in the end, was a misfortunate confluence of bad luck, timing, and chaos.  Plans were things people made while life pulled them in random directions, and it wasn’t fair or nice to anyone.

I also shared the credit, even if I had acted somewhat independently to rout the enemy, and found the end solution myself, I couldn’t have done so without their help and the information they provided.  Nor could I have done it without them protecting the walls, and soldiers dying on the walls, to give me the opportunity to launch that sneaky attack.  So, it wasn’t even really spin, just the truth.

I’d said it before, but life was a team sport, and in the end, it was just true.  I could claim the credit and stay angry at them for their part in things, but in the end that would just increase my suffering, and it was an empty thing and cheap satisfaction to be self-righteous.

I won’t rehash all of it here, because I’d already gone over it in detail in this account, suffice it to say I was quite detailed on events, my decisions, and my emotional journey, and it took close to a half an hour before I was done speaking.

The old water mage said, “So you say you don’t hold blame, but you also said you were pleased with the compensation offered, in an apprenticeship and monetary support for two years, until you can support yourself.”

I nodded, “That is not inconsistent.  If I broke a vase in your home on accident, I would hope you would believe it was an accident and not hate me for it.  That doesn’t mean I don’t have to address the results of my actions, or to take responsibility for the consequences of that accident, by replacing that vase with one of equal value.  I truly believe if Master Michael knew the results of casting that spell beforehand, that it wouldn’t work correctly, he wouldn’t have done it.  But that doesn’t free him from the responsibility of addressing the consequences, and that he has not just shrugged it off and forgot about it speaks to his honor and integrity.  I admire him for that, and I couldn’t ask for more.

“If he could send me home he would, but since he can’t he’s done the best he can.  He gave me a place in this world, a purpose, an ambition, and an opportunity to build a new life, friends, and eventually family.  Pursuing empty vengeance would only make my lot worse.  There’s a saying on my world, cutting off your nose to spite your face, and I won’t take that path.”

The old woman looked unconvinced that anyone could be that forgiving, in my place.  But it wasn’t really a matter of forgiveness, not exactly anyway.  If it had been an act of purposeful malice or one out of fear just to save his skin, then I wouldn’t forgive him or the others involved.  I’d be volunteering to get on the next ship out with a small bag of coins, while I planned building a zombie army for my triumphant return.  Which would likely turn out really badly.

The only ones deserving of my anger for what happened is fate, God, the uncaring universe, or Murphy, and hating them would be an empty pursuit, and ultimately only harm me.

I wasn’t perfect, far from it.  Nor was I some wunderkind logical being who could control my emotions easily.  I was as emotionally driven as anyone else in the species.  I was just smart enough to fear the suffering and empty sacrifice on the path of resentment and revenge more than anything else.  I might get brief satisfaction on that path, but it would ultimately sabotage me and destroy me.  Logic alone wasn’t enough to stave off resentment which would take root despite myself, knowing it to be true wasn’t enough either, it was that fear of that path which was the fulcrum that got me there.  It was that fear of resentment’s cost that would prevent it taking root.

I didn’t want to pay that price, so I’d truly accepted it.  The only thing I was in denial of was one day getting home, and I wasn’t entirely sure if that was possible or not.  Well, I knew it was possible, I just didn’t know if I had the knowledge needed to get there, or the intelligence to discover that way.  Time would tell on that question.

Far better to accept what happened and move forward the best way I could.  Magic was obviously a quantum phenomena of some kind as well as a new universal force, an entirely new branch of quantum physics in the multiverse, and something I could get excited about learning, exploring, and pushing the understanding of.  Even if I never got to publish on my world and the scientific community on my old world never learned of it.  It was enough, to know myself, and share that knowledge with this world.  It really appealed to my inner scientist and ambitions.

In truth, it was the opportunity of a lifetime, despite the great cost and sacrifice that had been required to pursue it.  Perhaps it would become my pearl of great price in this life.  I was excited about it, and it was one of the main advantages and opportunities amidst the tragic consequences of that summoning spell.

I would miss my old friends, mourn my family, but there would be new friends, a chosen family, and I could build a new life.  A much better result than making things worse and bearing the suffering of resentment.

The air mage cast an affinity spell that seemed to block sound, and they started to debate in private.  It didn’t take too long before they dropped it.

Casey said, “We voted, and the motion passed.” 

I let out a breath of relief, and all the tenseness and fear drained away, and I suddenly felt tired.

Casey continued, “From this day forward Mika is officially a mage of Madarth.  She will be added to the tower rolls as a death mage, and her apprenticeship to my nephew is approved.  Her temporary lockdown is also lifted.  This council will now retire for the day.”

They all started to get up.  Of course, they wouldn’t tell me who voted yes or no, to prevent me resenting the ones that voted no most likely.  Still, I had a good idea it’d been death, fire, and life that voted yes, water no, and I wasn’t entirely sure which way the other two had jumped.  In the end it didn’t matter, the important part was I was here to stay.

I also had Michael, Jenna, and Jace to thank for it. I had no doubt their input to their parents had weighed heavily in the outcome, and they all liked me and seemed to trust me.

Michael waved me over and I joined them.

Jenna said, “We should go celebrate, anyone else hungry?”

I smiled, “I could have a bite.”

Jace said, “Don’t have to twist my arm.”

Micheal waved, “Fine.”

Jenna giggled, “You really haven’t changed at all.”

I couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled out watching that byplay, but it was mostly just relief I wasn’t going to have to start over from scratch for a second time in as many weeks.

Michael rolled his eyes, and the four of us headed out.  Not a bad thing, being friends with three of the children of the ruling families.  Which seemed unlikely, until the facts I had saved two of them from sure death, and the third was an open type personality and grateful for that fact, were factored in.  In the end, my situation could be a lot worse.

The only sour note was I saw Gloria staring daggers at her sister-in-law on the way out, clearly not at all happy with Casey’s vote and decision.  Truly not my problem though, at least not until she made it my problem.  Hopefully that wouldn’t happen.

The bar and restaurant we went to was in the northern section of the city, and it had a subdued convivial vibe to it, mostly thanks to the quiet yet lively music coming from the live band.  The place was lousy with mages, without any commoners, which told me classes of the society was fairly segregated on a social level.  This establishment clearly catered to the mages alone, and it was quite posh inside.

It was cold enough out that the central fireplace open in all four directions was burning merrily, and there were oil lamps on the walls which complemented the light from the center, making it uniformly bright in the place, with no dark corners.  We were led to a private room on the second floor, and the other mages definitely noticed us, but no one said hello.  The price for power and influence I supposed, they were important people in the city to the point they were recognized on sight.

Which really did explain why the other mages on mission had treated those two with respectful cold neutrality.  Tad might’ve been the mission head and in charge, but there’d been subtle overtones of an unspoken authority in Michael.  I suspected Tad would’ve shut me down, and we’d have all died, if Michael hadn’t supported me and listened to me.  Once I’d proved myself, he had, anyway.

Their society was complex, but what one wasn’t?

The room was a little too cool, being far from the fire, but it warmed up quickly with a surge of magic from Jace.

“You were holding out on me too, who’s the fire mage councilor to you?”

My guess of father was wrong, though I’d been thinking it could be uncle too, which turned out to be a wrong second guess as well.

Jace said, “He’s actually my older half-brother.  I was a very late addition to the family, when my father’s first wife passed on, he got remarried to a younger widowed woman, and I was the result a year later.  Hendrick is a good man, and we’re tight.  Funny thing is that I have a nephew that’s older than I am.”

I chuckled, “Are you married?”

Jace winked, “You offering?” then he chuckled, “I am actually, she’s still angry about me serving a second three year term in the military, but someone needed to have Michael’s back.  I need to make it up to her.  I’ll introduce you once she calms down.”

Jenna snorted.

I raised an eyebrow.

Jenna said, “Kate is… you’ll find out.”

Jace said defensively, “She has her good points.”

I figured that to mean not all arranged marriages worked out well, no more than ours did back home, even if the divorce rates weren’t even comparable.

“You, Jenna?”

Jenna waved, “My parents are looking, same as Michael’s.  So far, no luck with their choices.  So, I’m curious, how do people from your world stay healthy, without life magic?”

“Hmm, good question.  Ideally people are responsible for their own health, maintaining their body with a healthy balanced diet of foods, and exercise.

“Beyond that there are two types of specialist.  Old medicine or physicians took the approach to use various natural ingredients together that effect the body’s balance, to bring it back into balance and help the body fight off diseases in such a way.  The more modern doctors target the diseases themselves instead.  All three together work best, but all three have shortfalls, everyone is different and it’s extremely complex.  Also constantly evolving as our understanding grows.  What about life magic, how does that work exactly?”

Jenna replied, “Trauma is easiest, even lost limbs can easily be regrown with our affinity.  The life code that defines your unique existence acts as a template of sorts, and it’s instinctive to the magic.  We don’t have to study or have additional knowledge to treat those kinds of wounds.

“Sickness is solved similarly, we can restore a body to perfect health and stimulate the immune system, which quickly takes out the invading bad humors.  The only thing we can’t cure is errors in the code of life, when a being’s body turns on itself.  In that case, shoring up their body just kills them faster.”

I took that to mean genetic based diseases, cancers, and old age.  I also took code of life as their label for DNA.  Which was interesting, they knew what DNA was, but they didn’t know what a cell was?  Probably because it was instinctual to the magic in some way, as she’d said.

“Yeah, my old world can’t do that.  If you lose a limb or take damage to the spinal cord, we can’t grow one back, or give people the ability to walk again, respectively.”

She looked horrified by that, and I suppressed a laugh.  Not that such things were funny, but they were a simple fact of life and long accepted limitations, not something that engendered nightmares, unless you were the one to have it happen, I supposed.  It was her reaction more then the subject, I’d expected a grave expression, not true horror.

“Besides keeping people healthy, what else can be done?”

She said, “It’s forbidden to modify or create life, it is possible, but we don’t teach such things, and I’d never research it.  Those life mages are declared rogue and killed.  We can also enhance ourselves temporarily, not by changing the code, but just with magic, and that’s okay.  Both senses and muscles, speed and strength, and even enhance our perceptions.

“Life mages really can’t take life, so our warriors enhance our allies and if we need to duel with someone, we use a physical weapon.  That’s about it, really.”

I nodded, “I bet with a death mage’s help, you could treat those with code of life errors, but not now.  I don’t know enough yet, but I bet I could figure it out.”

She frowned, “How?”

“Kill the parts that went wrong, and then the life mage could heal them normally by their code of life restoring the body to its mean healthy state.  I mean, such diseases take a while to kill, some of them take several years to destroy the body.  So not a cure, a treatment, that would have to be undergone every so often for the rest of their life.  Also no promises, it’d be complicated, and require spells.  The only way to truly heal them permanently would be to fix the errors in their life code, and that’s not allowed, wisely so in my opinion.”

Jace held up a hand when Jenny opened her mouth, so she closed it and looked at him in question.

“That’s nice and all, but how are you going to help us fire mages.”

I laughed, “What’s in it for you?  I don’t know, life and death are opposing forces, but in some ways if leveraged carefully, can be complementary toward an end.  I’m not sure how that relates to fire.  That said, maybe just knowledge for you to apply on your own could help, how does fire magic work anyway.  Do you instinctively understand the ignition temperature of the various types of matter, or do you have to experiment?”

He shook his head, “We can instinctively create independent fire or heat toward the desired ends, but to learn how much magic it takes to make something burn is a learning process.  But once learned it’s never forgotten.”

“You can also remove heat, right?”

He nodded.

I shrugged, “I could probably teach a group of fire, air, and water mages how to make a rainstorm, if you worked together.”

He snorted, “Seriously?”

I shrugged, “Weather can be a gamechanger in a battle.  Or how about flight, you and an air mage could power a flying machine that is lifted by hot air in a fabric balloon shape.”

He snorted, “Right, a big balloon people could use to fly.  Now you’re having me on.”

Jenna giggled.

“I’m not.  How about a steam engine, that moves a ship out on water, instead of sails.  That’s all easy things, that I could make without any magic at all.  Well, except for the rainstorm, we didn’t have technology to do that back on my world save in B movies.”

He blinked, “What’s a movie?”

“Umm, a play, but it only has to be performed once as it’s recorded, or reproduced with… stuff.  People could watch it after that in theatres.”

Michael said, “What would be the point, just have the actors do it.”

I nodded, “The world becomes the stage, when you can record it anywhere.  A scene on a ship, would take place on a ship, and a scene in a castle courtyard, would take place in a castle courtyard.  Deeper immersion into the story that seems far more real than two dimensional props on a stage.  There are other advantages I won’t get into, because it would only spur a thousand more questions.

“Don’t get me wrong, plays still have a place in my old world.  The human empathy and emotional impact is bigger, if you can see the person acting… in person…” I trailed off, wondering how I’d gotten into this conversation.

Jenna snickered, “Sounds like you took both sides.”

I nodded, “We still had both, for a reason.  There are advantages and disadvantages to both.”

The food arrived, so we dug in, and got off those subjects and more on day-to-day things.  It was fun, and I had a good time.


Chapter Eleven

The next four months passed rather quickly, so I’ll gloss over that time.

On a personal level I was from then on safe from Zelia and I was accepted in the kingdom, and I had my place.  Without those pressure points, the grief of losing my old world descended in full measure, and I slowly worked my way through it.

Jenna and Jace were frequent visitors, at the mansion at least three times a week.  Despite our conversation at the restaurant, the most effective thing I taught them and Michael in our conversations was the power of the human mind and how to tap it between imagination and their affinity.  We also went out at least once a week, sometimes it was just me and Jenna, sometimes with the boys.  She quickly became a great friend.

Michael’s family seemed to visit one night a week, and I suffered through those awkward dinners.  I’d have preferred to eat in my room and let them have private family time, but apparently that would be rude in their culture.  While his mother had stopped trying to attack me directly with words, her opinion didn’t change at all, nor was she civil, she just pretended I didn’t exist.  His mother had also brought a surprise dinner guest each time, usually a beautiful young woman, twice in those two months.

I didn’t really make any new friends beyond that, but that was mostly due to access and limited exposure.  We were a tight circle, the three of them had been generous enough to include me.  I had no doubt there would be more eventually when I had tasks and missions if nothing else, but that was enough for the moment.  They might in the end be my close circle of friends, and any others I added would become merely people I knew and worked with, people I helped and were grateful toward me.  I suspect the others would be just as intimidated by a mage from another world with great power, as they were with my three friends from ruling families.  Which would be fine.  A tight small circle was good enough, and I could enjoy associations with the rest of a less intimate friendship.

I’d also never felt healthier, or had more energy and focus, than after Jenna gave my body a magical tune up, so to speak.  It was a noticeable difference.  I’d never needed glasses but my eyesight was sharper than it’d ever been, and while I doubted I was any more intelligent memory recall was a little sharper and faster, I never had to search for words in my mind anymore.  I was the best I could be, according to my DNA or as they called it, code of life.

On the professional side I managed to stick to the daily regimen I’d come up with.  After two months I could cast the shield spell consistently so was now shielded from physical threats.  More than that, I could cast my modified version and the original.  It was basically the same spell, just with two added and repeated words I could leave out.  Which might be pertinent, if in my apprentice trial I was asked to cast that spell.  I doubted they encouraged creativity in their apprentices, after all.

The second spell I learned in those four months was the commune with animal spell, which I was now positive after using it, that I could create animal zombies that could actually move and even birds that could fly.  It was also kind of cool on its own, to feel the wind while gliding through the sky.

The next spells I’d learn would be communications and farseeing.  The former would be useful in keeping up with my friendships as well as for official communication when I reached journeyman.  It was in essence, their version of a phone.  The second would be useful for finding someone or viewing a place I’d been.

After that I wasn’t sure, but I’d be going with Michael’s guidance to choose two from each of the five spheres I had no affinity with.  Communications and farseeing were both air spells, commune with animal a life spell, and shield an earth spell.  So I’d pick one more useful spell from both earth and life, then four more from water and fire to make ten.  Besides useful I needed to find ones that didn’t have too much overlapping vocabulary, so there was that to consider as well.

I did have some idea on the other spells, I had flipped through the entire basic spell library, but I hadn’t closed my mind yet.  They were all utility spells of a sort, but some wouldn’t come up much at all.

Create heat and create water would be useful.  The former could keep a room warm or cool, or it could be used to light a candle or light the fireplace based on ignition temp point, or it could cook something sitting on the counter.  It was variable in output if not purpose.  The create water spell of course, was their source of water for the sinks, tubs, and toilets in the house.  They didn’t have a running water source, though they did have the infrastructure for sewers and draining that water.  It could also be used to fill a canteen when away from civilization.

Grow flora was an interesting life spell for the second one, and it should be self-explanatory.  It would speed up the growth of any plant or vegetable, so I could go from seeds to healthy snack or pretty flower arrangement in minutes.  Create object as a second earth spell, it could conjure new matter in a simple form, to create crude tools and such, as long as the caster understood it.  Or a plate and a cup, if I was stuck in the wilderness without any supplies at all it would come in useful.  Or say, if I needed a key for a lock.  It was basically a template of creation, so the spell words were concepts but there was nothing stopping the caster from having different foci or an end result in mind as the answer to those concepts.  Only the framework would be consistent.  Earth magic could manipulate or create all physical matter after all, not just dirt and stone.  It was also explicitly forbidden from creating gold, silver, bronze, or precious gems, in any form, be it raw or coins and cut gems.  I mean, by law, because clearly anyone that knew the spell and understood those metals and crystalline structures could create those.

The second fire spell was simply light.  The reason they didn’t use magical lights indoors and oil lamps instead, despite magic spells being self-sustaining and forever, was it also generated a lot of heat.  Light spells would make a house too hot, but it’d work for a light in the yard if you were hosting a barbeque, or camping.  I was fairly sure I could fix that, but the spell would be completely different and in essence a created spell.

The last spell I thought to choose was a cleaning spell, that would work for actual cleaning rooms, single objects, clothes, or myself.  It had water in it as the major element, but it was a multiple sphere spell that included fire and earth as well.  Not as good as a bath, but better than a small container of soapy water and a towel at a creek’s side when traveling.

The basic library was mostly defensive magic to set and always be ready, before a fight started, or small utility applications.  I figured the reason for that was that apprentices were in their teen years, and really young to start at twelve.  No one was going to hand them a fire spell for instance, that could raze a building in seconds or burn someone up.

I suspected the second level library for journeyman and mage ranks would have far more powerful spells.  Far more dangerous, so it required self-control and good judgement to use them.  And of course, the third level library would be all master level spells, or the master library, which utilized double concept casting and spells more powerful than a person’s base magic.

Which is why the spells in the basic library were a little underwhelming if still a little cool, but they’d all probably come in useful sometime in my life.  The first four I’d likely use often, the last six would come up far less, which is why I was ambivalent about those latter choices.  It was what it was, and adult or not I was an apprentice, and by law I couldn’t look at those second level spells yet, much less choose them.

At the least, they would be useful in small ways, and at the end of the day it would teach me most of the magical language to learn them.

My affinity expanded as well, partially in thanks to reading the spells in the death sphere all of which I could recreate with a simple thought and application of magic.  Death magic didn’t just end life or create a mockery of it by controlling dead things, it could also merely suppress it.  So I had several non-deadly ways to deal with an attacker, if killing wasn’t appropriate.  And outside of war or if I truly feared for my life if I didn’t take that final step, I could take that other path.  I would of course, gladly, since I wasn’t a killer by nature nor a sadistic psychopath.

Depress the body, instead of enhancing it as life could.  I could make someone pass out and sleep, fog their mind with confusion and be unable to focus to use magic or even really think at all, or temporarily make them blind, deaf, or uncoordinated.  Weak and slow.  I could drain their will to get answers to questions and they’d never even consider resisting or not answering, much less be able to.  The truth spell was a death sphere spell, to my surprise.

The one truly beneficial side of death magic was I could short circuit a panic spiral in someone, the equivalent of a sharp slap across the face to a hysterical person but far kinder.  I could also cut off a person’s pain, by suppressing the nerves in the area of a wound, if a life mage wasn’t around to immediately fix it.

Anyway, I’d already changed my pest control spell to suppress and chase away the bugs and rodents, instead of outright killing them, and with Michael’s permission expanded the spell to encompass the whole house.

I suspected there was still much more to come there, the affinity in general I mean.  The spells had spurred my imagination in new directions and there were more spells to come in the more advanced libraries, not to mention raw imagination over time may develop new ideas or approaches.

On a final note, I’d mastered the single focus meditation by my third week, and I likely didn’t need to practice meditation anymore, but it made sense to use it as a tool to learn the magical language more surely and faster, and so the skill wouldn’t atrophy with disuse.  Greater focus would help those words and the concepts they stood for become second nature to think in rather quickly.

In short, it was a powerful study tool in magic spell craft.

Of course, after those four months the darker side of this new world intruded into my life.

It was mid-February, there was snow on the ground and the winter was quite brutal on this new world.  I don’t think the temperature had been above freezing one day the last month.  I wasn’t sure if it was colder in general on this world or if we were just that far from the equatorial tropical zones.  All the maps I’d seen were relative to the city, Madarth in whole, or the continent in whole.  There were no globes or world maps, or other continents or island chains on the maps I’d seen, never mind where the continent sat on that globe.  I suspected however we were far north or south, the seasonal changes should be much milder in the equatorial regions even if this world had a greater tilt.  It also wasn’t all bad, it meant the summers would be warm but not stifling hot.

Which really, just made sense.  Europe wasn’t aware of the Americas in the dark ages, they’d yet to explore their world and find other continents save perhaps the spice trade with the east.  Which was ironic in a way, since they could search the multiverse and summon people from other quantum frames.  A practice that was clearly as strictly limited as creating undead was.

Regardless, I was putting on a cloak after getting ready for night out.  Michael and I were supposed to meet up with the others at a theatre to watch a new musical. 

Which is when the horns sounded across the city, horns I hadn’t heard in four months.  I had no idea what they meant, but there were two different signal codes that were used.  My first thought was it just couldn’t be an attack.  A campaign in the dead of winter was brutal on my old world before technology, an invading army could lose half their people to frostbite and exposure, before a single battle was fought.  It was just foolhardy in the extreme, a lesson many bloodthirsty but foolish generals had learned the hard way.

Of course, my old expectations and truths were immediately challenged by the reality of magic.  My old world didn’t have magic, and freezing the bogs would give the enemy solid ground to stand on, to surround the southern, eastern, and western walls of the city.  The bog no longer seemed like the perfect defense to me, and midwinter suddenly seemed like the perfect time to attack.  Bogs didn’t normally freeze because of the currents, but after a month of below zero weather, it wouldn’t take much for a fire mage to freeze it solid an area at a time, and it would stay that way until the spring thaw even if the spell was cancelled.  That would also neatly take care of all the natural threats, save perhaps the spiders, but they could be dealt with.

It seemed the capital city was under siege, unless I was letting my imagination run away, and far sooner than I’d imagined possible.  I thought I’d have years to learn magic, before facing death once more.

I ran out of my suite and down the stairs, and I looked over at Michael who was already by the front door.

He said, “The enemy is moving to surround the city, no doubt freezing the whole marsh.  I suspect they’ll break off a large contingent to move north and take out our support infrastructure and sack the port as well.  I need to go, you stay here.”

I frowned, “I can help.”

He shook his head, “Not this time.  Every mage rank and above has been activated, we’ll have more than enough to stop the freezing process and even reverse it.  The enemy won’t have time to surround us, much less send troops north, unless they have over five hundred mages with them.  Which I highly doubt.  You’re an apprentice, a woman, and this situation is far from desperate.”

Probably not as simple as he implied, but I could see it.  But clearly, he was trying to reassure me, maybe not lying, but minimizing the danger.  The five hundred mages comment in itself was a sort of deception if true.  Only two hundred and thirty-six of the around five hundred mages in the city were men, the rest were women or children and unable to fight on the walls.  They’d be used in a support capacity if at all, not facing off with the enemy mages.  So if the enemy had two fifty or more mages they’d have the edge, not Madarth, but the idea they had even that many was likely wrong.

Zelia was a suppressive empire who’d conquered five kingdoms and were working on the sixth.  They ruled by cruelty and strength, and putting all their mages on an invasion just wasn’t possible.  If they did that their people would rise up and rebel.  Loyalists of the old kingdoms as well as their own population in their original kingdom area.

Still, I wasn’t entirely sure two hundred mages would truly scratch the surface of their greater numbers.  They had fifteen cities and fifty-two support towns, with endless farms to support them, over twenty times the area of the whole of Madarth, never mind just the one capital city and a small port.  Not all the cities would have five hundred mages in them, but at least six would, the original and old capitals, plus a good number in the others.

So, if they’d sent just a fifth of their mages from every major city to support the invasion, that was six hundred, and they’d be facing odds out there of greater than two to one in the enemy’s favor.  Improbable maybe, but more than possible.

“What was the second signal?”

He waved, “They’re attacking with ships as well, but the port defenses will hold if they’re not attacked from behind.  I have to go.  The night out is obviously cancelled, Jenna will be needed for healing if required at one of the aid stations, and of course Jace will be on one of the wall towers with me.”

I sighed, “Fine, go, before I argue more.”

He chuckled and headed out the front door, pulling the hood of the cloak over his head.  It was snowing out too, as if below freezing wasn’t bad enough.

So, I had nothing to do but worry, and I’d likely just get in trouble if I tried to help anyway.  But that didn’t mean I couldn’t keep an eye on it.  It’d be four more months before I could cast remote viewing, two months before I could use communication.  But I could make a bird minion and share its eyes and ears.

Perhaps it was just a technicality of the law and against the spirit, which is why I hadn’t tested my belief before, after sharing the senses of a bird.  I could just use that spell, commune with animal, but with that spell I had no control over what the bird did or looked at.  Anyway, the law against zombies was explicit enough that it truly only barred human zombies save in desperate situations.  Animals weren’t mentioned.  Still, I’d refrained from doing it anyway, afraid it would be going against the spirit, that I’d get in trouble even if not on the law level, and they’d modify the laws to close the loophole.

But now it seemed worth the risk, if only to calm my own fears and keep an eye on my friends and the enemy.  I turned and headed toward the back door.  Most birds of course had migrated south for winter, but there were some species that stayed year around, and any that died would be well preserved in the freezing temperatures of the last month and more.

My magic could instinctively find dead bodies, of any species, so it didn’t take long before I found a dead snowy owl and a couple of hummingbirds, and a bluejay.  I’d only used commune on the first and last, and hummingbirds flew differently so there was no chance I’d get them to fly as minions.  So I turned the owl and bluejay into perfect undead minions, then moved back inside out of the cold as they took off into the air and rose into the sky.

I smirked, feeling proud of myself for being right, and I took a seat on the couch in the living room, closed my eyes, and rested my head back.  I tasked the blue jay to fly high and circle Jace and Michael, while I sent the owl south of the city for a little reconnoitering.  All mages on this world from any kingdom wore the damned robes, which I was heartily tired of, so it wouldn’t be hard to get a count of the enemy mages.

Really, I missed skirts, shorts, halter tops and blouses, and just plain t-shirts and yoga pants.  Not to mention color, pinks and yellows mostly, but white, red, and lavender as well.  It was a burden, my lips twitched at the thought.  It wasn’t entirely vanity, black was a depressing color after all, and it was all I could wear now.  At least my suite was lively with colors and flowers, otherwise I’d have likely sunk into depression and had all the joy and exuberance sucked out of my life by now.

My owl arrived on point over the enemy, and there was only about fifty mages, with maybe two thousand common soldiers.  Not nearly enough to cover a three-mile wall, much less surround the city, which told me Michael’s assumptions and the one ordering the signal horn, was wrong about the enemy’s intentions.

The empire was patient if cruel and sadistic, and they weren’t after the city at all.  Not yet, anyway.  They were freezing sections of the bog over a mile away from the city along the western facing wall.  Merely creating an ice bridge to cross the five-mile distance to solid ground again.  I suspected their plan wasn’t the city at all, not yet.  They were simply the rear attacking force to gain the port, and that they’d burn and salt the empty farm fields on their way north to sack the port.

It just wasn’t enough to be realistically an attack on the city, much less support a two-pronged attack as Michael had suggested.  Not just the mage numbers, but the number of common soldiers as well.

Which kind of solidified their plans in my mind, because nothing else I could think of made sense.  The city already had enough food to last until the summer harvest, it was Zelia’s intention to destroy the rest of our farms, slaughter our remaining farmers, slaughter the domesticated herds, and to take the port and hunker down for winter.  They’d have a beachhead, to ferry in new troops and supplies, and they’d also bring in troops overland to the south.  Box us in, and to starve us out while ships and caravans brought in their supplies.  Maybe next winter they’d be far better positioned to take out the rest of the city’s population and move in with far greater numbers.

It was… sneaky, and vicious, but a brilliant plan toward success of their goals.  Unless we could stop them from crossing the bog their plan was almost sure to succeed, both in the short term and long term.  Yes, life mages could grow gardens inside the city and harvest them several times a day, but not enough to support the city’s population.  There’d also be no meat once the last of it was gone.  It would also drain the soil of nutrients if done repeatedly, which introduces another limiting factor to the idea.  A life mage and earth mage should be able to keep land fertile with more magic, but I was just as sure they didn’t know how, not knowing about microbial life.

I was also sure the leaders of the military would come to the same conclusion shortly, if they hadn’t already.  They were hardly stupid, they’d just alerted to the worst-case scenario before all the data was in, which was smart.

I wasn’t sure what was going on, but they didn’t appear to be making much progress.  We outnumbered them, but they could only cast overlapping and multiple heating spells, or a fire affinity, to warm the ice and undo the freezing.  While the enemy had less mages, one dispel would take out several spells of lesser power.  They didn’t need their spells to last either, just long enough to freeze a section, then it would stay frozen.

Which meant undoing the freezing was a pointless exercise, the only way to stop them was to kill their mages and make the common troops retreat.  But that didn’t seem to be happening, I could see our people casting, but they weren’t attacking, they were trying to melt ice, which the enemy mages were undoing before it could take full effect.

Some spells like farseeing and communications had no range, they worked over vast distances.  Some spells required visual contact, and some required they be within the range of a mage’s magical senses.  Obviously, the enemy was not in magical sensing range of any of our mages on the walls, which left the middle option.

Which boiled down to throwing energy across the distance.  They couldn’t target the enemy mages with an area defined effect directly, because those kinds of effects that skipped distance could only be formed within a mage’s range of magical sense.

They weren’t stupid. Limited in scientific understanding of the universe and the full power of their minds perhaps, but not stupid.  So, I just watched as our people failed to be effective, and the enemy slowly but surely creating and crossing a frozen bridge.

It took thirty minutes, before that made any damned sense at all, and I realized why they’d done it.  Why they’d been fighting so ineffectively, merely to make the enemy think we were truly trying to stop them, and to make them think they were winning and not look for the trap.  Once all the enemies were far into the bog, at least a mile from shore, a sortie of a hundred mages was released from the southern gate.  The only thing I could think of, was the military leaders wanted all the enemy mages and soldiers dead, and they didn’t even want to give quarter to the common soldiers for a retreat.

The evil and poor bastards were stuck on the ice bridge, as the large sortie reached the start of it on land.  Their only choice would be to fight to the death in the hopes of breaking out, or to jump into near freezing water which would quickly kill on its own, never mind the swarms of flesh-eating fish and blood sucking leaches.

At two to one odds, and the common soldiers no threat against a mage, it was a slaughter.  The common soldiers were just swept out of the way with fire, gusts of air that threw them off the bridge and into the bog, or in some cases lassos of water rose up and pulled them in.  It was visually stunning, the destructive power of magic, and not a little bit horrifying at the same time.

It wasn’t quite one sided, but we only lost six mages in the assault that took out fifty of theirs with the advantage of two to one odds.  There were no enemies left alive, and our farms and port were safe, for the moment.  Assuming the enemy ships alone wouldn’t and couldn’t break through the port’s defenses.

At least, we were safe until the next enemy gambit.  I had no doubt the empire wouldn’t shrug it off and say never mind, this had only been their first move on the last city to finish off Madarth.

As for my zombie birds, I parked them out in the bog far from the city, or where anyone might sense their magical auras.  For next time.


Chapter Twelve

The nightmare faded as I woke with a gasp and sat up.  I stared in annoyance at the night table, which of course did not have an alarm clock to tell me how ridiculously early it was.  I just knew the sun hadn’t come up, it could’ve been one in the morning or five.

I shook my head, the dream had been a replay of the battle last night, if it could be called that.  But instead of fighting back the enemy had been pointing at us while laughing, mocking the sortie force from the city even as they were slaughtered by it.  It was… disturbing.

My mind was clearly trying to tell me something.  My mind was trying to tell me the enemy wasn’t stupid, and they had to know a force that small was doomed to failure.  I felt paranoid, but at the same time I was sure that had been the feint.  The part they wanted to show us, a distraction, while their true plan was sneaky and deceptive.

I was hardly a war strategist, nor had I ever read Sun Tzu.  But I’d seen enough television to know that war was deception, doing one thing while showing your enemy another.  Appearing weak while strong, and strong while weak.

Perhaps they’d sent a smaller team around the eastern side, while all our attention was on the west and the ship attack on the port.  Just a handful of master mages, slipping through the water, maybe even underneath it, using shields to keep the bog’s dangers away, while at the same time using other magic to prevent hypothermia or frostbite, and to propel themselves quickly with only heads over water.  Or maybe they were even below the surface when no tiny floating islands or trees blocked the view of the western wall.  Or maybe there was an underwater breathing spell I was unaware of as of yet.

It's what I would’ve done, if I was coldblooded enough to sacrifice the life of fifty mages and a cohort of soldiers as a distraction.  It would be unthinkable to me, or to those of us in Madarth, such a dark strategy.  But my subconscious knew the empire was run by sadist narcissistic psychopaths, and it had served up a dream to spur my imagination down dark avenues.

Of course, even five master mages would be no threat to the port, which had good defenses and mages to defend against a rear attack.  Not near what the city had, but more than capable of meeting a squad’s force.

When I thought about that flaw in the idea, the gate spell occurred.  Michael had made it clear it was an impossible way to quickly move a large force, either in retreat or attack, but it would probably work if they were hunkered down somewhere to the north of the city and had five masters recasting it once every half hour or so.  Twelve to fifteen, times five, twice an hour, would add up quickly.  That was… over a hundred an hour, up to one fifty.  In just a single day they’d have enough to sack the fort and bring in shiploads more.

If they started making noise then, destroying the farms while moving back south to box us in, well the city mages would almost have to empty out and head north.  If we lost the northern tip of the peninsula and our farms were destroyed, we were already dead, just a matter of time.  That too would work in the enemy’s favor, and maybe they’d even take us down this winter, instead of next.

It was crazy, that idea, and likely just my overactive imagination, anxiety, and fears talking, but it didn’t stop me from rousing my bird minions and sending them north, to fly along the border of the marsh and dry land to the north.  To check for tracks and signs that would most likely be on the northeast part, so I’d start there and send them west.  I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep anymore until I’d checked on it, my mind would nag at it, like a dog with a bone, and anxiety would prevent any more sleep.

So I laid back, closed my eyes, and used my owl to scout.  Owls saw good at night, and my Bluejay scout was virtually blind at night, so I sent it back down to wait in the trees.  I kept it at about five hundred feet, far out of the sensing distance of a mage even if I accidentally flew directly overhead yet easily close enough to make out tiny details on the ground, while also being below the clouds.  The white might stand out on a bright night at that altitude, but it was overcast and there was no moon that night, it’d just gotten done snowing.  The snowstorm would’ve been additional cover for the small group as well, making it hard to see into the swamp.

Thanks to that snowstorm, the same thing that had provided them cover also revealed their presence when they hit dry ground.  The footprints in the snow were clear and easily followed north along the eastern coast of the peninsula.  Fortunately, that coast was completely forbidding save for the port in the north, otherwise the enemy could’ve landed ships anywhere along it using small craft to ferry troops to land.

The tracks led me two miles north, they’d stopped just two miles north of the swamp, about a fifth of the way to the port.  They’d set up camp on a ranch not far from the east coast, that family of ranchers were already dead, and they were bringing people in by gate as I’d feared.  Many of them moving into the barn, stables, and main house for shelter until the force was complete and they were ready for march.

I hated being right, I’d have much rather been proved wrong and gone back to sleep.

From what I could see there were twenty mages and close to four hundred soldiers, but I couldn’t get an exact count because many were in the buildings.  As I watched, only five of them were casting the gate spell, the rest must not be masters.  In just a couple of hours they’ll have doubled that.

I sighed, I really missed my lab at the college, and I could really use a coffee I thought, as I got out of bed, splashed some water on my face and brushed my hair, then changed into a heavier dress robe.  I also grabbed a cloak.  I’d learned those thin and silky soft robes were actually a mage’s version of pajamas, or a nightgown, not at all for casual wear around the house, but just to sleep in.

I don’t know who was more embarrassed, me or Michael, when I’d showed up to breakfast in one, and the man was clearly scandalized by it.  Which is of course, how I learned they weren’t casual wear at all.  But I’ve gotten off point.

Too bad I didn’t know the communication spell yet, I could’ve just messaged Michael directly and not gotten out of bed.  For all I knew they were already aware of the enemy foothold and were preparing a force to deal with it.

As it was, I couldn’t take that chance, and no doubt I’d be lectured about my owl minion too, as it would all come out in the fallout of this mess.  Still, I couldn’t let everyone die to keep my secret, that was never even a question in my mind, much less one I’d struggled over.  It was also extremely time sensitive, given a few more hours they’d be dug in well, and have enough forces to truly threaten ours, even if half the mages in the city went in sortie.  Without the walls and defenses of the city, our force would have to far outnumber theirs to take them out with minimal losses.

I stopped at my study on the way out, quickly marked a map with their location, and wrote down their numbers as an estimate, then headed out.  I knew Michael was posted on the southern wall, along with Jace, so I headed that way.  I would’ve just headed to the command center, but I figured it would waste hours to do so, as they no doubt would disbelieve everything I said for a while, and they might even arrest me as a hysterical and paranoid woman who had no business in war.

They would listen to Michael and Jace though, since they had a lot of political capital if not true authority, through their aunt and brother, respectively. The important point was those two would listen to me and not question it, even if I annoyed them a bit by it, they’d also be grateful.

As the cold air made me shiver and I picked up my pace, I cursed my cleverness.  If I’d learned communication instead of commune with animal, I could’ve just called him.  Of course, if I’d done that then I wouldn’t have bird scouts, and I’d be just as in the dark as the rest of the city was.  It was a mile and a half from Michael’s house to the southern wall after all, and it was damned cold out in the middle of the night for a half hour’s walk.

I second guessed myself, maybe I should’ve gone to the tower instead, it had been a lot closer to the house, and there were bound to be tons of mages in there that could use the communication spell.  Plus, time was lives when talking about a slowly building foothold in our territory.  But once again, I didn’t think anyone else in the city but my three friends would give my words any credence.  I’d have to argue and be pushy in that case, which might backfire and have me in jail instead of convincing the ones I was speaking to.

I almost fell six times, needless to say there were no plows or salt trucks in the city, and the fire mages weren’t being tasked on clearing the snow and ice.  The snow had stopped, but there was a good four to six inches on the ground, some drifts over three feet in height against the buildings.

I also had a plan B, the mile and a half walk had brought me in magical range of a number of bird corpses, all of which had taken to the sky shortly after with that two-stage zombie spell and explosive death magic I’d used before to break the siege at the fallen city.  If the worst happened and I couldn’t find Michael or convince anyone to fetch him from his rest, and no one would listen to my claims, then I’d try to deal with it myself.  Despite the bile that rose in my throat at the thought of it.

Sure, they were a threat to the city and eventually me personally, and they should be killed, but I shouldn’t have to do it.  Another fear was if I started to use those tactics, nothing would stop the enemy from figuring out how to do it right back, so I was reluctant for both those reasons.

I could picture it, a joint venture between a death mage and a fire mage.  Imagine a flock of undead crows diving for the walls, and then exploding into vast fireballs right over the heads of the mages and warriors.  They could take out a whole wall of defenders in a split second.  But realistically, it was the only tactic that would allow me to take out over twenty mages and hundreds of soldiers, all alone.  It was also unlikely anyone would see it, if all the enemy was dead and no one was left to report how it happened.  Still, a risk better left alone if possible, the enemy was hardly stupid, just ignorant for the moment as was Madarth.

Magic had massive potential for destruction, and I wondered if introducing such tactics and possibilities to this world might be a mistake, that in the long run far more would die, and war would become far more horrible.  That said, the empire was already destructive, and save some commoners they’d already kill us all.  So what did it matter?  I also couldn’t just lay down and die if that tactic was the only way to stop their plan from coming to fruition.

Perhaps I just needed to come up with counters to that approach.  A magical arms race?

I worried, a lot, and I missed the person I used to be.  I wasn’t less friendly, nor had my beliefs changed, I even had fun going out with my new friends.  But I was far more… introspective when alone, and I felt anxiety at the potential I could bring to this new world.  What right did I have to introduce technology and knowledge to this world that would lead to an explosive growth in magic, as well as a greater war machine?  I think I even understood what Oppenheimer had felt, when he’d helped create the first atomic bomb and quoted, ‘Now I have become death, the destroyer of worlds.’

It could easily turn on me and my intentions, and it could spiral out of control.  I suspected even I had little understanding of the potentials involved, and I couldn’t know until it all unfolded.

Was that my fate on this world, if I shared my knowledge freely without consideration to the end results?  To be fair, a lot of good would come from it as well.  I really didn’t want to introduce technology either, since it would pollute this world.  But anything science on the EM spectrum could do, so could magic.  It would take time, years and years, but I already knew magic could duplicate the modern world I’d come from, easily, and without a carbon footprint.

I probably just worried and thought too much, but my knowledge would bring both beauty and greater destruction to this world.  There was no doubt there, I just had to have faith they wouldn’t destroy themselves completely with it.

I also decided the walk was too long, and my thoughts far too maudlin in the freezing cold.

Back to the point, I wasn’t entirely sure where Michael was.  He hadn’t been at the house, I’d have felt his presence and magic, and I knew he was no longer on the wall.  The shift had changed, so he was likely still on duty.  Either in some meeting or he’d found a bunk in the city wall barracks.  Clearly, they might not know about the foothold, but they were wary enough of the enemy and what else they might try, to keep all the mages on emergency service a bit longer.

Fortunately, luck was on my side, and I felt his magic which was slightly unique to all mages and further split by the feel of spheres.  It was subtle and wouldn’t help differentiate between strangers or even casual acquaintances I’d met once, but there was no mistaking it after living with the man for two months. I knew his magical aura better than my own.  Jace’s aura was right next to it, further confirming it in my mind.  They must be sharing a room at the inn.

The military must’ve temporarily commandeered the inns near the walls for extra bunks, because he was inside the next inn on the right, just a half block away from his posting.  With every male mage in the city on alert and temporally reactivated to military status, there probably weren’t enough beds in the barracks for even hot bunking it.

I approached the inn where two common soldiers were on post, standing rather close to a mage light, no doubt for the warmth they put off.  They straightened up as I approached the door and turned toward me.

One said, “Military personnel only, maam.”

I blew out a breath, and looked at the sky, “Do you think I’d be here, and not warm in bed, if it wasn’t important.  I’m Apprentice Mika, Mage Michael is my master.  I don’t know the communication spell yet and it’s imperative I speak to him.  Either let me through, or go wake him up and get him down here.”

The other said, “We can’t do that maam, with all due respect, this is a military controlled area and no place for a woman.  You need to head back.”

I suppressed rolling my eyes, “You can’t even send a message to him?”

They looked at each other uncomfortably, then the first turned back, “It would be our hides maam, no one sane is going to wake up a mage on their downtime.”

I closed my eyes, and felt where he was as exactly as possible, then deliberately bent down and picked up a loose cobblestone, then threw it at the window.

Crash, the glass exploded inward.

The guards grabbed their hilts in their shock at my actions, but they didn’t draw their swords.

I smiled, accepting the absurdity as a good joke that life, fate, or the universe was playing on me.  That only made them look more nervous, which made me giggle.  It was either cry or laugh at life’s bigger absurdities, and I chose to laugh at this one, at least.

It was only a few seconds before the broken window swung out, and Jace stuck his head out the window and looked down.

I waved, “I missed you guys, we really need to catch up.  I’ve been a busy girl.”

The street wasn’t the place to call out that the enemy had a foothold, and the port was in great danger, after all.

Jace scowled at the guards, identifying my problem immediately, then said, “Come into the common room, we’ll be right down.”

I looked at the guards, who uncertainly moved out of the way, and I headed in.  It was a nice inn, clean and well maintained, and there was a fire roaring in the fireplace.  It was warm, but I was still freezing, cold to my bones, so I left the cloak on another minute, before removing it and taking a seat near the fire.

It wasn’t long before a tired looking Michael and Jace joined me.

Jace said, “What’s going on?”

I said, “Maybe the leaders know about it already, but I couldn’t take that chance, so I walked here to let you make a decision.”

I took out the map and placed it on the table, which was clearly on the east coast two miles north of the major swamp.

“I had a nightmare, and the battle worried me.  It was too easy to foil, so I did a little scouting and found a growing foothold.  They snuck by on the east side and set up in the ranch here,” I pointed at the map, “They’re using gates, five masters, and they have at least twenty mages and four hundred soldiers there, as of a half hour ago.  There’s probably another seventy or so soldiers by now, if not more mages too.”

Micheal blew out a breath, “You’re saying they sacrificed fifty mages as a distraction?”

“Why not, if they take the port and then start back south razing everything in sight and killing the farmers, that will doom the city.  You’ll have no choice but to go out there and fight them without fortifications to hide behind.  That will weaken the city, and they could be flying their flag over it in less than two months.  I have no doubt those sadistic bastards would throw out that many lives to reach that goal.”

“Flags?”

“Umm, coat of arms.  They’re called flags on my world, and they are related to the kingdom itself, not a family or ruling family.  Never mind that, you two need to speak to someone and get on this, I suspect by midday tomorrow it will be far too late to save the port, and this city too will fall.  At the latest mid-summer when we run out of food.”

Jace said, “If I were them, I’d move all the mages assigned first, and twenty mages would be more than enough with the support of a thousand soldiers or so, to sack the port from behind.  It doesn’t have much more than minor fortifications to protect the siege equipment set up to guard the bay, and half the number of defenders.  Especially if they’re being pressed by ship fire at the same time.”

Michael said, “I concur.  It’s critical, but not direly time critical.  As long as we leave in time to catch them before they head north, we’ll be okay.  I’m not even going to ask how you were scouting without the farseeing spell or leaving the city, but you’ll have to explain it later.  Anyway, command is in the council building, so we’ll walk you home before going there.”

I nodded, “I am worried about the totals, for all I know there’s another hundred mages stuffed into the buildings on the property.  I can’t get eyes inside.”

Jace waved, “We’ll use farseeing spells to get all that information, before we plan and move out.  Don’t worry about it.”

Michael smiled, “Either way, good job, even if they know about it already, this could’ve been a nightmare and is worth the trouble of making sure.”

Obviously, and a bit condescendingly said, but I took the praise anyway.  It was far better than being yelled at for my antics, and my pride wasn’t important enough to delay this moment for a petty argument with my master.  All our lives were on the line.

We got up and I put my cloak back on, and we headed out for the half hour walk back home.  Fortunately, I had a fire mage friend on the walk this time, so I was rather toasty and comfortable thanks to his heat spell…


Chapter Thirteen

The military leaders sent a hundred mages again, leaving just a hundred and thirty mages in the city to man the walls, this time accompanied by a unit of archers.  This next battle should be even more one sided, at five to one magical odds instead of two to one, but they hadn’t bothered using the communication spell to update me on the numbers they’d verified and discovered.

For all I knew there were fifty mages there, or more, and that made me worry.

I’d managed to get snatches of sleep, and I entirely gave up once dawn arrived.  My owl was down with the rise of the sun, and my other birds were keeping an eye on it all as the group moved north.

After a quick breakfast, just to distract myself from that anxiety, I worked on my vocabulary and meditation as usual, in snatches, between checking on things.  It’d take time for the sortie force to reach the enemy.  It was a mile of bridge followed by a two mile walk north and a mile east.  So it’d take a couple of hours, they were moving at a good clip a little faster than a walk, but the snow, ice, and weather also slowed them down preventing a double time march or jog.

I didn’t think I could let it go until it was over.  Emotionally speaking because I worried the enemy would move north before our force arrived, which would turn it into a race.  Also, because Jace and Michael were part of that number.  Practically speaking, because I was still plan B in my own mind, even if no one else knew it, or quite possibly would ever know it.  I sure as hell wasn’t going to brag about it, or even talk about it, if it proved to be unnecessary.

I also wasn’t entirely positive plan B would work as well as I hoped it would. I could only create one explosive bird every five minutes, as it took my full magic potential to do it, so on that walk south through the city last night I’d only been able to make seven, and another seven on the walk back.  Fourteen of them should be more than enough for just twenty of their mages and almost all their soldiers.  But if there were twice as many mages, I wasn’t sure it’d be enough.  It would slow them down, and cut their numbers significantly, which would have to be enough in that worst-case scenario.

I was quite sure it would work this time if needed, since it was a surprise and an entirely new tactic, but if the enemy saw it happen somehow by monitoring their progress with farseeing, then it’d never work a hundred percent effectively again, they’d defend from it and destroy the birds while they were further out.  It would be a known risk to defend against, the sudden and unexpected approach of birds on a dive bomb course.  The birds of course, weren’t well shielded, as most of my potential power had gone into the second stage explosion part of things.

Of course, I could change that up and use rats next time, or a swarm of mosquitos.

They were shielded just a little, so any single mage could take one out as long as they didn’t underpower their attacks by too much not expecting any shield at all.  Point was, my more powerful potential was meaningless for protecting those weapons, as most of the magic invested was geared offensively to overcome their weaker shields and kill the enemy.

They had maybe a half hour to go when the enemy started to move.  Ten more mages came out of the buildings, along with close to a hundred soldiers.  So, they had thirty mages and close to two thousand soldiers, which the hundred mage force wouldn’t have trouble taking down.  Even easier than the distraction group last night had been taken down, at slightly better than three to one odds in our favor, and that was without the aid and cover of archers.  As long as they caught up before the enemy reached the port.  Eight miles away, they had four hours or so to catch up before the port fell, and the empire ships could reinforce.

The other problem was it was clear the enemy was aware of the sortie, and it was likely what got them moving.  No doubt they’d been keeping an eye on the city, and they’d started preparing the moment they saw the sortie leave the north gate an hour and a half ago now.  The only question seemed to be who would move faster, and that would be determined by who was more motivated and willing to suffer the cost.  It was brutal outside, and the countryside was snowed in.

The empire likely couldn’t hold it long against the sortie force, but they’d destroy all the bay’s defenses before being taken down, which would seriously degrade our ability to defend from the next attack.

They should’ve moved faster, but hindsight was worthless as were wishes.

So, if they didn’t stop them before reaching the port, I’d initiate plan B right before they attacked the port.  The port defense should easily finish off anything left of them.  It was tense, and I decided war had far too much waiting involved in it. 

The knock at the door of my suite brought my spiraling thoughts up short, and I already knew what it was about as I felt a life mage aura in the main mansion’s entry room, which was no doubt Jenna.  I should’ve felt it sooner, the moment she’d arrived, but I’d been far too focused on practice, my worries, and asking myself what if questions.

Madarth truly was in a bad position, any losses at the city or the port which made up the last bastion of the kingdom, would spell their doom.   We had to succeed every time, while the enemy only had to get lucky once which would signal the beginning of the end.  It was… inevitable really, even if it did take years, or if we were really lucky, decades at most.

I left my study and walked to the door, then opened it.

The butler said, “Mage Jenna is here.  She said to grab your cloak.”

I nodded, “Tell her I’ll be right down.”

I shut the door and went to collect my cloak and make sure I was presentable, even as I wondered what this was about.  I doubted she wanted me for a shopping trip while we were in a state of alert and war with the enemy.  That left… I wasn’t sure, but I was sure it was nothing good.

When I got downstairs, she gave me a smile, but it was tight and didn’t reach her eyes.

“What’s going on?”

She made a face, “The council wants to see you.  From what I could gather, Michael put you in the best light last night when questioned on how he’d gained his surveillance data on the enemy foothold, but several of the military leaders in the room looked alarmed and less than impressed.  Despite the importance of it.  Some of them reported to the council, who would like to clarify the matter with you immediately.  Half of that is rumor, but that should be the situation in the end, they have questions about it.”

I waved for the door, and she fell in beside me as I started that way.

“So, anything new with you?”

She giggled nervously, “This is serious.  Did you break the laws?”

I shook my head, “I have no zombies in the city, and I didn’t create any that would technically violate the law.”

There were two laws in play.  The first said no zombies in the city, and that one didn’t specify human zombies which is partly why I’d kept my birds in the swamp.  The second was explicit toward human zombies being created, but there was no law against animal ones.  Still, it was a technicality I didn’t think the council would thank me for pointing out.

Worse, this put me in a conundrum of sorts.  I had no doubt they’d order me to desist immediately, destroy my zombie birds, and never make any again.  Which was problematical, because if plan B became necessary I’d no longer be able to use it.  My plans called for using it at the last second, as our forces could catch up making it unnecessary.  I didn’t want to alarm anyone by doing it sooner, if I didn’t have to do it at all.

But, if I followed that order and the port defenses were destroyed, I’d never forgive myself for not doing it when I had the chance.  Even if it would alarm the council, perhaps enough that they’d wind up going back to the banishment with a bag of coins plan, if not just kill me outright as a perceived threat to the city.

I decided to wait and see, but if I was ordered to destroy them, I’d destroy them by using them.  I couldn’t live with myself otherwise, if a failure to do so spelled the beginning of the end for this last city of Madarth.  I hadn’t stayed here just to learn magic, I’d stayed here because they were good people in the main, people I could be proud of befriending, and people worth defending if I could do so.

But there’s no way they’d believe it, they’d be too terrified by me taking out thirty mages from over five miles away, singlehandedly.  No different than what I’d done on the battlefield at the old city, but that had been across a battlefield, just a hundred yards away, and no one thought to question if that distance had merely been circumstance or a true limit of the possibility.

I certainly hadn’t told anyone just how dangerous I could be, there’d be no point, and it would only bother them.  It wasn’t a lie or even dishonest, just circumspection.

Still, I couldn’t let them all die out of spite, even if saving them did make them turn on me.  No good deed, and all that, didn’t make it the lesser or immoral decision to do it anyway.

Which would be great comfort, if I was sent away?  No, not really, but it was the right thing to do.  Or maybe just the only option I was willing to live with, hopefully it wouldn’t lead to that worst case scenario.

“Technically?”

I shrugged, “The second spell I learned was commune with animal, and I had an idea in mind for that spell.”

She thought that through a second, then her eyes widened in understanding.  Jenna might’ve been flighty, but that didn’t make her stupid, if anything she was usually the smartest in the room.

I shook my head, “I figured this would happen, but I didn’t expect this.  I sort of thought Michael would take me to task, and report to the council, after the crisis had passed.  The enemy is still alive and a threat, and the council has time to waste on this?”

She shrugged, “The military leaders have it covered, and it’s likely a good distraction from worrying about the chase and the port.”

That was likely just true, if inconvenient to me.  Michael was also out with the sortie, as was Jace, so my only available ally in this was Jenna.  I doubted any others would speak in my defense.

The walk to the gate and council building wasn’t long, and that’s all the conversation we had time for.  For the second time I entered the council chamber and this time it was Jenna that escorted me into the space before the council.  Two military officers were also in the space, and the robes marked them as fire mages.  They were both older, in their late fifties, and likely of the highest authority save the council in military matters.

As to her answer, the military leaders were idiots.  I came up with a much better plan just bending my thoughts in that direction for a few minutes, and I was hardly a master tactician.  It was no wonder Madarth was against the ropes, with them in charge of its defense.  The whole desperate rear chase hadn’t been necessary at all, and it was obvious at least to me why that was.  The enemy wasn’t the only one that knew the gate spell, and at twenty percent of the mage population there was around forty-six male master mages under their command, over twice that if women could take part.

They could’ve moved the whole force in one moment north of the enemy, to trap them between that force and the city.  Not only would that have negated the danger, but the northern force would be unknown to the enemy, not seen leaving the city, and they’d have a chance to set up fortifications, and an ambush.

What were they doing instead of planning, focusing on some upstart woman that had saved their bacon again, because they hadn’t conceived of the problem, and fearing my abilities and perhaps even that foresight?

Idiots.

Of course, their incompetence didn’t excuse me dinging the spirit of the laws, even if not the technicality of them.  It wasn’t a good defense, and it would only turn them against me further if I laid into them like my anger and growing contempt toward this situation was urging me to.  But that didn’t make my thoughts invalid.

Also to be fair, I was a fresh eye on the problem.  They usually didn’t have that option, as the standing military was much smaller outside of emergencies.  They probably just missed the obvious, because it was a capability they normally didn’t have, and a tactic that normally wouldn’t be available.

Not too much slack though, that’s what emergency measures were for, a force multiplier to accomplish things they couldn’t otherwise accomplish.  A failure of imagination was simply the truth.

Still, it wouldn’t do to underestimate them, I was sure they weren’t really idiots, just too hidebound for creative answers to military problems.

The council didn’t study me for nearly as long this time.

Casey said, “Apprentice Mika.  Please tell us what happened last night, and how you came to the information you provided on the foothold to the north of us.”

I did just that, telling them the truth.  That I was worried about my master and Jace, as well as what the enemy was up to, so I’d created a couple of bird scouts.  I didn’t mention the whole law thing at all, they should know it was legal on the face of it already, I would only refer to it if they accused me of breaking it.

Then I explained the nightmare, and me sending the owl north to calm my fears so I could get back to sleep.  But of course, I’d found the enemy, then noted their location and delivered it to Michael.  What happened after that, I had no idea save the rumors Jenna had shared.

I felt a little guilty about not mentioning the bird weapons, but they hadn’t asked me to report everything, she’d specifically said to explain how I’d gained the information, not what other measures I’d taken.  I didn’t mention breakfast either, for instance.

The fire mage that had the scowl the whole time, said, “Our death mages can’t control zombie animals, how the hell could you know how a bird flies?”

I nodded, “I guess no death mage apprentices ever choose the life spell, commune with animal.  It shares senses, which includes proprioception, which was more than enough to overcome that difficulty.”

The other fire mage grinned, “Brilliant.”

Wait, what?

He went on, “With the council’s permission I’d like to task several of my regular military death mages to learn that spell.  Having an airborne scout force to watch the areas around the city, fort, and the coasts would be invaluable.”

Huh.  It turned out only one of the mages hated me, the other one wanted to learn how I’d done it, so they could duplicate it.  Maybe I’d just jumped to conclusions, but I wasn’t entirely sure I was off the hook yet so I didn’t dare relax.  That might be part of it, but it didn’t mean I wasn’t in trouble.

The council water mage ignored his request, and accused me, “So, you learned that spell first right after the initial shield spell, so you could have spies?”

Damnit, I forgot how much that old bat distrusted me.

“How does that make sense?  If I wanted vengeance on this city I wouldn’t have reported the threat, I’d have just watched them sack the port while gleefully cackling like a madwoman.  Are you serious?  I have a lot of new ideas you can adopt or discard, that will come out slowly and mostly after I reach mage rank, this was just one of them and a small one.  Hell yes, I want eyes out there, and I want to help the city defend itself as well as me.  It’s a matter of survival.  If I came at it sideways, it’s because I know from example that the military will not listen to a woman or let one serve, much less take advice.  At least, not until they see the benefit in action.  Plus, it was personal, I was worried about my friends so wanted eyes on them as well as the enemy.

“That may seem strange to you, but consider I come from a world that any citizen could get up to date information on a war happening halfway across the world.  I’m not used to sitting in the dark and worrying while waiting in ignorance, call it one of our cultural differences. I just… had to know what was happening, even if I had no way to affect it one way or another, at least I’d know.

“Those were my drivers last night, which has nothing to do with the original intention of learning the spell.  I’m sure you’ve all read Tad’s report, that I took out several enemy mages by having my zombies throw rat zombie explosives, that killed them with blasts of pure death and decay.  Me learning that spell was to see if it would work, and I honestly thought the spell itself was cool enough to learn, flying from a bird’s perspective is an amazing experience.  It would make it possible for such tactics to work with only the dead animal, and of course to use birds for reconnaissance.  Once I was sure it would work, I planned to share the information.  I’m learning too, I’m just an apprentice, and it will take time to explore my ideas.

“I just started studying my third spell, communication, a few days ago, so I haven’t had the capability long.  I haven’t had time to experiment yet, and I didn’t plan to do so until I’d had time to talk it over with Master Michael first.”

Kendrick said, “That could lead to balance of power issues, which never ends well.  It’s why the law against zombies being an act of desperation only are in place.”

I nodded, “There will be times, but it will self-correct.  What do you suppose would happen if you spent a few days to make and anchor a hundred explosive fire affinity spells to pebbles.  What would happen, if an earth mage picked them all up and threw them at an enemy force arrayed before the walls, in a perfect dispersal pattern, as you set off the explosions.  It would… annihilate them all, just as much as a rat with explosive death magic.

“The thing is, no mage would do that to the city, no more than they would ambush and kill one mage with the power they already wield now.  Anyway, that’s not something I can ever do as a death mage.  I’m sure with enough thought every mage can be as devasting.  I won’t deny shielded and protected human zombies would change that balance, but we’re not talking about those, just temporary weapons.  You can also forbid it, but I fear if you’re to have a chance in resisting the empire, you need the concepts, ideas, and knowledge of my old world to enhance your defense and offence.”

He looked shaken by my suggestion, of what just a little prep time for a fire mage could accomplish, and it was obvious in hindsight.

Casey said, “I agree with the imbalance of power issue, that’s why I’ve never fought all of you for repealing the anti-zombie laws in place.  That said, I believe we should allow the military to explore small birds for the purpose of reconnaissance and surveillance only as the general requested.  Of course, I well know I’m biased, so when the vote comes I will abstain, and the majority will rule on the remaining five votes.”

Kendrick said, “Nonsense, you still get a vote, and I happen to agree the seriousness of our position demands we ensure the enemy not be able to sneak through our lines again.  They only have to succeed once to put a fatal chip in this last bastion for our people and way of life.  Farseeing is useful, but not as comprehensive as roaming patrols covering all the ground that needs to be covered.  Of course, it’s still a major vote, so two more of the rest of the four will have to agree anyway.”

The air counselor nodded gravely, “I will agree, anyone else want to second the motion and make the vote moot?  The sooner the general can get on this, the sooner the holes in our defense can be closed up.  We got lucky this time, because of our new and cheeky citizen being nosy and afraid, we can hardly count on that happening again.”

I smiled, just owning it.  He wasn’t wrong.

Jenna’s father stood, “I will approve it, so we have the four of six majority.  General’s, you’re dismissed.  I also doubt the lady’s last claim, life magic will never be a weapon on the battlefield, much less one of mass destruction.  But perhaps for the rest of you it’s the simple truth.”

I wasn’t entirely sure of that, but I kept the reply to myself.  I suspected the life mages knew how to kill with their power.  Growth in the spell plant growth also had another name, aging.  If they could age a plant to an adult stage in seconds and make it grow bounty, then they could surely age a heart to the very edge of death.  Then a heartbeat later it would be its last beat.

I suspected they knew that, and they hid it from everyone, including all the other spheres.  For one very obvious reason.  It wasn’t that they didn’t want to do their part in battle, it was what that power implied.  A control over age, meant they should also be able to restore a being to an earlier age.  Essentially, life mages could be immortal and grant immortality to others with the occasional treatment.  Take a year off every year, or something, so people could be permanently in their mid-twenties.

I suspected that the life mages saw that as a curse as well as unnatural to the human condition, that human nature would change drastically if the mages claimed that immortality.  A secret they were all sworn to hold, assuming they even all knew it.  It was possible some life mages never even speculated on that possibility.  But I had an open mind being new to magic, and at least a passing knowledge of biology.  He wouldn’t thank me for spilling the beans, so like them, I would hold the secret to my dying breath.  Revealing it would only cause chaos and a breakdown of their society.

Or, I could be letting my imagination run away again, it was just speculation, but it fit what I knew all too well.

So I smiled, and said instead, “No one messes with their healer.”

He chuckled, “True.  Our balance of power is the opposite of destruction, we keep them going.  Still, a world with such things in it sounds frightening, and the enemy will learn to do the same after a time once they see it’s possible it will even be obvious in hindsight, perhaps dooming the alliance to the south, even if we put counters in place even as we embrace it.”

I nodded, “That was the plan, no new weapon should be used until the defense from it is understood.”

Also, no war could be won defensively, but they weren’t ready to hear it, much less plan to initiate it.  Neither was I really, I was still a baby magic person, I had a lot to learn as well as teach before that could happen.

Casey waved, “Back to the point so we can get on with our normal day.  You will release those scout birds from undeath, and then you are free to go.  Let the army handle it from now on, it won’t be long before the official scouts are up.  You won’t be punished considering the extenuating circumstances, and though you tarnished the spirit of the law you didn’t actually break the law.  A fact I’m sure you’re well aware of and was hoping would save you if you got caught, but don’t let it happen again.”

I released the scout birds as asked, and I felt horribly guilty as I reported it done and left.  Of course, she’d only ordered me to release the scouts, she’d said nothing about the weaponized birds.  To be fair, she had no idea they existed either, and no one had asked me if I’d done anything else.

I also knew it was sophistry, and if I had to use those birds today then they’d throw the book at me and likely banish me.  But, I would release them, the moment the foothold force was taken down, and I’d have to deal with trusting them to deal with it.  I truly had no choice, I just hoped they were up to the job and closed up all the gaps in their procedures, which obviously had issues.

In truth, I’d essentially doubled down on my course.  I decided taking the chance of them not being necessary at all was worth the greater danger to myself should the pursuit not end with Madarth’s success.

Just in case someone was watching the sky to be sure of my behavior, I sent them all north into a grove of trees not far from the port defenses.  They’d stay in the trees, and they’d fall to the ground dead there if unneeded.  I’d know they were needed, if the enemy made it that far, if they didn’t make it there within nine or ten hours, I’d assume success and release them.

On the good side, the trouble I’d gone through and gotten in so far had led to another military upgrade, and I was sure they’d taken my other suggestions to heart.  It’d likely be top secret, but I had no doubt there’d be military fire and death mages exploring explosive magic on delay and anchored to an object or the dead, respectively.  So it was worth it, if those defenses would be ready in the future.

I went home and returned to my daily regimen of study, learning, and practice, not to mention a good workout to help clear my mind.

In the end, plan B wasn’t required, our chasing troops caught them a full two miles from the port and annihilated them to the last man.  I didn’t see it, but Michael told me all about it after returning the next morning.

The city was safe for now, but that could change at any moment.
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