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Introduction to The Downfall Saga

Except from Tin Thoughts

Chapter 1

A ball of light grew in the dark sky, slowly building in intensity until it bloomed into a flower of evanescent light. Silence followed.

A soft knock sounded on the heavy gate.

Hayward continued to sit under a canvas awning, watching the storm approach. Dark, billowing clouds had been filling the eastern sky for the last few hours. With the sun set, he could no longer see the clouds, but could track their progress by the stars disappearing in their wake. The occasional ball of light exploded in the sky, illuminating the magnitude of the approaching storm. The rich mountain air reeked of rain, but it hadn’t started falling yet. This wasn’t a normal storm, but he wasn’t worried.

The knock repeated, a little louder this time.

With a sigh, Hayward left the comfort of the small fire he’d been feeding all night and walked over to the gate. Opening the viewing slit, he peered into the darkness, seeing nothing. “Blasted wind,” he mumbled, starting to slide the wood panel back over the slit.

“Wait,” came a small voice.

“Who’s there?” demanded Hayward.

“I need in,” came the reply.

“It’s late. Come back in the morning.”

“I’ve got nowhere else to go.”

“This is no place for beggars.” Hayward started to shut the slit again.

“I’m not. I’m just a kid. Please let me in.”

“Let me get a look at you.” He impatiently slammed the panel open again as a small dark shape moved away from the door. With the clouds covering the moon, he couldn’t make out any features.

“Alright. Come in so I can get a look at you, but no funny business.”

Hayward slide the heavy bolt aside to open the small door set in the middle of the large gate. The small figure slipped inside, and he closed and bolted the door again.

The figure looked around the courtyard. It was the slow, measured gaze of a craftsman assessing a competitor’s work, completely at odds with the scared visage of the boy trying to get inside a moment ago. Two large buildings loomed on the far side of the courtyard. A few windows were lit with a pale blue light, but most were dark. Other than the gate guard, there was only a solitary figure, silhouetted by the light from a window behind him, doing some sort of a stretching or exercise routine in the courtyard. The movements were slow and graceful, yet hinted at power hidden beneath. Hayward led them to a stone bench by the fire. Lightning flashed in the eastern sky.

The figure lowered the hood on his cloak to reveal a boy of about sixteen years. The first rumble of thunder echoed in the air.

“What’s your name, lad?”

The boy sat silently before answering. “I don’t know.”

“Come on,” said Hayward. “Did someone put you up to this? Why are you here?”

“I need to be here,” said the boy, calmly. “I don’t know why but I just need to be here.”

“Classes don’t start for a few days,” said Hayward. “You’ll have to come back then.” Standing up, he put his hand on the boy’s shoulder to usher him back to the gate.

“No!” yelled the boy, shoving the hand away.

“Come on, lad. I don’t have time for this.” Clamping his hand around the boy’s forearm, he yanked him to his feet, and started dragging him towards the gate.

The boy fought to free his arm, but couldn’t break his grip. Growing desperate, the boy kicked Hayward in the back of the knee. Collapsing to the ground, Hayward clasped his knee with both hands, screaming in pain and frustration.

“You’re going to regret that,” he said through clenched teeth.

The boy began running away, head turned and eyes fixed on Hayward, when he ran into something solid. Bouncing backwards, he fell onto his back.

“That’s enough,” came the voice of the second figure.

The boy tried to scramble away, but the figure was quicker. Grabbing the boy’s arm, he twisted it painfully behind the boy’s back.

“This is a fight that you’re not going to win,” he whispered in the boy’s ear, with just a hint of menace. “Just relax, and tell me what’s going on.”

“I’ll tell you what’s going on,” said Hayward, back on his feet but clearly favoring one leg. “That bugger attacked me. I’d shove my knife in his kidney if he wasn’t so young.”

The figure holding the boy let out a deep, hearty laugh.

“You wouldn’t kill a worm even if you went fishing, Hayward. Now lad, if I let go of your arm, can we have a civil conversation?”

The boy nodded.

“I’ll watch the gate while you get someone to look at your leg, Hayward.”

The two of them walked towards the stone bench, the man’s hand gently rested on the boy’s shoulder. They waited until Hayward had limped off towards the building on the right before continuing.

“What’s going on?”

“I need to be here, but he wouldn’t let me in.”

“That’s not an explanation,” said the man, sitting down on the bench. “Tell me your name.”

“I don’t know it,” said the boy quietly. A tear rolled down his cheek.

“My name is Osmont,” he said, shaking the boy’s hand. “Did you hit your head?”

He gently probed the boy’s head but didn’t find any signs of injury.

“Are you hurt anywhere else?”

“My chest feels like it’s on fire.”

Osmont helped the boy take off his pack and cloak. There was a small patch of red bleeding through his shirt over the heart.

“You should have said that you needed healing.”

“I didn’t know,” said the boy. He gingerly peeled his shirt off over his head.

A bright flash of sheet lightning lit the area like a noon day sun, capturing the moment in time. An intricate symbol full of swirls and intersecting lines had been carved into the boy’s chest over top of his heart. The pattern was intricate, carved in smooth, precise strokes. Osmont’s breath caught in his throat. Osmont would have admired the craftsmanship in creating something so eerily beautiful if it wasn’t so vile.

“Is it bad?” asked the boy, not daring to look down.

“No,” said Osmont, his voice not matching his words. “I’ve healed much worse wounds, it’s just ... do you remember anything before you came here?”

The boy sat there calmly, eyes moving upwards as he thought, before answering in an indifferent manner. “Not a thing.”

“Someone obviously did this to you and must have brought you to the gate, but you don’t remember any of that.”

The boy gently shook his head.

“You may feel an icy sensation. Just try to relax.”

Osmont placed his left hand on the boy’s shoulder and hovered his right over his heart. He slowed his breathing and his eyes seemed to lose focus. Sweat slowly formed on his brow, but that may have been from the fire’s heat. He stayed rigid for a full minute, before dropping his hand to his side and taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry, but this is beyond me.”

The boy stared into his eyes for the first time and flinched. The eyes were an amber color. They were the eyes of a wolf.

Osmont was equally surprised to see the boy’s violet eyes. They were strangely beautiful in the red flickering light of the fire. He had never seen eyes like them before and didn’t expect to see another pair in his lifetime.

“Is it bad?” asked the boy again, now mesmerized as he studied the swirling pattern on his chest.

This time it was Osmont’s turn to say the words. “I don’t know. Simple cuts should be easy to heal. This is something more ... something vile.”

“I would call it beautiful if it wasn’t cut into my chest.”

“Don’t let appearances deceive you,” said Osmont. “Let’s see what you have with you. Maybe something will jog your memory.”

Osmont started pulling items out of the boy’s pack. He removed several sets of clothing, all mundane in color and style, yet finely made. It was the type of garb you’d expect to find on a well-off merchant. They checked each article but didn’t find anything of interest hidden in their folds. He pulled out a large leather pouch which clinked when he set it on the bench. Assuming that it was full of coins, he had the boy go through its contents while he searched the rest of the pack. There was paper, quills, and several books, as well as a variety of other items which you’d expect a new student to be carrying.

Giving up on the pack, Osmont picked the cloak up off of the bench and began checking its pockets. He found a single folded piece of paper tucked away in an inside pocket. Unfolding it, he saw that it was written in a neat script, and he began to read.


The boy’s name is Donovan. His memory has been blocked due to the actions of his parents. I implore you to not hold the actions of others against him. I have always found him to be a good, honest boy who always impressed me with his many talents. I’ve been told that he possesses the Gift and I beg you to test him and allow him to study on your hallowed grounds. Please, he has nowhere else to go.

Donovan, I know that the next several years will be difficult. I pray that our paths will someday cross so that I can explain why this was necessary. You were the son I always wanted and my life will be empty without you.

Eamon


Osmont handed the note to Donovan. “Can you read this?”

Donovan stared at the note, eyes swaying back and forth. He looked up at Osmont, violet eyes wet with tears. “Why would someone do this to me?”

“I fear that’s a question you’ll ask yourself on many occasions,” said Osmont, folding the clothes and stowing them back in the pack. Making sure that the pouch was securely tied, he placed it on top and closed the pack.

“What happens now?” asked Donovan, taking the pack back and resting it on his lap.

“You must understand that this is highly irregular. While classes don’t start for several days, enrollment ended weeks ago. This would have been so much easier if you had been tested at the same time as everyone else this summer.”

“Maybe I was.”

“I’ll check into it. I’ll talk to the Headmaster in the morning about getting you tested, but I won’t make any promises. Either way, I don’t feel comfortable letting you go until I have a better idea what happened to you. I need to do some research, but don’t get your hopes up.”

“So I can stay?” said Donovan, a smile on his face for the first time.

Osmont stared up at the storm. The clouds had swallowed all of the stars, and the rain could start at any time. Another ball of lightning grew until it burst, lighting the area. Osmont waited for the thunder to hit, this time they could feel it shake the ground.

“I’ll arrange something for tonight and we’ll see what tomorrow brings.”

Osmont added a few logs to the fire from a pile beside the bench. They sat there in silence, watching the storm’s growing fury. The rain hit in full force without warning. The stone courtyard was instantly turned into a shallow pool. They heard Hayward splashing towards them well before they could make out his dark shape. Ducking under the awning beside them, he shook himself like a dog, spraying water everywhere, before plopping himself down on the bench.

“How’s the knee?” asked Osmont.

“As good as new,” said Hayward. “I’m curious why you didn’t offer to heal it yourself.” He took off his cloak and began shaking water off of it.

“I wanted some time with the boy.”

“And?”

“And you should take care of yourself. It looks like we’re going to get hit hard tonight.”

He motioned Donovan to get up and the two of them raced toward the building on the left. Climbing up six steps, they entered the door, and paused to catch their breath.

The building had an ageless quality. Built out of thick featureless stone, with no visible seams, it felt like it had been carved out of a single piece of rock. Donovan had seen a steep pitched roof through the flashes of lightning, but its features were hidden.

A single hallway ran the length of the building, ending in a doorway at the far end. The hallway had a gloomy feel, sparsely lit by pale blue light emanating from a series of glass spheres hanging from the ceiling. Unlit torches hung from scones along the walls and Donovan could make out a series of doorways lining both sides.

“I’d have lit the torches if I knew we were having company,” said Osmont, leading Donovan into a stairway through an opening on the left side of the hallway. Donovan only had a moment to glance at the stairs leading upwards, before Osmont was heading down into the basement. Donovan was careful to watch his feet as they descended to avoid any missteps.

Turning into the hallway bisecting the basement, they followed it into a large hall at its end, their footsteps echoed in the emptiness. Tables lined with benches were spread throughout the room. They showed signs of much use, but were kept meticulously clean. Tapestries adorned the walls depicting famous wizards and battles, most done in dull, drab colors. Short windows rimmed the top of the walls on two sides of the room, four large fireplaces filled the corners, and dozens of the glass balls hung from the ceiling, lighting the room in a bright, unearthly glow. Two large sets of double doors stood closed on the far side of the room. The faint smell of baking bread filled the large room.

“This is the main hall,” said Osmont. “It’s where the students usually take their meals and where other large gatherings are held.”

“It looks well cared for,” said Donovan, following Osmont across the room.

“That would be Mrs. Betha’s doing. That’s who we’re here to see.” They crossed the room and Osmont respectfully knocked on one of the doors.

“Come on in,” came a motherly voice from the other side of the door, “but you’d better make it quick. I’ve got work to do.”

Osmont gave Donovan a reassuring smile before opening the door and heading into the kitchen. They were immediately assaulted by a variety of delicious aromas, dominated by the smell of bread baking. Still damp from running through the pouring rain minutes earlier, they enjoyed the comforting heat filling the room.

“Ah, Osmont,” came Mrs. Betha’s warm voice, “come to pilfer a midnight snack?”

She stood in front of a table, pounding a mound of dough. She had a squat, motherly figure and a face which had earned every one of its worry lines. She was dressed plainly and covered in a light dusting of flour.

Osmont let out a laugh. “I wouldn’t dare anger the one person in this place that I’m afraid of.” He crossed the room and gave her a warm embrace and a kiss on the cheek. “But since I’m here, I’d love to help sample some of your new recipes.”

“Who do we have here?” she said looking over at Donovan. “Is this some forgotten son of yours who finally tracked you down?”

“No. Nothing of the sort,” said Osmont.

Leaning closer, he had a long, whispered conversation with Mrs. Betha.

Donovan surveyed the room. Despite its large size, the kitchen had a homey feel. Windows along the back wall were ajar, despite the storm raging outside. The heat from the fire pits and ovens must be stifling during the day. Storage areas stood off to one side of the room.

“Let’s get a look at you,” said Mrs. Betha, helping Donovan out of his pack and cloak. “Oh my, you’re a waif of a lad. It’s a good thing that Osmont brought you to the right place.”

“I’ll come back in the morning,” said Osmont. “Try and get some rest.” He gave Mrs. Betha another hug, and shook Donovan’s hand before disappearing from the kitchen.

“Osmont told me that you want to enroll at Haven.”

“Haven?”

“That’s the name of this place, but surely you knew that.”

He gave her a slight shake of his head.

“He said you were having issues with your memory, but never you mind. Let’s get you into some dry clothes while I fix you something to eat.” She grabbed a towel hanging from a peg on the wall and tossed it to him. “I’ll look at your cuts as soon as you’re done eating.”

Donovan hung his cloak from an empty peg on the wall, and began to undress. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Mrs. Betha in a flurry of activity, grabbing jars out of the pantry, slicing bread and ladling soup from a pot into a small wooden bowl. Once he was done toweling off, he slipped on a pair of pants, tying the laces at the waist, hung his wet clothes on the wall and headed over to see what she had prepared.

He hadn’t realized that he was hungry until he stared down at the table and his stomach growled to remind him. There was a soup with potatoes and carrots, thick slices of bread with honey and butter, and a few slices of roast beef.

“Thank you, Mrs. Betha,” he said, sitting down on a plain wooden stool.

“Mama B,” she said. “The students call me Mama B.”

“Thank you, Mama B,” he said, amidst a mouthful of bread.

“Take your time eating,” she said, “I’ll start drying your clothes while you eat.” Emptying out his pack, she spread everything out to dry.

Donovan didn’t heed her advice. He burnt the roof of his mouth while shoveling hot soup into his mouth, but even that didn’t stop him. The food may have looked simple, but its flavor was immense. When he finished eating, he headed over to watch her work the dough. Ripping it into little chunks, which she rolled into balls that would be baked into buns. She arranged them on a metal tray. Once the tray was full, she placed it in one of the ovens, before turning her attention to Donovan.

“How was the food?” she asked.

“Amazing.”

“Glad to hear that I’ve still got it,” she said. “Now let’s take a look at those cuts.” She brought over a bucket of warm water and a rag. She gently began to scrub away the dried blood on his chest. “Someone sure did a number to you. What kind of a monster would do this to a boy?”

Donovan sat stoically as she finished cleaning the wound. Drying it off, she wrapped several bandages around his chest.

“Now don’t pick at it.”

Donovan headed over to his clothes and gingerly put on a shirt, while Mama B cleaned up the table. Donovan let out an involuntary yawn. The meal was already making him sleepy.

“I don’t mean to be rude, but I could really use some rest.”

“Of course, my dear. The dorms are all torn apart while we’re getting them ready for the new students. I’ll make you a spot in here if you promise not to get into any mischief. It’s not perfect but at least it’s warm and dry.”

“It’ll be brilliant,” said Donovan. “Can I help you with anything?”

“No, dear. Just have a seat and I’ll be back in a jiff.”

She left and came back several minutes later, arms full of blankets. With a practiced efficiency, she quickly made a bed in the corner of the room.

“Now you go settle down while I finish up a few things.” She gave him a big hug. “Remember, if you ever need anything, you come see Mama B.”

It felt like he’d just put his head down to sleep when something woke him. With bleary eyes and a heavy brain, he tried to figure out what had happened. The storm outside had passed, and pale moonlight filtered through the small windows. 

He lay still, concentrating, when he realized that he could feel a slight vibration in the ground. Building in intensity, the movement grew stronger and stronger. A pot, precariously place on the edge of a shelf under a table, slowly vibrated over the edge. Donovan stared at it, transfixed, until it hit the ground with a loud clang, jolting him into action. While organized, there was a lot of clutter in the kitchen, from knives to pots to glass jars sitting on shelves. He threw aside his covers and began crawling towards the door. The pounding continued to grow stronger, with more and more objects clattering to the ground, adding their own notes to the growing din. The constant vibration made it impossible for his eyes to focus. Shutting them, he felt his way to the door. He reached up to open it and escaped into the hall.

Briefly opening his eyes, he oriented himself to the nearest table, and headed in its general direction. He banged his head on the overturned bench beside the table. Scrambling over it, he ducked down under the table, arms wrapped tightly over his head. The pounding grew weaker and weaker, except for the pounding of his heart.

Afraid to leave the confines of the table, he lay there waiting.

He thought that he heard a soft pounding noise. Closing his eyes again, afraid of what was about to happen, he curled up into a tight ball.

A hand wrapped itself around his shoulder.

“Are you okay, Donovan?” asked Mama B, her voice heavy with concern.

It took several seconds for his mind to register what she had said. Unfurling himself, he rolled onto his back and gave her a frightened smile.

“Yeah, I think so,” he said.

She helped him out from under the table, and after several minutes of poking and prodding agreed that he was unhurt.

The kitchen was another story. Walking through the doors, they were assaulted by the mess. Pans lay dented on the floor, and a gooey mess from all of the broken jars seeped out of the pantry.

“My word,” she said, mouth hanging open as she assessed the room. It took her a moment to remember that Donovan was by her side. “There’s no use worrying about the mess. Tomorrow is going to be a busy day.”

“Is there anything that I can help you with?” asked Donovan.

“No, dear. The sun will be up in an hour or so. Try to get some rest while you can.” She turned and abruptly left the room without another word.

Doubting that he’d be able to fall asleep after what had happened, Donovan ignored her advice, and started collecting items off of the floor onto one of the tables. He was still hard at work when Osmont stopped by. Glancing up from his work, he saw a faint pink glow through the windows.

“I see you survived the night,” said Osmont, without preamble.

“It felt like I was trapped in a nightmare. Does that happen often?”

“That’s the first earthquake in a couple of years and the biggest one I’ve experience,” said Osmont, crossing the room to help Donovan stack the last few pots.

“I hope we don’t experience another for a long time,” said Donovan, wiping his hands on a towel, and looking at the congealed mess in the pantry.

“You and me both,” said Osmont, also staring at the mess. “I think that Mrs. Betha is going to be busy cleaning this place up, so we’ll have to make do with a light breakfast.” Tearing off a half dozen of the buns that Mama B had baked last night, he tossed half of them to Donovan before exiting the kitchen.

They crossed the hall, traversed the hallway, and climbed the stairs. Once outside, Osmont slowed his pace as he led them around the building.

“I talked to Alden this morning about testing your abilities. Lucky for you, he’s an early riser and didn’t have anything planned for this morning.”

“What’s the test like?” asked Donovan, as they rounded the back corner of the building.

They followed a paved path which led to a grassy quad surrounded by trees. It was a warm fall morning, and Donovan enjoyed the fresh mountain air after smelling the sickly sweet mess pooled on the floor in the kitchen for the last hour. Ignoring the ample supply of tables and benches, Osmont plopped himself down under a large willow in the middle of the quad. He finished off a bun before answering.

“You have nothing to worry about,” he said, swallowing the last remnants. “It’s a simple aptitude test. If you possess the Gift then your body will instinctively respond.”

“And then what?” asked Donovan, starting on one of the buns.

“If nothing happens, then the test is over. If you do have it, then he’ll ask you about your knowledge in others subjects; reading, arithmetic, and such.”

“Why would he care about that?”

“Most kids come here for a year to learn how to control their Gift, so they are not a risk to the people around them. After that, they head back to their normal lives. Everyone comes here hoping to become one of the wizards that they hear about in stories, but most end up living ordinary lives, so the first year’s curriculum is focused on preparing them for the real world.”

“That doesn’t sound too exciting.”

“It’s not supposed to be. Look, I’m heading into town this afternoon and you’re welcome to join me after your test.”

“Yeah, okay. If I possess the Gift will I be allowed to study here?”

“That’s not my call. I left a note for the Headmaster explaining your situation. We’ll stop by when we’re back and he’ll make his decision.”

They finished the rest of their breakfast in silence. After stopping by a well on the edge of the quad for a drink, they headed for the second building.

“The building which you were in, is where the students live and attend class,” said Osmont. “This building is where the teachers live and have their offices.”

“Is this the entire place?” asked Donovan.

“Not even close,” laughed Osmont. “This is where the first years live and where the public comes to meet with the administrators. Haven extends deep into the mountains, in secluded valleys as well as tunnels dug deep into the earth.”

“Can I see the rest of it?”

“Only if you come back next year.”

Entering the door, they climbed up to the top floor. Halfway down the hallway, Osmont led them through an open door into Professor Alden Cleary’s office.

The office was a cluttered mess. While the earthquake had tossed things around, it gave the impression that it wasn’t any neater on an average day. An entire wall was devoted to bookshelves, each crammed full with books, folders and more than a few loose papers. His desk could barely be seen under the thick stacks of papers coating its surface. A variety of statuettes and talismans peeked out between the papers on shelves around the room. The room smelled of dust and old paper.

Professor Cleary stepped around his desk, where he had been hidden behind the piles of paper, to greet them. He was a mole of a man. His pale skin reflected the sunrise out the window. He had a stooped posture, wore thick glasses, and had long, dirty nails.

“Osmont, it’s good to see you again,” he said in a high pitched voice. “You must be Donovan.” He reached out with his clawed hand. “I’m Professor Cleary.”

“Pleasure,” said Donovan, briefly shaking his hand.

“I’ll leave you two alone,” said Osmont, disappearing into the hallway.

“Sorry about the mess,” said Professor Cleary. “That was a big one. The Osi tribesmen would be freaking out, thinking that the world was about to end.”

“Who are they, sir?”

“Don’t mind me. I spend most of my time alone, studying prophecy, and have developed a habit of talking to myself.”

“Must be exciting,” said Donovan, clearing off a chair so that he could sit down.

Professor Cleary moved a few piles of paper onto the floor beside his desk so that he could see Donovan across the desk.

“Interesting ... yes, but rarely exciting. I’m actually quite a boring man, and despite all of these cultures predicting cataclysmic events, they rarely come true, but that’s not why we’re here.”

He pulled a small white box out of his desk and set it on top. Opening the lid, he withdrew a sphere, about the size of his palm, one half was jet black, the other a transparent milky white color.

“This is how we test everyone’s potential,” said Cleary, pointing at the sphere. “We have teams roaming the country all summer testing the sixteen year olds. I’m surprised that you slipped through the cracks, but according to Osmont, you know nothing about that.”

“Why do you go through such effort to test all those kids every summer? Wouldn’t it be easier to have the interested kids come here to be tested?”

“According to our records, it was instituted thousands of years ago. Tensions were high between the wizards and King Adwr at that time. Apparently his son had the Gift, but never received any training. One day, in a fit of anger, he lost control and horribly maimed himself. The Healers managed to repair the damage but the King decreed that it would never happen again. An accord was reached which mandated that we test every child of a certain age and provide them training in how to control their Gift. In return, the King granted Haven many freedoms which we hadn’t had before. I have a book about it around here somewhere, if you’re interested.”

He rolled the sphere across the desk. Donovan picked it up, and began rolling it between his palms. Almost immediately it began to faintly glow.

“Interesting,” said Cleary, scribbling something down on a scrap piece of paper in front of him.

“Is that good?” said Donovan, holding it still and peering through the transparent half of the sphere. He tried to figure out where the glow was coming from, but it seemed to emanate from the entire interior of the sphere.

“That depends upon how you look at it. There’s no doubt that you have the Gift, although it’s quite weak.”

He reached over and took the sphere from Donovan. He stared at it and it immediately burst into a bright light. He looked back at Donovan and the sphere went dark.

“I’ve never seen it react like that before. Normally it takes a few minutes before lighting when handled by a kid, and I’ve never seen it light, yet shine so dimly before. The test is usually cut and dry, it either brightly lights up or it doesn’t light at all. Let’s try it again.”

He passed it back across the desk and again it immediately shone with a faint light. They waited in silence for at least fifteen minutes, waiting for something to change, but nothing did.

“Strange,” said Cleary, leaning forward to study the sphere. “I want you to focus on the sphere and tune everything else out. Now pass it from one hand to the other.”

Donovan followed his instructions, but there were no changes to the sphere. He tossed it into the air and caught it again, set it on the other side of the desk, and Cleary even blocked it from his sight behind a book, yet it continued to faintly glow as long as he kept concentrating on it.

“I’ve never met someone untrained who could even light it without touching it, let alone when it’s blocked from his line of sight,” said Cleary. “I don’t know how to classify your results. Your power seems extremely weak, yet your control is extraordinary for someone untrained. I wonder if you’ve received unauthorized training in your Gift.”

Donovan sat there mutely, and shrugged his shoulders.

“I’ve got one more test to try,” said Cleary. “We never bother when we do our normal tests, but maybe you’ll surprise me. It’s really quite simple. Pick it up and keep it lit.”

“What’s different from last time?”

“I’m going to snuff it out.”

“What am I supposed to do?

“Follow your instincts.”

Donovan picked it up again, and stared across the desk at Professor Cleary. He felt a slight chill in the hand holding the sphere but continued to sit there calmly as if nothing had happened. Sweat slowly built up on Cleary’s brow before beginning to drip down his face. Donovan continued to relax and the sphere remained lit, albeit as faintly as before. Cleary let out a long exhale and leaned back in his chair.

“You are an interesting specimen,” said Cleary. “I’ve never seen something like it before. I need to do some research before I talk to the Headmaster.”

“Why? What happened?” asked Donovan, eyes widening in alarm.

“You managed to resist me. I may not be the most powerful wizard in the world, but I should have no difficulty with someone your age. The Gift is present at birth but doesn’t begin to grow until near adulthood, when it quickly reaches its full potential. Even then, it should take several years of training to do what you just did.”

He collected the sphere and placed it back in its case. Pulling a second piece of paper from his desk, he scribbled a series of almost illegible notes. Donovan studies a statuette sitting on a shelf beside the desk. The left half was made out of silver while the right was wood. The wooden half was clad in armor and held a sickle, while the other half was completely naked.

“Alright,” said Cleary, looking up from his notes. “Assuming the Headmaster lets you enroll, which I expect he will, then it’s mandatory for you to spend a year here learning to control your Gift, which is offered for free at Haven ...”

He continued his well-rehearsed speech, but Donovan wasn’t paying any attention. Stifling a yawn, he pinched his arm to try and stay awake after getting little sleep the night before.

“... In subsequent years you can apply to specialize in a variety of programs or continue on with a general education. Of course, certain programs require you to commit to the program for a number of years before you’re allowed to leave Haven, but you’ll have plenty of time to talk to people within the program before applying—”

“Excuse me,” interrupted Donovan. “What specializations are offered?”

“Most people dream of becoming a War Wizard, combining the martial with the arcane, like the heroes of legend. Since so many people apply, the entrance requirements are the highest of all the programs. Otherwise you could become a Healer, Illusionist or Artificer. In rare cases, we find someone with a strong second sight who can become a Seer. You could even become the first Zerenist in the last thousand years.” He let out a squeaky laugh.

“What’s a Zerenist?”

“It’s nothing to concern yourself with.”

“I’ll take your word on it. Can I go?” Donovan raised himself halfway out of his chair.

“Almost. I have a few more questions to ask, but they may take extra time in your case.”

“What are you implying?” asked Donovan, slumping back into his chair.

“Nothing. Let’s get started. Can you read?”

“I ... I don’t know,” said Donovan.

“Grab a piece of paper and read it to me.”

Donovan picked up a piece of paper at random and began reading it aloud in a deep, echoing language. “Be split asunder, and the blood of the storm shall return to decide the world’s ultimate fate.” The writing consisted of distinct blocky letters evenly spaced across the page.

“Very good, you speak Dwarvish,” said Cleary. “Try something in the common tongue.”

Not recognizing the common tongue from the other languages in front of him, he grabbed another sheet at random. This one contained an intricate, flowing script. He again began to read it aloud, however this language was deep and guttural. “The blood of the Brother shall run true, and when it splits, so shall the world.”

“Very funny,” said Cleary, pulling the paper from his hands and setting it back on the pile. “That’s not a bad impression of how people describe the Shem language, but there’s no way that you could speak it.”

Donovan sat there silently for a moment before responding with a laugh. “You got me. So what are all of these?” he asked, pointing at the piles of paper.

“I study prophecies and omen,” said Cleary, his face becoming alight with energy. “Despite what other people say, it’s an interesting field of study. You see, there are many Seers in the world, whose second sight is quite limited, but only a handful of true Prophets exist in each generation. The tricky part is separating the pretenders. The key,” he said leaning across the desk, “is to eliminate anything that actually makes sense. Real prophecies are always so obscure that it’s nearly impossible to interpret there meaning ahead of time. Like this one.” He rifled through one of the piles of paper which he’d moved onto the floor beside his desk, and handed Donovan a single sheet.

Donovan began to read. “The return of the wind will signal the Father’s emergence back into the land of the living, and he shall remake it in his image lest his blood makes the essential sacrifice.”

“You see what I mean,” said Cleary, letting out a squeaky laugh. “Utter nonsense. That’s why it very well could be true.” After a pause, he continued. “Back to the task at hand. At least we know that you can read the common tongue.”

The questions continued for several more minutes before Cleary finally concluded. “You’re proficient in arithmetic as well as reading and writing. You’ll have the option of enrolling in these classes or you can skip them. I’ll write this up for the Headmaster, but you’re free to go if you don’t have any more questions.”

“Thank you for doing this on such short notice,” said Donovan, shaking Professor Cleary’s hand and leaving the room, closing the door behind him.

“Have fun?” asked Osmont, lounging against the wall down the hallway.

“Loads,” said Donovan.

“Good. We’re going for a ride.”

Chapter 2

“Get a move on,” said Finlay Byron, “that dung isn’t going to move itself.”

“Give me a break,” said Kort Byron, “it’s my last day.”

“And last chance to put in a day’s work,” said Kean Byron.

The three brothers stood in the middle of the pen, Kort and Kean were collecting the dung which had been deposited over the last week, while Finlay piled it in the rusty wheelbarrow. They all bore a resemblance, most people struggled to pinpoint its source, but it was something in the shape of the nose or chin.

Kort carried another pile over to his brother, and dumped it on the ground. He leaned his shovel against the fence and stretched, his back popped audibly in several places. He was tall and thin, having recently experienced a growth spurt. His features were striking, but not overly handsome. His thick forearms ended in calloused hands that spoke of the daily work on his family’s farm.

“If I keep this up, I’ll be crawling on my hands and knees all the way to Haven tomorrow,” said Kort.

“We’re trying to help you out,” said Finlay, giving him a playful shove, before going back to filling the wheelbarrow. “After today, you’ll no longer be competing with Kean and me for girls. We’re just trying to get you into shape.”

“Who’s going to want to be seen with you with those twigs that you call arms?” said Kean. “I’ll tell you who ... no one. Now hurry up. We have plans for you today.”

“You’d better watch your backs when I return, or I’ll turn you both into rodents,” said Kort, picking up his shovel and going back to work.

“No respect,” said Finlay. “After everything we’ve done for you, this is how you treat us.”

“Like what?”

“Remember Lysa,” said Kean, with a sly smile. “Eyes of a doe and a rump to match.”

“If I remember correctly, you were pawing that rump before the dance was even over.”

“It’s not my fault that you’re boring,” said Kean, helping Finlay finish filling the wheelbarrow. “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a hundred times, we’re just like animals, the alpha dog gets the bitch while the loyal ones gets stuck with a wife.”

“There’s nothing wrong with a wife,” said Kort.

“If you’re an old man,” said Finlay. “Come on, let’s spread this on the garden.”

Finlay opened the gate for them, while Kort pushed the wheelbarrow through. Kean, shovels resting on his shoulder, followed behind. They headed past the farmhouse, large and homely, but badly in need of new shutters on the windows and a fresh coat of paint, to the large garden behind. This was their mother’s domain.

Parking the wheelbarrow alongside, they began to spread the manure over a patch of freshly tilled soil, where they would be planting carrots the next day.

Ripe with sweat, Finlay paused what he was doing and looked at Kort. “The next time you talk to a girl, remember how you look and feel right now. You stink at everything, so don’t bother trying to show off.”

“But never tell her that she stinks,” said Kean, leaning on his shovel while Kort continued to work. “That would be the last thing that you ever get to say. Girls never stink, they perfume the air.”

“And they don’t sweat, they shimmer like a star.”

“Both of you are idiots,” said Kort, laughing.

“We’re still better than you,” said Kean, sticking out his tongue.

“Just keep telling yourselves that,” said Kort. “This time next year, you’ll be looking at the most successful bachelor in Blaine and the surrounding countryside.”

“Someone’s got a high opinion of themselves,” said Kean.

“You know what Dad always says,” said Finlay, “the tallest nail gets hammered first. Lucky for you, we’re going to check on the fence line next, so I’ll grab the sledge while you finish up here.”

“He’s joking, right?” asked Kort.

“When was the last time one of us laid our hands on you?” asked Kean in mock innocence.

Kort was saved from finding out the answer to that question. They had put away the wheelbarrow and shovels by the shed when their father, Aengus Byron, came strolling around the side of the shed, two fishing poles in his hand.

“I thought that we could catch some supper,” he said. Their father was a quiet, industrious man. He’d earned every scar on his hands and arms. 

“You never take an afternoon off,” said Kort. “Are you feeling okay?”

“I’ve got things to do if you don’t want to fish,” said Aengus.

“I’ll go,” said Kort quickly.

Hurrying over, he took the fishing poles from his father and they set off over the field. His Father began to hum a tune that his grandfather used to whistle when shearing sheep. With a bounce in his step, Kort followed him over the first hill.

“Looks like we should move the herd to the east field,” said Aengus matter-of-factly.

Kort remained quiet as they continued to their favorite spot, a deep, shady pool in the stream a couple of hills over. Kort and his brothers had used every trick in the book to escape from their work around the farm and fish this spot, but their father rarely had time anymore to join them. Back when they were young and their grandfather was still around, their father took them fishing at least once a month, teaching them the art and love of fishing, appreciating the splendid silence while savoring the sound of water lapping over the smooth rocks in the stream.

Despite the time that had passed since they’d last went fishing together, they fell into their routine, no words were necessary. Kort rooted around in the dirt for bait, while his father prepared the lines. Easing themselves down onto a pile of sun warmed rocks, they settled in for the afternoon. The breeze came slow and easy over the water, the pool calm as if just waking up from a nap.

His father brought in the first fish not ten minutes later, a beautiful speckled trout, two feet in length. “Beginner’s luck,” he said, taking it off his hook.

Fifteen minutes later, he casually pulled another from the pool, shimmering in the sun.

A deer poked it head out of the brush downstream. It sniffed the air, before heading to the stream to drink. Kort watched it drink, the fishing forgotten for the moment. 

His father stood and walked over to stand next to him, placing a calloused hand on his son’s shoulder and quietly said, “I’m proud of you, son, both me and your Mom. This is your opportunity to build a better life for yourself.”

Kort looked up into his father’s honest eyes. “Don’t worry, I’ll be back next year. It’ll be like nothing happened.”

His father stood there and silently watched the deer, his hand still resting on Kort’s shoulder, when something pulled on the line. With a well-practiced flip of the wrists, Kort sunk in the hook and pulled the fish from the water. It was half the size of the first one his father had caught, but a smile spread across his face nonetheless.

“Opportunities like this rarely come along, and you need to take advantage of it,” said Aengus.

“But I want to come back. Besides I couldn’t afford to go back for a second year anyways.” He kept his gaze fixed on the fish, not wanting to see the look on his father’s face.

“Son, remember to always love life. No matter what happens, you always have a home here.”

They spent the rest of the afternoon basking in the sun, enjoying the comfortable silence while they fished. They brought in a total of ten fish, both of them claimed to have lost count of how many fish each of them had caught. They finally left the pool, his father carried the fishing poles in one hand and his other was wrapped around Kort’s shoulders as they made their way back home.

Aengus headed to his workshop to put away the poles while Kort headed for a table on the edge of the porch. His sister Eireen waited for him on one of the chairs.

“Nice haul,” said Eireen, picking up a dangerous looking fillet knife from the table.

Setting the fish on the table, Kort gave his little sister a hug. “I’m going to miss you.”

“Hey, watch the knife,” she said.

“You would never hurt me,” he said, messing up her hair.

“I will if you touch my hair again,” she said with a beaming smile, brushing the errant strands away from her eyes.

Picking up the second knife from the table, Kort began gutting the fish. “I can do this myself if Mom needs your help inside,” he said.

“And miss the chance to spend time with you before you go. Not likely.”

“I’m going to miss you too, Sis,” he said, kissing the top of her head.

“Promise me that you’ll write. I want to hear everything.”

“You can’t even read, and I can’t even write.”

“You’ll learn though, right?” she said rapidly. “You told me that they’d teach you how to read and write. You’ll teach me when you’re back next summer, right? Until then, I’ll take your letters to Ashley in town and she can read them to me. Will you write me letters? Please. You’ll do it for me, I know you will.”

“As soon as I learn to write, I promise I’ll write you a letter.”

She flung her arms around him, smearing fish guts on his back and narrowly avoided stabbing him with the knife.

“And you’ll teach me how to read and write when you come home next summer, and teach me about numbers, and show me your magic, and—”

“I’ll share everything with you, as I always do.”

“I love you,” she said, giving him a kiss on the cheek before running into the house.

“Love you too, Sis,” he said as the door banged shut.

Mealtime was one of the few times during the day when the entire family got together. Kort’s mother, Bidelia, and sister made many trips back and forth between setting up the table and checking on the food. Kort and his brothers lounged around the table, filling the air with their raucous laughter, until their father came in from washing up at the well. His brothers would straighten up, but continued to talk in quieter tones, while Kort helped his sister carry the food over to the table. Their mother would be making last minute adjustments to the seasonings on the food, and was always the last person to sit down.

Tonight was no exception to this tradition. The only difference was the size of the meal. Normally Kort and his brothers fought over second helpings of food, but tonight the table was so laden with food that everybody could eat their fill.

Aengus looked around the table, making eye contact with each and every member of the family before speaking. “I’m glad that everybody could join us.” He said that like it was a special occurrence, when it was rare for any one of them to be absent from a family meal. “The table will feel empty tomorrow and for many days afterwards.”

“Please, Aengus,” said their mother, Bidelia, from his side, “we don’t want anyone going to bed sad, or else they will have an upset stomach tomorrow, so save the goodbyes for morning.”

Aengus gave a small nod, before digging into his food. That was the sign for the rest of them to start, and they fell into a normal family meal. Their mother checked that all the chores had been completed and gave instruction for what had to get done the next day. Finlay, Kean and Eireen talked about taking a trip into town on the weekend to see what everyone’s harvest had been like. Meanwhile, Aengus and Kort sat there, silently eating their meal, absorbing the atmosphere around them.

After washing the dishes with his sister, Kort retired to his room to finish his packing. It would take him four long days on foot to reach Kendra, the capital city, and another few hours to climb his way up to where Haven was nestled in a spur of mountains. He’d never made the trip before, and was apprehensive about doing it alone, but his family couldn’t afford to be away from the farm to come with him. His father’s instructions had been clear enough. Head into the town of Blaine and follow the East Road, which ran along the banks of the Skyrah River, towards Kendra. He’d hit a fork in the road a few miles this side of Kendra, and he should take the one on his right, which led through the Kenelm Forest, up to the gates of Haven.

When his packing was finished, he crawled into bed, knowing that he had many lonely miles to travel over the next few days, and he wouldn’t be sleeping in a bed again until he reached Haven.

Chapter 3

“No. Again,” said her Mother.

Ravyn Thaliard sat on a hard wooden stool in front of a small desk. A small fire burned in the fireplace against the wall. The room was empty except for her; the desk; the sweltering heat, and her Mother, standing there with her arms crossed, a puckering scowl on her face. Straight-backed, she looked down at the book of poetry, Summer Abyss by Bayrd Teague, which she had been copying from.

“I don’t see—”

“Right there,” said her Mother, pointing where she had written the word birch on the page with a wooden ruler. “Your writing becomes sloppy when you rush. Write as fast as you can without making mistakes.”

“But anybody can clearly read that—”

Her Mother brought the wooden ruler down onto the desk with an echoing bang. “You are better than that. Never settle for anything less than your best.”

Shoving the stool backwards, Ravyn stormed over to the window. She had a soft, round face, framed by thick black hair. Pale skin as if perpetually bathed in moonlight. Truth be told, she had spent more time in the moonlight than in the sun. She walked straight backed with her chin tilted to the sky. Her fingers were like spider silk, thin and delicate, yet unnaturally strong.

“Ravyn Thaliard, you will return to your desk,” said her Mother, not moving from her spot beside the desk.

“Yes, Mother,” said Ravyn meekly. With a deep breath, she returned to the desk, straight backed with a pen in her hand, and looked up at her Mother.

“Good. Now start again from the top of the page.”

Ravyn obediently began to transcribe the passage from the book a second time, careful to form each letter perfectly. “I already know how to write. Why do I need to take the class when most of the people in it are illiterate?”

“You will take the same classes as everybody else and you will do better than all of them. You will make me proud, correct?”

“Yes, Mother,” said Ravyn, a single tear fell onto the page in front of her.

“Now look at what you’ve done!” yelled her Mother, seizing the stack of paper which Ravyn had spent the morning writing, she flew across the room. Crumpling up the pages, she tossed them, one at a time, into the fire. “Are you trying to make your father and I look bad? Who would want to hire us as scribes when they see how useless our daughter is?”

“I’m sorry, Mother. I will make you proud. I promise.” A steady stream of tears were now running down her face.

“You had better make me proud. I’ll be checking with your teachers, so you had better finish your homework every night. I will know if you do poorly on an assignment or turn one in late, so you had better not be wasting time with the other students.”

“I will.”

Leaving the fireside, her Mother advanced towards her and loomed over top of the desk. “Then prove it. If you are incapable of copying a simple paragraph in the comfort of your own home, then why should I believe that you can do better once you start class at Haven?”

Ravyn took several minutes to calm herself. Drying her tears on the sleeve of her dress, she picked up a fresh piece of paper and started transcribing the poem. Her Mother stood motionless by her shoulder, staring down at her writing. Finishing the poem, Ravyn handed the page to her Mother who caressed it with her eyes before setting it down on the desk.

“There may be hope for you yet,” said her Mother. “Now, I expect you to talk to the Headmaster when you get there. Find out about every field of study and have him help setup meetings with the heads of each department. You must write to me, telling everything that you learned so I can help you select a program. It’ll take some time, but I’ll have a study schedule ready for when you come home next summer.”

“I thought that I didn’t specialize until the third year.”

“You can never get started too early. Admittance occurs at the end of the second year, but we will have to select the proper classes for your second year, which I’ll get you prepared for over the summer.”

“That makes sense, I guess,” said Ravyn, cleaning the end of her pen with an old rag, before carefully straightening the stack of blank paper on the desk. “What if I want to stay in the general program?”

“We’ll make sure that does not happen. Once I help you select one, I expect you to put all of your efforts towards achieving admittance.”

“Then it’s a good thing that I already know what I want to be ... a War Wizard.”

“Get that rubbish out of your head. You are not living in those fantastic books you waste your time reading. This is the real world. You’ll become a Healer or an Artificer, they are always in demand. Still, you will talk to the person in charge of every program. I’ll write a letter to the Headmaster asking if I can interview all of them once the year is over.”

“Mother, may I be excused so that I can finish packing. I’d hate for any of my clothes to become wrinkled.” Her mother nodded and she fled up to her room.

Her room was neat and organized. A mahogany dresser, and mirror stood against the far wall, both freshly polished. A simple bed sat in the middle of the wall, and a shelf sat beside the window, displaying a series of misshaping dolls. The only decorations in the room were the ones she’d made herself. Simple navy blue curtains hung by the windows, a lace skirt surrounded her bed and the dolls on the shelf. The dolls had improved over the years, the latest one only had a couple of lumps in its stuffing and was nearly symmetrical.

A trunk sat open at the end of the bed. She had already filled most of it with her books and other school supplies, but hadn’t started packing her clothing. Walking over to the row of dolls, she straightened the littlest one on the end which had slumped onto its side.

“I’m going to miss you,” she said to her dolls, “but Mother won’t let me take you with me. Don’t cry, I’ll be back next summer, and I’ll have real friends, not that I don’t appreciate the friendship that all of you have shown me.” She wiped the eyes of the doll with her thumb.

Leaving the dolls behind, she focused on her packing. She read the titles off the spines of the books in the trunk to make sure that she hadn’t missed anything. There were a couple of books on advanced cursive techniques, a variety of poetry, an introductory history book, and several of her favorite stories.

Her Mother had been teaching her since she was a little girl. With both of her parents being scribes, there had been a definite focus of teaching her how to read and write the common tongue used throughout most of the world. More recently they’d branched out into history, poetry and, of course, needlework.

She knew that her Mother’s teachings had her well prepared for the first year at Haven, though she was fearing Arithmetic and Martial training, mostly because she had never studied them before and didn’t know if some of the other students would be better than her. Her Mother would never accept it if another student did better than her.

Opening the bottom drawer of the dresser, she pulled out a stack of blouses and laid them on her bed. All were very drab colors, with long sleeves and high neck lines. She spread the rest of her clothes out on her bed and began making a pile of what she was going to bring with her. Heading back to the dresser, she withdrew her sewing kit from the top drawer. While she didn’t have much to work with, she hoped that she could at least alter some of her clothes to make them more comfortable.

A quiet knock came from the door. “Come in,” she said.

Her father came in, holding a small box in his hand. Her father was a very ordinary man, someone who wouldn’t stand out from a crowd, except for his pale skin from spending too many hours indoors. “How’s the packing going?” he said.

“I’m almost done,” she said, beginning to stack clothes on top of her books.

“Careful there,” he said walking over beside her and looking in her trunk, “you have to be able to move it on your own.”

“I’ll manage,” she said, continuing to pack clothes.

“Are you sure you need all of these books? You do know that you’ll have access to many books once you get to Haven.”

“You never know what you may need.”

“Speaking of things you need, I have a present for you.” He handed her the small box.

“You shouldn’t have,” she said, rapidly opening the box. She pulled out a locket on a golden chain. The locket was heart shaped, with feathery wings engraved on its face. The wings split down the center, hinged at the sides so that they folded out to form angel wings, revealing a picture of Ravyn and her parents in the center. “It’s beautiful.”

“Not as beautiful as my little angel,” he said, giving her a loving hug. They stayed in each other’s arms, neither wanting to end the embrace. “We have an early morning ahead of us. I’ll let you finish your packing.” Kissing her on the forehead, he left her for the night.

Ravyn woke before the sun had risen the next morning. Dressing quickly, and putting on the locket that her father had given her, she headed down the stairs and saw her parents waiting at the kitchen table.

“I’ll go get your trunk,” said her father, heading up the stairs.

“Come here, Ravyn,” said her Mother, standing up and spreading her arms. Ravyn hurried over to her mother and gave her a tight hug. “You’ll do great, dear. You have nothing to worry about.”

“I’m going to miss you,” said Ravyn.

“What’s this?” asked her Mother, holding the locket in her hand.

“Father gave it to me. Look, it has a picture of us on the inside.”

“Very nice, dear. What did you do to get this?”

“Nothing. It was a gift,” said Ravyn. She could hear her father dragging the trunk down the stairs behind her.

“A gift. A GIFT!” Her Mother yanked on the locket, cutting the back of Ravyn’s neck before the chain snapped. Ravyn tried to grab it back but her Mother pulled away and turned to face her Father. “What do you think you are doing?” She brandished the locket at him.

“Our daughter is going away for almost a year,” he said. “I wanted her to have something to remind her of us.”

“I forbid it,” said her Mother icily. “Rewards are earned, never given. The next thing you know, she’ll start expecting gifts just for surviving until her next birthday.”

“Mother.”

The look that her Mother gave her stopped her from saying more.

“Come on, Ravyn,” said her Father, “Help me load the trunk on the carriage.”

They each grabbed an end and hauled the trunk out the front door to the carriage they’d hired to take Ravyn to Kendra. The driver hopped off and helped her father lift the trunk onto the roof of the carriage. Without looking back at the house, Ravyn climbed into the carriage while her Father and the driver tied down the trunk.

Her Father climbed into the carriage and turned to wave back at their house. “Aren’t you going to wave goodbye to your Mother?” he asked.

“No.”

“You’re going to miss her and wish that you’d said goodbye.” Ravyn stared at the carriage wall.

“Let’s go, driver,” he said, and the carriage jostled into motion.

Ravyn hugged her knees to her chest and continued to glare at the wall. It was several minutes later before she glanced out the window.

“This isn’t the way out of the city,” she said.

“No, it isn’t,” he said, relaxing on the padded bench in the carriage.

“Where are we going?”

“It’s a surprise,” he said with a wink.

Seeing a smile ignite on her face, one slowly spread across his face. 

“You’ll need to be careful,” he said, grabbing his seat as the carriage took a hard left turn. “We won’t be there with you. You’ll be responsible for scheduling your own day.”

“I’ll be fine,” she said, staring out the window at the houses as they passed by. “The classes will have a schedule and I’ll spend the rest of my time studying with the other students.”

“The other kids will be different. They won’t be nearly as focused as you are.”

“Don’t worry, they won’t corrupt me.”

“A little bit of corruption won’t kill you. Just don’t tell your mother or she’ll kill the both of us,” he said, nudging her in the ribs. “Schedule yourself some time to make friends.”

“I’m going to miss both of you,” she said, leaning over to rest her head on his shoulder.

“We will too,” he said, resting his head against hers. “Do your best and I’ll always be proud of you.”

“So where are we going?” she asked with a mischievous smile.

Leaning his head towards the window, he said “You’ll find out in a couple minutes.”

Both of them watched out the window until the driver stop the carriage in front of a small sweets shop.

“We’ve got a couple days journey ahead of us and I thought that you could use a snack.”

Chapter 4

“Close, but you’re still not shutting everything out,” said Jerel, house wizard and tutor to Prince Caddaric and his two brothers.

“That would be easier to do if it wasn’t for this rain,” said Prince Caddaric.

“Find a solution, not an excuse,” said Jerel.

The two of them stood in the courtyard of the keep. The keep sat on top of a large hill near the center of Kendra, the capital city of Rourke. Prince Caddaric Kelvin, the youngest member of the royal family, was heading off to Haven in a couple days to begin his training in the magical arts. Jerel had been his tutor since birth and had attended Haven when he was younger to become a War Wizard. The two had been spending more and more of their time together as the day for Caddaric’s departure drew nearer. Today, Caddaric was firing arrows at a straw target across the courtyard.

Prince Caddaric was tall, with powerful shoulders, an honest face, and a cleft chin. His movements were fluid, even graceful for someone his size. His long, dark hair fell below his shoulders. The rain had plastered it onto his back, stilling its natural smoky movements.

Selecting another arrow, Caddaric drew it back. Controlling his breathing, he aimed and let it fly. It struck the target to the right of center.

“Your aim is good, but not great,” said Jerel, with a measured look at the target. “Both of your brothers were better at your age.”

“I know you’re trying to motivate me, but I’ve heard that a few too many times for it to have any meaning.”

“No matter what’s going on, they are able to shut out the entire world, and focus on the task at hand. You are too much a prince, concentrating on the big picture instead of eliminating the immediate threats around you. There is only you and the target, no rain, no me, and no Haven.”

Caddaric spent several minutes studying arrows, pretending to check them for straightness, but his mind was on the future. His father was still young and healthy, and his oldest brother Worrell, who would soon take command of their armies, was being groomed as the successor to the throne. David, the middle brother, was prepared as a contingency in case something happened to the older family members. It was highly unlikely that Caddaric would ever take over in any official capacity, instead he’d be married off to strengthen relations with one of the provinces. Everything changed when he found out that he possessed the Gift. He would now study at Haven for several years, having a say in his future for the first time. He knew it wouldn’t last forever, but was going to take full advantage while he could.

Selecting an arrow at random, he drew back and released it without pause. There was a small splash of water when it hit the straw target, in the center of the target.

“You may become a War Wizard yet,” said Jerel, clapping him on the back.

“There’s no doubt in my mind. I will become a War Wizard. Once I’ve finished my training at Haven, I’m going to the Cleft to ply my trade.”

“There’s no better place to learn how little they taught you in school than at the Cleft. I was proud when your brother decided to do a tour there before taking command of the army.”

The Cleft lay at the southern edge of the continent, where the land narrowed into an isthmus between the two oceans. The oceans there were the most dangerous in the world, rife with reefs and other hidden dangers, home to many serpents of the sea and other creatures of the deep. Few risked passage through there, whether foolhardy or desperate, and fewer still made it through. An escarpment ran the width of the isthmus, its origin remains in question, whether created through magic in ancient time or as the result of a supreme seismic event. There is but one way through the isthmus, a valley which runs through its center, the walls shear and floor steep. A series of fortifications were built long ago in the valley and are manned by the men and women of the Cleft, always watching, even vigilant.

To the south lay a wasteland, which the Shem call home. A powerful people, an affiliation of many hardy races. They were a patient, mysterious people, who preferred to be left alone. On the rare occasions that they marched forth in force, they managed to forever break the world, before the rest of the races united and drove them back to their home. The world was never the same after their passing, but even the combined might of the north never dared to trespass far into Shem lands. Little had been seen of the Shem for the last thousand years, many hoped that they had died out, most feared that they were growing stronger.

“If that doesn’t prepare him, then nothing short of a real war will,” said Caddaric.

“Come, we should get out of this rain,” said Jerel. “You don’t want to be sick for the start of your classes.”

“Alright,” said Caddaric, heading over to the target to collect the arrows. “So I’ll finally get to meet Sarlic Severn. What’s he like?”

“You’ll want to call him Professor Severn, or by whatever title he tells you to,” said Jerel, with a laugh. “He is well suited to his role. I wouldn’t want him in a real army, but he does a fine job teaching discipline to the riffraff. Just know this, he uses a firm hand with his class and you need to decide whether to shake it or feel its sting.”

“I’ll make you proud,” said Caddaric, ducking under an awning to get out of the rain. Unstringing the bow, he began to wipe it down with an oily rag. “I guarantee that I’ll be the best in the class, thanks to your instruction.”

“Confidence is good, but overconfidence will kill you. You won’t be training with a sword, bow, nor lance. Most of the students are farmers and laborers, strong and hardworking, but they’ll never use a sword in their daily lives. You’ll be taught discipline and how to work as part of a group. Your weapon will be a staff or spear, something that anyone can make themselves. Your father considers these the weapons of the common folk and did not want me wasting my time teaching them to you. Despite their upbringing, the students there will test you.”

“I welcome the test. I’m tired of being the precious baby boy.”

“Haven doesn’t care who you are or where you came from. Some of the students and professors might, but the institution as a whole won’t care. You’ll eat what everybody else eats, sleep in a dorm with many other students, take the same classes, and be evaluated the same as everybody else.”

The two of them headed for a door into the keep. Pausing by the stairs leading up to his room, Jerel gave him a firm handshake, and whispered in his ear. “Some of the people there may resent your birthright. Make a few friends who you can trust to watch your back in case somebody starts making trouble.”

“Don’t say anything like that to the Queen or she’ll never let me go.”

Jerel disappeared down the hallway, as Caddaric climbed the stairs to his quarters. Shutting the door behind him, he dropped his gear in the center of the room and began removing his wet clothes. He had a moments warning to dive behind the privacy screen as his mother came into the room without knocking.

“Really, Mother. Would it kill you to knock?”

“Queens do not knock,” she said in a haughty voice. “I had the servants bring up another outfit for you. Ah, there it is.” She retrieved the outfit and stepped behind the screen to give it to Caddaric.

“Mother!” Caddaric did his best to cover his nakedness with the towel that he’d been using to dry himself.

“Really, dear. It’s nothing that I haven’t seen many times before.” She stood there looking at him for a moment, before draping the outfit over the screen and retreating to the other side. “All right, have it your way. Now put it on. I want to see how it looks on you.”

The outfit was mauve in color, with plenty of lace at the sleeves and neck of the doublet. “You shouldn’t have,” said Caddaric. “You do realize that I’ll be attending classes in a building high up in the mountains. I’ll be wearing a warm cloak more often than I’ll be attending balls.”

“Yes, dear. Just try it on for your mother.” She walked around the room, examining the knickknacks that she’d bought him over the years. “I’m going to miss you. I still can’t believe that you’re going away.”

“It’s only a few hours,” came his muffled voice, as he was bending over and putting on his pants.

“But they won’t let me visit you there. Can you believe it? They won’t even let the Queen visit her precious son.”

Caddaric made a face behind the screen, before standing up and pulling on his shirt. “You’re the one who always told me to be brave. Now you need to be brave for me. Even in my wildest dreams I didn’t think that this opportunity would come along.”

“Yes, yes. It’s the finest magic school in the world and you’ll finally not have to compete with your brothers. You will say hi to Headmaster Marrok for me? Of course you will.”

Fully dressed in the new outfit, he came out from behind the screen. He did a couple of twirls so his mother could see it from all angles. After much groping on the outfit, she declared it a suitable fit.

“I’m going to miss you,” she said. “I’ve already forgotten the last time that I watched you dance at a ball.”

“It’s been less than two weeks,” he said, scrunching his face at the unpleasant memories of the brainless buffoons that she’d made him dance with. “Besides, this will give you more time to find suitable people for me to meet when I’m home over the summer.” A shudder ran down his spine as he said the words.

“Of course. It will be a splendid affair. We’ll have people from the far corners of the realm attending to celebrate the return of my son.”

“I cannot wait,” he said, turning his back to her so she wouldn’t see his expression. Ducking back behind the screen, he hurriedly changed into a more comfortable outfit for the evening.

“Everything’s happening so fast. There’s so many things that I want to do before you go. Here, play your mother a song.” She handed him a silver flute from the mantle above the fireplace.

“I don’t have time for this.”

“You don’t have time for your own mother? Where did I go wrong raising you? While your brothers were outside riding horses and banging things with sticks, I kept you inside to learn about the refined arts; music; dance; painting, and the like.”

“Alright. One song, but then I need to pack.”

“You’re not leaving for a couple of days.”

“I want to get there early and make a good first impression.”

“You want to get away from me as soon as possible. Admit it?”

“Mother, I would never. Here, why don’t you help me pack and we’ll then spend the rest of the afternoon together.”

“Was that such a hard sacrifice?” she said, her face lighting up as she hurried over to the trunk that he’d started to pack for the trip. “One trunk. You’ll never be able to fit enough for one year in that.”

“I’m going to be spending time with the same people for the whole year,” he said. He following her over to the trunk. “It’s not as if I have to keep up on the latest trends.”

“Maybe not, but you still should.” She stood there thinking for a moment before continuing. “I guess you’ll be able to make do. You’re close enough that you can come home at every opportunity that you have, and I will have new things waiting for you when you do.” She rifled through his dresser and brought over a couple of frilly silk shirts that she carefully placed in the trunk.

“My focus is on learning and I don’t want any special privileges,” he said. “I expect that I’ll have to stay at Haven and study over the class breaks. You do want me to do well?” He held up a thick, plain wool cloak and showed it her. Despite her look of disgust, he folded it and stuffed it into the trunk.

“I want you to do better than well. I want you to be the best. If you need me to come by and talk to any of your teachers—”

“I know that you’ll always be here to help me if I’m ever in trouble,” he interrupted.

“My baby boy,” she said, giving him a long, lingering hug and breaking into tears.

“Just think of everything that you’ll have planned for me when I get back,” he said, the look on his face not matching his gentle tone.

“Speaking of that, I’ve decided to hold off on your betrothal. It wouldn’t be fair on some poor girl to be stuck here, all alone while you’re at that school for who knows how many years. I wouldn’t wish that fate on anybody.”

Closing the trunk, he looked into her eyes. “You won’t be alone. Father will be here, and David.”

“It’s not the same. I can’t talk to them like I talk to you. I’ll be spending my time worrying about you and Worrell, out of my reach but never out of my heart.”

Chapter 5

“Let’s see if you know how to ride,” said Osmont, leading a couple horses out of the stables. One was a midnight black stallion with a white spot on its forehead and the other, a roan mare.

He led the horses from the stables, around the staff building and to the main gate. Donovan grabbed the saddle on the mare and was about to climb on, when Osmont interrupted him. “Let’s wait until we’re at the bottom.”

“The bottom of what?”

Osmont handed him the reins to the mare and motioned to the guard to open the gate, as he led them through.

Haven sat near the south end of a spur of mountains, less than an hour’s ride north of Kendra. It was located in a nook between two mountains, many miles above the surrounding terrain. Looking east from the main gate, they could see Kenelm Forest, a sea of green and brown, spread out before them as far as the eye could see. A single patch of grey stone rose from the forests depths, a few miles to the northeast, known as Carrick’s Stand, named after a great king who defended the hill from a vastly superior Shem army for seven days, before the dwarves and elves came to his aid and routed the Shem. The hill looked like the top of a bald head, wearing a wreath of laurels. No one knew why a single rocky hill grew in the middle of a lush green forest, but its odd appearance helped enhance its stories.

A steep, narrow path wound its way back and forth across the mountain face until it reached a broader road at the base of the cliff. “The bottom of that,” said Osmont.

“Couldn’t someone magic up a better road than this?” asked Donovan.

“Firstly, magic doesn’t work that way and secondly, we wouldn’t dream about changing it.” Leading his horse by the reins, he led the way down the steep path as he continued to talk. “There is always a certain level of mistrust towards wizards. It ebbs and flows over time but never completely disappears. Right now we’re in an age where people accept our Gifts as being beneficial to their lives, so they generally leave us alone. Every once in a while a new king comes along who feels that Haven needs to submit to his rule. This is met with a polite refusal which generally escalates into an army marching towards our gate. This path deters the army from going any further. A handful of people rolling rocks down the cliff side can easily hold off a vastly superior army indefinitely.”

“That makes sense,” said Donovan, walking along the outside edge of the path so he had a better view down to the bottom. “I wouldn’t want to lug anything heavy up or down the path.”

“At least not until you’re trained in the use of magic,” said Osmont, with a wink.

“I’m a little bit embarrassed to have waited this long to ask this, but are you a professor at Haven?”

“Me? No. I prefer to live my life exploring the wilderness, not sitting in a chair by a fire in a warm room. I’m only here as a favor for Headmaster Marrok.”

“What kind of a favor?”

They came to a section of the path which had washed away, either from the rain or the earthquake the night before. Two workers, with pickaxes and shovels, were working on its repair. They stopped their work as Osmont and Donovan approached.

“Think it’ll be ready for when the students start arriving?” asked Osmont to the closest worker, who had a big, bristling moustache.

“We’re not leaving until it’s done, so it had better be done tonight,” he said, glaring at his coworker.

They helped lay a couple of wooden planks across the damaged section, and made it across without incident.

“That quake did some damage,” said Osmont, surveying the forest below them. “It’s a good thing that no one got hurt at Haven.”

Now that Osmont had mentioned it, Donovan started to see the signs of devastation. Trees, still full of green leaves, had been knocked over, debris from the mountains had carved fresh paths into the forest.

“You didn’t answer my question about what you’re doing here,” said Donovan.

“I always appreciate a persistent lad,” said Osmont. “You know that Professor Cleary spends his time studying prophecies. Well, he’s developed this theory that the cataclysmic ones follow a roughly thousand year cycle, and we’re nearing the end of a cycle. I personally don’t believe him, but he’s convinced himself and Headmaster Marrok that it’s true. With it firmly planted in his mind, he’s seeing more and more signs that we’re about to be faced with one.”

They silently led their horses, while Donovan let it sink in. “So what does he think is going to happen?” he finally asked.

“The specific details vary between the various prophets, but at its core, he expects a return of Zeren and his armies laying waste to the world. Now, even he doesn’t believe that Zeren will actually return, given that he’s merely a myth, but that a group of disciples using his name will invade with an army of Shem. I can’t get into any more details than that, but suffice to say that when Cleary comes across a promising sign, I try to look into it for the Headmaster.”

They mounted their horses when they reached the road at the bottom, and headed for Kendra. Along the way, Osmont told Donovan about a club that he ran on Saturdays during the term. While it was mostly an excuse to leave the confines of Haven, he taught the students a variety of things, from unarmed combat to wilderness survival. He promised Donovan that he’d get him in shape, and Donovan reluctantly agreed to come to the first session to check it out. Arriving at Kendra, they entered through the east gate and stabled their horses nearby, before heading into the city on foot.

Kendra had been founded beside a fork in the Skyrah River. A large keep build atop a hill towered over the surrounding city. As the city grew over time, it expanded across the banks of the river. Located at the intersection of three major trade routes, the city was always bustling with activity and now held tens of thousands of residents.

The city was laid out in a wheel-and-spoke pattern, radiating outwards from a small island in the center of the fork in the river. Osmont led them straight to the center of the city, and as they cleared the final building near the water’s edge, Donovan got his first look at the Temple District. Built atop the island in the center of the river, it was the most lavish part of the city. The streets were paved and kept meticulously clean. Large marble buildings with arched ceilings and intricately carved columns filled the small island. Three bridges crossed over to the island, and at the end of each stood a small fountain, displaying various religious figures carved into its outer face.

“I’m heading to the Royal Library to research the symbol carved onto your chest,” said Osmont. “If you cross the river here, it will take you to a market district. Why don’t you browse its wares until I come back?”

“Why come here when there must be plenty of books back at Haven?”

“I’ve already got someone searching the libraries at Haven, but the library here has an extensive collection of books on magical subjects. I’m calling in a favor with an old friend who’ll actually be looking for the books. I should be back in a couple of hours ... and watch your coins.” With that, he turned and merged into the crowd.

Donovan debated following him. Heading to where the Royal Family lived sounded much more exciting than browsing a market, but the decision was made for him when Osmont disappeared, as if by magic, into the crowd and Donovan knew that he wouldn’t be able to track him through the crowded city.

Crossing the bridge, he entered the Temple District, and stopped to look at the fountain.

“It’s pretty, isn’t it?” came a voice from beside Donovan.

Donovan bent down and examined it in greater details. The carvings were exquisite. Despite their small size, the artist had managed to include crow’s feet around the eyes of an old woman. “Whoever made it is a true craftsman.” Donovan finally turned around to see who had spoken.

A small boy, of perhaps ten or eleven, sat on the edge of the fountain, staring at Donovan. His clothing was filthy and it looked like he hadn’t had a regular meal in some time. Donovan reached out his hand to introduce himself.

“Hi, I’m Donovan.”

“I’m Pid.” Pid reached out a grimy hand to shake Donovan’s. “I haven’t seen ya around here before.”

“That’s because it’s my first time in the city, I think.”

“What do ya mean, I think?”

“I ... well ... I seem to have lost my memory,” said Donovan, slowly. “So I’m not sure if I’ve been here before.”

“Did someone clunk ya on the head?” Pid craned his neck, trying to see if there was a goose egg protruding from Donovan’s head.

“I honestly don’t know. What do you do around here, Pid?”

“I like to take a break from begging once in a while, and watch the folks go by.”

“They are an interesting collection,” said Donovan, turning to watch the steady stream of people walk by. “Look at that one there.” He pointed at a middle aged man in the crowd.

A man in leather pants, a well-fitting jacket, and muddy shoes with a patch over the toes scurried past, seemingly without a care in the world. His gait was short, his eyes looked over the heads of the people in front of him. A tight smile on his face.

“He’s a scam artist pretending to be a well-off merchant.”

“How’d ya know that?”

“The walk’s all wrong. He’s holding his head right, but it looks like he’s scurrying from place to place rather than taking purposeful strides. You can also see the end of a piece of rope that he’s using as a belt sticking out from under his coat, and look at those shoddy boots. An honest merchant would buy a well-made pair of boots long before he bought the fancy clothes.”

“Geez, Mister. How do ya know all that?”

“I don’t really know. I just looked at him and it popped into my head.”

“Must be some of those things you forgot.”

The two of them made a game out of it for the next hour. Sitting on the edge of the fountain, they took turns telling each other stories about people who walked by. With nothing but their appearance, dress and movements to go on, they kept the stories simple; social class; occupation and marital status.

Pid could pick out only the most basic features of the people. Years of begging had taught him how to identify a likely mark and which people weren’t worth his time.

Donovan was different. He could, almost subconsciously, pick out tiny details that told the story. A woman with well-shaped nails that were coated in dirt underneath. A cooper with a slight limp and many scars on his arms and face, suggesting a more militant past. A man posing as a blacksmith, wearing a heavy apron, whose hairy arms and thick beard showed no signs of scorching from the heat of the forge.

The stories were highly superficial, but the two of them had a fun time pointing out the flaws of the posers in the crowd. They had no way to verify any part of the stories, but it was an enjoyable experience nonetheless.

“I should be going,” said Donovan, pushing himself off the fountain after spending the last hour with Pid.

“Yeah, I gotta get back to my spot. I wish I was as good as ya. I’d save time picking the right marks in the crowd. Ya should try being a beggar for a time. Ya’d be good.”

“Maybe I already am,” said Donovan, walking away without another word.

Joining the stream of people walking by, Donovan travelled through the Temple District without pause. The architecture around him was impressive, but with no recognition of the symbols hanging above their doors, they held no interest to him.

Crossing a bridge on the far side of the island, he entered a large open-air market which immediately assaulted his senses. He could feel the din of voices rumbling in his bones. Vendors everywhere were loudly hawking their wares, each trying to outdo their neighbors. The tables were garishly decorated in bold colors which stabbed his eyes. The smell of many unwashed bodies mixed with exotic spices from the food cooking over small fires, until it was so thick that it coated the tongue until you could practically taste it.

Walking between two rows of stalls, vendors shoved their wares in his face. “Feel this, good sir. The finest silk in the land, buy it for your lady. I give you good deal, only today.” He continued walking and the individual voices were absorbed by the crowd.

It only took a matter of minutes for the market to overwhelm him, and Donovan fought his way through the crowd towards its edge. Escaping into the first building he saw, he let out a sigh as he surveyed the interior of a quiet tailor’s shop. Bolts of cloth dominated an entire wall, a long counter sat on the opposite wall, and the interior was filled with rack upon rack of brightly colored clothes.

“You clearly have good taste, fine sir,” came a voice amidst the racks of clothes. A moment later a small, skinny man, dressed in an outfit that would put a peacock to shame, wound his way between two racks and gently shook Donovan’s hand. “I’m Seiriol and welcome to my shop.”

“Uh ... thanks,” said Donovan, not wanting to admit that he’d entered at random to get out of the bustling market.

“What are you looking for? Formal wear? Evening wear?” he said, wrinkling his nose in disgust as he examined Donovan’s drab cloak.

“I’ve been at Haven—”

“A wizard,” interrupted Seiriol, “How wonderful.” He grabbed Donovan’s wrist in a surprisingly firm grip, and pulled him through the racks of clothing towards the back of the shop, talking the entire way. “Most wizards have no sense of style. It’s one thing to do something extraordinary, but it’s another to do it in style. I’ll make you stand out from the crowd. Try this on.”

He shoved a lilac colored robe towards Donovan. It was so thin that he could see the creases on his hand through the material.

“It looks awfully thin, and it gets cold up in the mountains,” said Donovan.

“Heaven forbid that you’d wear it outside and drag the hem through the snow,” said Seiriol. Seeing the look on Donovan’s face, he put the robe back on the shelf and led him to another rack. “How about this?” He handed over a ruffled red scarf that resembled roses.

“A scarf would help keep me warm,” said Donovan, politely. He started to wrap it around his neck when Seiriol grabbed his hand to stop him.

“This is wasted on what you’re wearing. Come let us find you a suitable shirt.” Seiriol spent the next five minutes running his fingers along the racks of shirts before pulling out a mustard yellow shirt, at least two sizes too small for Donovan. “Let’s get these things off you, so we can try these on.”

He tried to remove the cloak from around Donovan’s shoulders, but Donovan shrugged him off. Taking the shirt, he rubbed the material between his finger and thumb, before he turned the sleeve inside out to check the stitching.

“This won’t do,” said Donovan. “Look at how loose this stitching is. It’ll start coming apart within a matter of months.”

“Months!” said Seiriol, putting his hand over his mouth in horror. “These garments are for events. They’re not rags that you wear every day. I think you’d have better luck searching the rubbish piles to find something that goes with what you’re wearing. Good day.” He spun on his heels and evaporated amidst the racks of clothes.

Shrugging his shoulders, Donovan found his way to the door and left the shop.

Skirting around the edge of the market, he kept an eye out for Osmont, when a stall caught his attention. A small, heavily tanned woman sat behind a table with her stub of a leg resting on a stool beside her. She wore a plain white outfit, remarkable in its simplicity, and was sewing a small doll in her hands. Spread around the stall were thick fur cloaks, simple and sturdy, with the least amount of highlights to make them fashionable. Donovan ran his hands over a dark brown cloak, with white fur around the collar.

“That one’s a little long for you,” came the woman’s quiet voice. “Try the black one on the other side.”

It was a midnight black color with thick, shaggy fur on the shoulders and around the neck. Donovan fell in love with a single touch, but took his time examining it. He checked every stitch on it, before finally throwing it around his shoulders and doing up the clasp around his neck. “How does it look?” he asked.

“Like you’ll overheat if you wear it in this weather, but it does bring out the violet in your eyes.”

“The stitching seems well-done. Have you been a seamstress your whole life?”

“I wouldn’t call myself a seamstress now,” she said with an energetic laugh. “I spent my life mending nets down in Chaylse, but the salt water’s a killer on my old joints.”

They spent several minutes haggling on a price, and Donovan was folding it up into a bundle when he heard Osmont’s voice from behind. “It looks sturdy,” he said. “You’ll need it if you spend the winter in the mountains.”

“I hope so,” said Donovan. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

“I hope so,” said Osmont.

“Are we heading back to Haven?”

“Not yet. I want to check out the lodgings to see if anyone remembers seeing you here.”

Donovan held out his arms and turned in a circle. “That doesn’t seem likely with this many people.”

“Don’t get discouraged. We’ll check the inns near the edge of town and check with the guards at the gates, before heading back this evening.

They continued along the south side of the Skyrah River as they headed east to a small bohemian section of the city. They spent the next hour talking to innkeepers, but none recalled seeing anyone Donovan’s size over the past few days.

They followed the south wall of the city back to the city’s south gate. The guards on duty didn’t recall seeing Donovan, but with so many people passing through the gates each day, he could have passed by a dozen times and they still wouldn’t remember him. They promised to talk to the other guards and send word up to Haven if any of them had seen anything.

Hot from walking through the crowds and discouraged from their lack of success, they went back through the Temple District and took a different bridge leading to the west side of the river. The west side of the river was primarily an industrial area, but there was a boardwalk along the river’s edge which contained many rowdy establishments. They finally had success at the fourth such establishment.

The sign outside had a picture of a large liver, with bloodshot eyes and a large leering smile, written below were the words The Engorged Liver. Despite the neighborhood, the inside was surprisingly clean and organized. A buxom lady with smoldering eyes and fiery red hair stood behind the bar. A few patrons sat at tables near the far wall.

“Let’s get some lunch while we’re here,” said Osmont, sitting down at a table facing the bar. The tables were made of a white wood, Osmont thought that they were possibly spruce, with deep gouges and stains on the top surface. Despite the unruly appearance, they appeared to have been cleaned regularly.

Donovan sat down opposite Osmont and looked around the room. A small stage sat beside the fireplace along one wall. The most surprising feature was the general lack of decorations around the room. Its barren appearance made it stand out from the other inns they’d visited.

“It looks pretty empty in here,” said Donovan.

“Don’t let it fool you. An inn devoid of decoration wouldn’t last long unless it was doing something right. People will start trickling in when their shifts end in a few hours.”

“My name’s Aine. What can I get you gents?” said the barmaid.

“Ciders for both of us, and whatever food you have ready,” said Osmont.

Aine disappeared through a door beside the bar into the kitchen, and the two of them relaxed in silence, glad to be free from the crowds of people. Aine returned with two mugs of cider a few minutes later.

“I didn’t expect to see you back here so soon,” she said, setting the mugs onto the table.

She had turned around and was heading back to the bar when Osmont snapped out of his reverie. “Wait. What? Was the boy here before?”

“He was here just yesterday. When the blokes he was with left this morning, I didn’t expect to see him back here?”

Donovan spun in his chair to face her, a broad grin splitting his face. “You know me? I was here? Who was I with? What were their names?” The words just kept pouring out of his mouth until she interrupted him.

“That’s what I just said. If you’re not going to listen then I won’t bother talking.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am.”

“Ma’am!” she spat. “If you weren’t so cute, I’d give you a fat lip for that comment.”

“I apologize for the boy,” said Osmont. “He’s going through trying times.”

She stood there with one eyebrow raised, staring at Donovan. Donovan ducked down and took a long drink of his cider to escape her gaze.

“I didn’t see much of the older fellow. He kept to his room most of the time, but the other guy was pleasant enough. He had a decent enough singing voice and he tipped better than most. I think his name was Edmon.”

“Eamon?” asked Osmont.

“That could’ve been it,” she said. “He was the plainest guy I ever met. You could train an average guy to be as boring as possible for his entire life and you’d still notice him more than Eamon. If it wasn’t for his songs by the fire, I’d probably already have forgotten about him.”

“Any idea which direction they were heading?” asked Osmont.

Aine shrugged her shoulders. “Most of his songs were about the sea, but he didn’t mention where they were going.” She headed to the kitchen to gather their food.

As soon as she passed through the doorway, Osmont leaned forward in his chair. “That means that they’re probably on the South Road. I’m going to get my horse and see if I can catch them. There’s a small village a gentle day’s ride along the road. If I don’t find them there, then I’ll come back to get you and we’ll return to Haven.”

“I’m coming with you,” said Donovan.

“I can travel faster alone. I want you to stay here and find out if Aine knows anything else. If I’m not back tonight, get a room and wait for me here. Under no circumstances are you to leave here until I come back. Understood?”

Donovan was taken aback. He had never seen Osmont this intense before and it took him a moment before he nodded in agreement.

“Good, here comes the food.”

A moment later Aine set two platters of food on the table and headed off to check on the other patrons. Delicious aromas wafted off of a thick stew and they both had half a loaf of a crusty bread. Osmont downed his meal so fast that he couldn’t possibly have tasted it. Pushing himself up from the table, he went over to Aine, whispered something in her ear, and slipped something into her hand. With a brief wave to Donovan, he rushed out the door.

Donovan sat there is silence, slowly picking at his meal. It was one thing to agree to wait here doing nothing, but it was another to be stuck all alone with his thoughts. An hour ago, it had seemed impossible that he’d find out about his past, and now Osmont was out chasing it down while he sat here doing nothing.

Aine stopped by when he had finished his meal, and after some chitchat, cleared away the dishes and went to pour him another cider.

A boy came through the door with a large case strapped to his back. He had a pimply complexion and looked to be about Donovan’s age. Dragging a chair onto the stage, he carefully set down the case, and pulled out a small harp. Sitting down on the chair, with the harp on his lap, he began to strum the individual strings.

“Not him again,” said Aine, setting down the mug of cider. “His music’s even squeakier than his voice.” Putting a fake smile onto her face, she headed over to see if the musician needed anything.

Donovan sat there for ten minutes listening to him trying to tune his harp. Finally, when his ears couldn’t take any more, he got up to introduce himself to the musician.

“Hi, I’m Donovan,” he said, stretching out his hand.

“Kotori,” said the musician, still focused on the harp. “The guild always gives me the worst instruments. The Bard himself couldn’t play a tune on this harp.”

“May I?”

“Knock yourself out,” said Kotori with a smile.

Donovan pulled up a chair and sat down with the harp on his lap. Closing his eyes, he let his fingers dance along the strings, continuously tightening and loosening the knobs at the top of the harp as he strummed. Finally satisfied, he played a quick glissandos on the harp before he handed it back to Kotori and got up to head back to his table.

“Wait,” said Kotori. “Do you want to play a few songs?”

“No,” said Donovan, “I just hate it when someone defiles my ears.”

Back at his table, he stared at his cider, trying to empty his mind of all thoughts, when Aine set down a folded piece of paper beside him.

“I almost forgot about this,” she said. “Eamon said he forgot to give it to you and asked me to send it to you at Haven in a few days. But seeing as you’re here now, you might as well have it.”

Taking a sip of cider to steady himself, he slowly unfolded the note. It was written in the same intricate, flowing script that Cleary had said was spoken by the Shem. He glanced up to see Aine still standing there. As soon as they made eye contact, she hurried off, leaving him alone to read the letter.


Donovan, I pray that you get this letter. As you are one of the few, perhaps only, people in many leagues who can read this, I feel that it’s worth the risk sending it to you. I fear that it could cause mistrust and hardship if found in your possession so please dispose of it swiftly after reading. By now your classes should be starting, and I hope that they find you well. Though it breaks my heart, I will not be able to visit you for many months, if ever.

There is a shop in Kendra called Jaslynns. It won’t be hard to find if you ask around. I have a parcel that I’m going to try to send to you there. It won’t arrive until at least the winter solstice, if at all.

Know that I love you, and regret everything that has befallen you, even though I understand the necessity of it all.

Eamon


Donovan wiped a tear from his eye, and reread the letter. He caught Aine’s attention the next time she was walking past. “Do you know where a place called Jaslynns is located?” he asked.

“Doesn’t ring a bell,” she said, continuing into the kitchen.

“My apologies,” said Kotori. “I didn’t mean to overhear, but you were asking about Jaslynns?” Donovan nodded and he continued. “It’s a small music shop on the other side of the river, near the center of town.” He proceeded to give Donovan instructions on where to find it.

“Thank you,” said Donovan.

“Don’t mention it,” said Kotori. “Now that you fixed the harp, I may actually make some money tonight.”

Donovan wandered over to the bar. “Is there some place quiet around here where I can rest until Osmont comes back?” he whispered to Aine.

With a knowing smile, she showed him to a small room upstairs. “As long as you don’t make a mess, and nobody needs it, you can stay here until he comes back,” she said.

The room was barely large enough to hold a bed and a small table. Laying down on top of the covers, Donovan bunched up his newly purchased cloak to use as a pillow, and lay there staring at the ceiling, waiting for Osmont to return.

Donovan opened his eyes. The room was basked in twilight. He hadn’t intended to fall asleep, but there was nothing to do about it now. He heard the noise again, a soft set of footsteps coming down the hallway. It took him a moment to remember where he was, and when he did, he relaxed, it was just another patron heading to their room.

The footsteps stopped outside his room. Maybe it was Aine coming to wake him, but he expected her to carry a candle in the gloom, yet the gap below the door remained dark. Very slowly he withdrew the cloak from behind his head. He bunched it into a tight ball and waited.

The handle made a slight squeak as the door opened, revealing a figure in the doorway. The figure cautiously took a step into the room. Donovan flung his cloak at it. The figure raised its arm to ward off the dark object heading towards it and became entangled in the cloak.

Donovan sprung off the bed and drove his shoulder into the figure’s ribs, pinning it against the wall, as the air rushed out of its lungs. Donovan tried to dash out the open door, but an arm flashed out, catching his thigh. It stopped his leg dead in its tracks with, what seemed like, little effort at all. Donovan’s momentum carried him over the arm, doing a somersault in the air, he landed in a heap on his back. An unyielding hand clasped his face before he’d even thought to scream for help.

“Quiet,” came a familiar voice.

When Donovan relaxed, the figure removed his hand. “Osmont?”

“Yeah,” said Osmont, helping Donovan to his feet.

“Why didn’t you knock?”

The moonlight reflected off his toothy smile and he rubbed his ribs where Donovan had hit him. “You’ve got good instincts for someone your age,” he said.

“You’re a daft, old fool, if you think that sneaking into a boy’s room is the right thing to do,” said Donovan.

“We’re heading back to Haven. I’ll tell you what I found on the way.”

Donovan packed up his gear and followed Osmont into the hallway. Turning left, Osmont led him towards the back of the building. Despite Donovan’s complaints about wanting to thank Aine for her hospitality, Osmont led them down a narrow flight of stairs and out the back door.

The sun had set and the city was bathed in pale moonlight interspaced with flickering torchlight. There were less people on the streets, and from the sound of raucous laughter emanating from the buildings they passed, it was easy to guess where they had went. Crossing the bridge, they entered the nearly deserted Temple District.

“I headed south, hoping that was the way they were headed,” said Osmont, without preamble. “I passed a few travelers who saw two men on horseback, riding at a decent pace. They had their hoods pulled up despite the heat, so I didn’t get much of a description. They rode straight through that town that I’d told you about. After asking around if anyone remembered anything significant about the travelers, while my horse was resting, I turned around and came back here.”

“So it was a waste of time.”

“Not entirely. Clearly they didn’t want to be seen. If they were both as nondescript as how Aine described Eamon, then they’d have been better off blending in amongst the other travelers, rather than calling attention to themselves. We also know that they were here with you, and I suspect that one of them is the wizard who carved that symbol into your chest.”

“I don’t see the connection,” said Donovan.

“What’s the first thing you remember?”

“Knocking on the gate at Haven.”

“Do you remember everything that has happened since then?”

“I believe so.” Donovan went on to recap everything that had happened in the last day, while they crossed the second bridge to enter the main part of the city.

“I’m guessing that whatever happened to you occurred shortly before you came to Haven. That’s why your memory doesn’t extend before that time.”

“What did happen to me?”

“Let’s wait until we’re back at Haven before discussing it.”

Recognizing the tone of voice, Donovan didn’t pursue the subject any further.

Retrieving their horses from the stable near the east gate, they headed out onto the empty road leading to Haven. After the hard ride which it had taken earlier in the day, Osmont insisted on a slow, plodding pace until his horse had warmed up again.

The road looked different in the dark. The flat, open area on either side was a pale, placid river flowing between the dark, impenetrable banks formed by the Kenelm Forest. The night was clear and bright, a large moon hung in the sky.

They were both leading their horses by the reins, enjoying the company of their own thoughts, when Osmont held out his hand. “Hold up, there’s something moving in the woods.”

Donovan strained his eyes, trying to pierce the darkness, but couldn’t see anything. It took a few seconds to realize that he could hear something moving through the brush. It was moving slowly, not attempting to conceal its presence. It sounded like it was tearing its way through the underbrush.

A figure emerged from the woods, ten yards ahead of their position. It looked humanoid but misshapen, its limbs were poorly proportioned to its body, and had an awkward, asymmetric build. It had a slow, shambling walk and sounded like stone grating on stone with every movement.

A second figure emerged near the first and slowly turned to face them. The two figures methodically advanced towards them. As they neared, Donovan got a better look at them. The first one looked light grey in the moonlight, flecked with many small, black spots. Its body had the appearance of stone, sharp edged and crumbling. The second figure had diagonal dark and light banding running through its body like stripes. The edges were more rounded and smoother than the first. Their eyeless faces stared straight ahead, and moss was hanging off them like decaying flesh. The moonlight highlighted crude symbols carved into their hearts and the top of the head, the recesses lost in dark shadow. A puff of wind blew towards Osmont and Donovan, carrying the wet and musty smell of decay.

“I have not seen a Clachward in many years,” said Osmont, his voice full of intrigue. “The rulers of old used them extensively but they’ve fallen out of practice, with men being much cheaper to hire. They are tough, highly resistant to physical and magical harm, mindless, but relentless. They can only follow the most rudimentary commands. Normally they were used to guard crypts and vaults, or to retrieve specific items or people.”

“So what are they doing here?” asked Donovan.

“I’ve never seen one in these parts before, let alone two,” said Osmont. “Unless you get in the way of them carrying out their orders, they will ignore you completely. If we weren’t so close to the capital, I’d sit here and let them go on their way, but I can’t have them scaring people.”

“What can I do?”

“You, nothing. You’d be like a flea trying to eat an elephant. Your best bet would be to run if you came across one on your own. Otherwise, they avoid light and intense heat. They bury themselves under the earth before the sun rises each day.”

Handing the reins to Donovan to hold, Osmont advanced towards the Clachwards. Donovan stood there, holding his breath, waiting to see what would happen. Osmont stopped in front of the lead one, holding out his hand so that he was practically touching its chest, a ball of energy grew in his palms. It grew until it was too bright to look at, then shot into the Clachward chest. When the light disappeared into its chest, the area suddenly became inexplicably dark. A blast of air hit Donovan in the chest, followed by the sounds of an avalanche as the Clachward crumbled to the ground.

Repeating the process, Osmont disintegrated the second one, before heading into the woods to check for more.

Donovan remained transfixed in place, having witnessed magic for the first time, when he felt a pull at his wrist. “Easy there, girl,” he said to the mare beside him. A cold, icy sensation began seeping into his wrist, numbing his hand. Turning his head, he saw a pale arm and body attached to the hand gripping his wrist, pulling him slowly backwards.

A chill breeze blew off the mountain, its icy breath froze him to the core, driving the air from his lungs. His feet left the ground as it lifted him effortlessly and began to carry him, slowly towards the forest.

The rigid arm was wrapped so tightly around his chest that he struggled to draw breath and was unable to yell for help. It had a stale, earthy aroma. He grabbed its rough arm and tried to pry it away so he could escape, but despite his best efforts, it didn’t budge. It entered the trees with an uncaring purpose, branches sliced into Donovan’s face, but the Clachward continued moving, unstoppable through the brush.

“Donovan!” yelled Osmont, having discovered Donovan’s disappearance.

Donovan watched as he scanned the tree line, his experienced eyes quickly picking out the tear in the underbrush. He plunged through the opening, into a tunnel of broken and torn branches, heedlessly continuing on. He summoned a small orb of light, and sent it ahead of him, through the trees, until he could see the Clachward’s silhouette in front of him.

Donovan flailed his legs in the air, as he unsuccessfully tried to gain leverage to free himself from its grasp.

A glow of energy appeared around his hand as Osmont pounded up behind the Clachward. He began to pummel the Clachward’s shoulder, small chunks of stone came loose with each blow. It didn’t react to his attack, but continued its steady march through the forest.

With a mighty blow, he separated the arm, which crumbled onto the ground. He attacked the other shoulder, until it too crumbled to the ground, freeing Donovan.

Donovan tried to scramble out of the way, but the Clachward turned and tracked his path, until Osmont brought forth another ball of energy and stopped it for good.

“Are you okay?” asked Osmont, helping Donovan to his feet.

Donovan took a moment to check himself over before replying. “Nothing’s broken.”

“Good, let’s get back to Haven as soon as possible.”

Osmont created a second orb of light and had the lights follow him on either side. With their path lit, they swiftly retraced their steps to the road. The two horses stood there, sniffing at the grass, as if nothing had happened.

Mounting the horses, they kicked them into a trot and rode back to the welcoming gates at Haven. Leaving the horses with the guard at the gate, Osmont told Donovan to find Professor Cleary in his office and have him come to the Headmaster’s office.

Feeling silly looking for the professor in his office at this hour, Donovan nonetheless headed to obey Osmont’s instructions. He had to pound loudly on the door a few times before he received a garbled response. A few moments later, the door opened to Professor Cleary, his crusted eyes and drool stained shirt indicated that he’d been asleep, yet he didn’t seem surprised to see him.

“It’s about time,” said Cleary. “He tells me to wait up for him and then takes his sweet, bloody time coming back.”

Professor Cleary led Donovan to a corner office of the top floor of the building. Knocking, he entered without waiting for a response. Donovan started to follow him into the room, when Osmont, who was already in the room, asked him to give them some privacy for a few minutes. Retreating back into the hallway, he shut the door behind himself.

Donovan made sure that the hallway was deserted, before hesitantly pressing his ear to the door. The thick door blocked out most of the conversation, but Donovan heard a steady rumble of conversation, and could only make out the occasional word, like Zeren, vile, Clachward and impossible. After several minutes, there was a break in the conversation and Donovan hurried away from the door.

A moment later, Osmont appeared and motioned him in. Closing the door behind himself, Donovan got his first look at Headmaster Shelden Marrok. He sat behind a solid, wooden desk, a kindly grandfather dispelling his wisdom. Nebulous eyes, creased skin and quavering voice assessed Donovan in an instant before turning back to Professor Cleary. Despite the late hour, he was alert and full of energy, which was more than you could say about Cleary, lounging in a chair, head drooping to his chest every few seconds before he’d jerk it into the air again.

“Have a seat,” said Marrok, motioning to an empty chair facing the desk.

Donovan took a quick glance around as he made his way to the offered chair. It was the largest office he’d seen at Haven, cluttered but more interesting than the heaps of paper in Professor Cleary’s office. Pale moonlight spilled through the many windows doing battle with the fiery light emanating from the large fireplace. Shelves full of gleaming metallic artifacts were spread around the perimeter, and a mantle full of carved statuettes rested above the fireplace. An old, dusty robe hung from a hook on the wall behind Marrok’s desk. The room was deathly silent, except for the occasional popping of the fire, as Donovan crossed the room and sat down.

“It sounds like you’ve had an eventful day,” said Marrok. “I am hoping that you can enlighten us to what you did to attract the Clachward's attention.”

“I don’t know what happened,” said Donovan hesitantly. “I was watching Osmont dealing with the two of them and he was heading into the forest to look for more when one grabbed me from behind, and carried me off.”

“This is most strange,” said Marrok, stroking his chin. “I’ve heard of them smashing things into pieces if it’s in their way, but never carrying someone off.”

“Perhaps someone has created a more intelligent version, which was trying to separate them,” said Cleary, awake and alert once more.

“Unlikely,” said Marrok. “No disrespect to you, lad, but it could have crushed your head like a melon with less effort than it would take to carry you off. Alas, we will not sort this out tonight. I’ll send some men into the woods tomorrow and we’ll see if they discover anything.”

“Right, to the matter at hand,” said Cleary. “New students will be arriving tomorrow and we need a decision on Donovan’s admittance.”

“I’ve spoken to the two of you individually on the topic, but perhaps you can give an account for each other,” said Marrok, looking at Cleary and Osmont in turn.

“I started with the standard test,” said Cleary in a bored tone. “He could barely light the orb. It was, by far, the weakest power that I’ve ever seen, but he undoubtedly has the Gift. His control is exceptional for one his age and his defense is better than some fully trained wizards, but,” he raised his hand to forestall Osmont’s interruption, “his power is so weak that he is no danger to those around him, which is our primary purpose here. It would be a waste of time to allow him to study here.”

“I believe that we should allow him to study here, but not for the normal reasons,” said Osmont quietly. “As you know, I’ve been searching for information regarding the symbol carved into Donovan’s chest. While I couldn’t gain access to the Royal Library, I have a trusted friend searching it for me. What I did find in one of our libraries is this.” He withdrew a thin book, bound in black leather with golden writing, and set it in front of Marrok.

“Blood Magic,” gasped Marrok. “Are you sure or is this only a guess?”

“It’s a guess that I’d stake my reputation on,” said Osmont.

“Donovan, would you?” asked Marrok, motioning with his arm.

Donovan stood up to remove his cloak and pull off his shirt.

“Who could do such a thing?” said Marrok.

“Only a psychopath would do such a thing to a boy,” said Cleary.

“Nobody doubts that,” said Osmont. “A couple of days ago, I would have sworn an oath that nobody on this continent was trained in Blood Magic, let alone had the mastery to create something like that.” He pointed at Donovan’s chest. “Now I’m worried that there’s something nefarious happening that we’re not aware of.”

“I don’t see what this has to do with his admittance,” said Cleary, rising from his chair. “If you have nothing else, I’d like to get some sleep.”

“We have a duty to figure out who did this and provide Donovan all the help we can. If we’re keeping him around here until we find a way to nullify it, then I don’t see the harm in letting him study at the same time. For all we know, the Blood Magic is sapping his strength, and once we break it, we’ll find that his power is comparable to his peers.”

“I still think that it’s a waste of our time,” said Cleary, still standing in front of his chair. “If his power increases, then we can always admit him next year. With the control that he’s already demonstrated, I feel comfortable delaying his training for a year.”

“I agree with both of you,” said Marrok, in a quiet, quavering voice. “This is a most unusual case. My decision is to let Donovan decide, but know this, if you decide to enroll then you will be required to remain for an entire year of instruction, and I can assure you that it won’t be easy for someone with your limited Gift.”

Donovan started to put on his shirt to buy time to think. Despite the shirt blocking the room from his sight, he could feel the three sets of eyes on him. A day ago, the only thing that he knew was that he wanted to study here. Now, barely a day later, he desperately wanted to find the people who had done this to him, to find out why they did it, but more importantly, to discover who he is.

He sat there silently for a long time, deliberating on a decision which could possibly shape the rest of his life.

Chapter 6

Kort climbed the narrow, snaking path towards the gate leading to Haven. Exhausted and disheveled from four days of walking and three nights of sleeping out in the elements, he knew that he was late arriving, but all he wanted was to pull off his boots and have a nap.

Craning his neck, he could see the light from a series of torches illuminating the wall far above him. With his destination in sight, he put on a burst of speed. Rounding a switchback in the path, he nearly collided with a small figure dragging a large trunk behind.

“Don’t hog the trail,” said Kort.

“Why don’t you give me a hand with my trunk and I’ll be out of your way sooner,” came Ravyn’s exasperated reply.

“Maybe if you asked me nicely,” he said, attempting to squeeze past the trunk, but giving up when he looked down over the edge of the path.

Letting go of the trunk, she spun around, hands planted on her hips, the moonlight reflecting off her soft, round face. “I’m a lady and I expect you to help me.”

“Where I come from, women pull their own weight, and if somebody wants help, they’re nice about it,” he said.

“Where I come from, men act like gentlemen not beasts of burden.”

“Yet you expect me to become your beast of burden and haul your stuff for you.”

“No, I want you to assist me in carrying my belongings up to the gate.”

“Hey, what’s the hold up?” came a commanding voice from behind.

“This lady,” said Kort, “packed herself a trunk that her body can’t carry.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Prince Caddaric. “I’m your prince, and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll move out of my way. I’m already late enough thanks to the Queen’s extended goodbyes.”

“I’ll get out of your way as soon as the princess up there gets out of my way,” said Kort.

“Princess,” she said, her icy tone more biting than the wind swirling around the mountains.

“If you had helped her, then neither of you would be in my way now,” said Caddaric.

“Exactly,” she said, “finally someone with some sense.”

“Alright, I’ll take an end just to get you out of my way,” said Kort, picking up an end of Ravyn’s trunk. “What did you fill this with?”

“Only the essentials.”

With each of them carrying an end of the trunk, they began to travel up the path again. “Hey,” said Caddaric, “aren’t you going to help your prince?”

“You were doing just fine on your own up until now,” he said.

“You will regret getting on my bad side.”

“Fine,” said Kort.

They readjusted their positions and started up the path again. Ravyn leading, Caddaric in the rear, and Kort still in the middle, the handle on Ravyn’s trunk in his right hand, Caddaric’s in his left. Scuttling sideways along the path, he alternated between staring down over the edge of the path and almost scraping his nose on the stone wall as they followed the switchbacks up the side of the mountain.

Kort gratefully set down the two trunks when they passed through the heavy wooden gate into Haven. Kort got his first look at his new home. The whole complex was basked in the late afternoon light, the air already cool despite it only being early fall.

Nestled in a nook, high up between two mountains, it sat in a flat, wedge shaped area, bordered on two sides by the steep walls of the mountains and a high, thick wall bordered the front face. Two imposing buildings rose up near the center of the yard, splitting Haven in half. The buildings reminded Kort of the church back in Blaine, plain stone construction, tall diamond shaped windows, devoid of any adornments. A shiver ran down his spine, knowing that he was going to be living in one of those buildings. A stone courtyard covered the area in front of the buildings, with only a few hardy weeds poking through the gaps between blocks, and Kort could see grass, trees and bushes, all well-trimmed, growing on the far side of all the buildings.

Two men, huddled in fine cloaks, waited to greet them.

“Hello, to you all,” said a kindly old man, coming forward to shake their hands. “I’m Headmaster Marrok.”

A pale, stooped man stayed at Marrok’s shoulder, focusing on the paper in his hand and not offering to shake hands. “I’m Professor Cleary,” he said absently.

“Prince Caddaric Kelvin,” said Caddaric, stepping forward to introduce himself first.

“Ravyn Thaliard,” said Ravyn, shaking Marrok’s hand.

“Kort Byron,” mumbled Kort, not looking Marrok in the eyes when he shook his hand.

“Good, good,” said Cleary, marking the paper in his hand. “We’re only waiting on one more.”

“Where are we with the living quarters?” asked Marrok, quietly.

“Bad,” said Cleary. “Mrs. Betha’s got them packed in there as tight as we dare. Attendance has almost doubled over the last ten years, but I’d expected that at least a few of them wouldn’t show up.”

“We have no choice but to turn the storage room into a temporary dorm. Are all of you okay sharing a room?”

The three of them looked at each other uneasily, none of them wanted to spend any extra time in each other’s company, but not wanting to disappoint the Headmaster, they all agreed.

“Donovan, can you show these people to the west storage room on the top floor, and let Mrs. Betha know that she needs to setup the room?,” said Marrok.

“No problem.” Donovan separated himself from the stone bench on which he had been lounging and glided over to the gate. “Am I staying in the same room?”

“I suppose so,” said Cleary, studying his paper. “Ask Mrs. Betha to set it up for five people, and try to hang a curtain or something to give the ladies some privacy.”

“We’ll be joined by another girl?” asked Ravyn.

“As long as she shows up,” said Cleary.

They made their way up to their new home, the four of them sweating to lug the two trunks up to the top floor. The room was currently occupied by tables and stacks of chairs. Dropping off their belongings, Donovan led them down to the hall in the basement where Mama B was serving supper.

They were the last to arrive and many tables sat empty, their owners already retired to their rooms. The smells in the room reminded Kort of supper at home, simple dishes, expertly prepared.

“Why don’t you go grab some grub and find a table, while I tell Mama B about our living arrangements?” said Donovan, sliding his way between busy tables and disappearing through the doors into the kitchen.

They dished up at the serving stations near the kitchen and claimed a table. Even Caddaric had to admit that the food was good enough for the royal table.

Three kids occupied the long table that they had sat down at, meals in various stages of consumption. They all introduced themselves to each other.

Clyde, shifty eyed and rat faced, was blaring out a story for all to hear, spittle flying, as they sat down.

Thurl glanced at the tapestries hanging around the room in awe, mouth open, his meal cooling in front of him. His handshake could crush iron.

Clyde introduced them to Bodhi, head resting on the table, emitting soft snores.

Clyde entertained them for the duration of their meal, regaling them with tales about his parent’s travels around the world. They were merchants, the greatest ever according to Clyde, and once he finished his training, he would surpass even them.

Donovan and Kort excused themselves early to help assemble the room where they’d be living. Ravyn and Caddaric seemed quite content to remain behind until the heavy lifting was done.

Caddaric patiently waited until the end of the meal, after Clyde had told them a tale of how his parents had daringly bluffed their way into the wedding between the Duke of Wain’s daughter and a noble from one of the lesser houses in Beric, to reveal his royal heritage. Clyde nearly choked on his drink, trying to swallow and apologize at the same time. Having received the desired effect, he stood, gave a slight bow, and retired to his room.

Kort and Donovan were positioning the final cot when Caddaric returned to the room. Mama B was tucking a sheet around a thin mattress.

“Give me a hand making the beds,” said Mama B, tossing a sheet at Caddaric.

“Make a bed?” said Caddaric, with a smirk, “I’m a prince.”

“Good, then you’ve seen it done properly.” She dropped a stack of linen in his arms before heading out.

“So, what did his face look like?” asked Kort, taking a sheet from Caddaric and draping it over a bed.

“Whose face?” asked Caddaric.

“Clyde’s, when you told him who you are.”

“I thought his eyes were going to leave his head,” said Caddaric, dumping the linen on an already made bed.

“I wish I could have stayed to see it, but when there’s work to do,” said Kort, with a shrug.

They joked about Cylde’s stories the whole time, while they finished making the beds. Mama B returned, with a bundle in her arms, to examine their work. She gave them a slight approving nod.

“I have your schedules here, dears,” she said handing out sheets of paper to each of them.

Kort set his down without even looking at it. Taking a rope from on top of the bundle in Mama B’s arms, he climbed onto a bed and tied an end to a hook on the wall.

“Literacy at eight, put me to sleep now,” said Caddaric, reading his schedule. “What are your schedules like?”

Kort pointing at the pages he’d set down, but continued to string the rope across the room to separate the girls beds from the rest of the room.

“We’ve got the same schedule, farm boy. You, Donovan?”

“I suspect mines a little bit lighter,” said Donovan, helping Kort drape a heavy blanket over top of the rope stretched across the room.

“Lucky you. I didn’t want to be stuck in most of the classes, but Mother was worried that I’d miss something, so I’m taking a full load.”

“I wish I had that option,” said Kort, “but I didn’t have the choice. What about you, Donovan? You’ve been awfully quiet about your background.”

Donovan was saved from answering when Ravyn entered the room with a waif of a girl holding her hand. The girl’s clothing was filthy, her hair mussed up and full of grass. Seeing the others in the room, she tried to hide behind Ravyn’s legs.

“This is Delaney Cearo,” said Ravyn, trying to twist away from the girl with little success. “She’s a little shy.”

They all came over to greet her, but she cowered like a scared rabbit, and let out a quiet, high pitched whine.

“Come on,” said Ravyn, smiling reassuringly. “Let’s put your stuff on your bed.”

The two of them slowly crept past the boys and disappeared behind the curtain.

It took them some time to organize their clothing and stow it in chests at the end of their beds. Deciding that they had some free space in the room, Kort and Donovan nicked off to acquire a table and chairs to setup a small study area. 

“Does everybody have Literacy at eight tomorrow?” asked Ravyn.

“Yeah,” said Kort and Caddaric as one.

“I don’t,” admitted Donovan. “I have some other things to focus on.”

“Like what?” asked Ravyn.

Turning a chair to face them, he took a seat before answering. “I have lost a large chunk of my memory,” he said slowly. “I need to regain what was lost to me.” He went on to tell them about the events of the past few days, but didn’t reveal the carving on his chest, nor anything relating to the Shem.

***

Donovan woke late the next day, his first class didn’t start until half past nine. He made his way down to the hall while most of the students were preparing to head to class. Caddaric sat in the middle of a crowded table, everybody hanging on his every word.

Grabbing a couple pieces of toast and a few sausages from the serving tray, Donovan retraced his steps out of the hall, and climbed the stairs to the main level. Leaving through the back door, he went to find a bench in the grassy area behind the buildings.

Chewing on a sausage, he followed the path past some thick, shaggy bushes until he noticed Osmont on the far side of the willow in the center of the quad.

He stood there shirtless, lean and sleek as a jungle cat. He performed an elaborate stretch, limbs making careful shapes and patterns in the air, muscles shifting under his skin with an animal grace. Each movement deliberate, and consciously planned, yet had the grace of a dance to which only he could hear the music. It looked like he was fighting an invisible attacker while underwater. He was sweating despite the morning chill. Donovan couldn’t help but pick out the thin, pale scars covering his back, arms and chest, sweat pooling and flowing along their puckered surface.

Realizing that he was staring, Donovan looked down and focused on his breakfast, but his eyes kept drifting upwards, enthralled by the exquisite dance. Finishing his breakfast, Donovan walked across the grass, the morning dew glistening on his boots.

Osmont showed no signs of noticing his presence. He sidled up until he had no doubt that Osmont could see him in his peripheral vision, but still he was ignored.

“Good morning, Osmont,” said Donovan cheerfully.

“And to you,” said Osmont, not pausing in his routine.

“Do you mind if I ask what you’re doing?”

“I’d be surprised if you didn’t. This is an exercise routine that I picked up in my travels. It helps keep my old bones limber.”

Donovan smirked a little too broadly.

Osmont reached out and clapped the side of Donovan’s head with the flat of his hand.

Donovan heard the slap land, before he began to feel the burning in his ear. He shook his head to clear it. The blow was more startling than painful. Osmont was just standing there, arms relaxed, and then had struck so fast that Donovan’s mind hadn’t even registered the motion. It definitely got Donovan’s attention.

“And it keeps my reflexes sharp,” continued Osmont, face neutral.

Donovan stood there, slacked jawed, face burning. “You can’t hit me. I’m a student.”

“I just did and must I remind you that I am not a teacher.”

Though he was expecting it, the second slap still hit him in the side of the head before he could react.

“You’re a teacher, whether you’re employed here or not,” said Donovan, finally causing Osmont to smile.

“Just as you will always be a nuisance, regardless of where you go.”

Donovan tried to copy Osmont, arms and legs delayed by a fraction of a second as he tried to follow the patterns. He quickly became aware of how complicated it was: keeping the hands cupped just so and the feet correctly positioned. Tensing certain muscles, while others moved freely. Despite the fact that he moved with an almost glacial slowness, he found it impossible to imitate Osmont’s smooth grace. He kept over extending himself and had to flail his arms to regain his balance. Despite its casual grace, it was exhausting, and Donovan was glad when it was over.

“That was exhausting,” said Donovan, rubbing his heavy arms.

“It gets easier,” said Osmont, showing no signs of fatigue. “I do it every morning, and you are welcome to join me, as long as it doesn’t interfere with your classes.”

“It’s either that or sleep in.”

“So there’s no real choice.” Osmont took a series of slow, deep breaths before beginning the routine a second time.

Donovan tried to follow him again, but it was much harder this time. The muscles in his arms and legs already felt like lead, and wouldn’t respond how he wanted them to.

Donovan gave up halfway through the routine before he fell and hurt himself. He slowly paced around, with his hands on his hips, sucking in the cold mountain air, as he let his body slowly cool off.

A half hour before his class started, History with Professor Cleary, he bid Osmont adieu, and headed to his room to change into dry clothes.

Arriving at the History classroom ten minutes before class, Donovan wandered around until everyone else showed up.

The room was large and simply adorned. Tables dominated most of the floor. A small desk, covered in papers, but more organized than the one in Professor Cleary’s office, sat at the front of the room. Large, rolled up maps and diagrams sat in a series of divided shelves, resembling a wine rack, near the front of the room. A bookshelf full of leather bound books sat behind Professor Cleary’s desk.

Skimming through the titles, Donovan saw that most were focused on ancient myths and legends, as well as the early history of the world. Hearing footsteps coming down the hallway, Donovan claimed a table at the back corner of the room.

Caddaric entered the room, deep in conversation with a large entourage of students. Taking a seat near the middle of the room, the others quickly surrounded him, still hanging on his every word.

The rest of the class entered a few moments later. Catching Kort’s eye, he motioned for Kort to join him.

“How was your first class?” asked Donovan.

“Horrible,” said Kort. “Do you know how many different letters there are, and how many words they can form?”

“It will seem like a lot less once you learn the basics.”

Kort’s reply was cut off when Professor Cleary entered and the class fell silent. Scanning the room, they found Ravyn and Delaney sitting at a table in the front row, closest to the door. Ravyn sat there, straight-backed with her hands folded in her lap, ready to learn. Delaney was curled in a tight ball on her chair, her eyes just barely poked over the top of the table.

“Good morning, class,” said Cleary, writing his name on a blackboard at the front of the room. “My name is Professor Cleary and I’m here to teach you about history. We obviously do not have enough time to cover all of history.” He let out a laugh which wasn’t reciprocated by the class.

He began to pace back and forth at the front of the room, a slight frown on his face. Stopping, he looked into Ravyn’s eager face. “This is a survey class, covering many points of history, but none in any great detail. You have all come here from various walks of life, so when I’m teaching, I’ll do my best to assume that you all know nothing.”

That caused many in the class to smirk or let out a few chuckles. Donovan let out a sigh, knowing that he truly remembered nothing about history and would not be at a disadvantage in the class.

“Right, so who can tell me the myth of how the world was created?” asked Cleary.

Hands shot up around the room, Donovan and Delaney were the only two who kept their hands hidden.

“Yes?” he said looking at Ravyn.

“Ravyn Thaliard. The twelve Brothers set out to create the world based on a reflection that they’d seen in the Father’s eyes before he left them.”

Caddaric left out a laugh. “I don’t know what they teach you in the provinces, but there were thirteen brothers,” said Caddaric.

“True,” said Ravyn, “but only twelve of them actively attempted to create the world.”

“And who are you to judge the actions of your betters?”

“Yes, yes. Very good,” said Cleary absently. He was looking through the shelf at the front of the room. Unrolling a large sheet of paper, he attached it to a stand in the corner. The top of the sheet showed a close up of a face, the pupils of the eyes replaced with the representation of their world.

“Do you want to tell the story?” asked Ravyn icily.

“I think I should, so that everybody can hear the correct story.”

Caddaric continued to tell the tale, while Cleary pointed to the diagram and drew the occasional scene on the blackboard. Ravyn resigned herself to staring at the paper in front of her and taking notes while he spoke.

“In the beginning there was the Father and his thirteen sons. He offered to give them names, but they refused, considering it vain to take a name. The only exception was the second oldest son who considered himself worthier than his brothers and named himself Zeren.”

“One day the oldest son saw a reflection of a world, covered in blue seas and green landmasses, in the Father’s eyes. Soon after, the Father disappeared and the Brothers realized that he had shown them a glimpse into the future and the Father wouldn’t return until they built the world that had been seen in his eyes.”

“Twelve of the Brothers began the construction of the world. Time had no meaning to them, as eternities would pass in a blink of their eye, so no one knows how long they toiled at their labors. First they created the continents before covering the world in water, and created the plants and animals which would inhabit their creation.”

“Zeren sat back and mocked their labors, telling them that they would never achieve the perfection reflected in the Father’s eyes and he would therefore never return, no matter how long they labored. Soon he became bored and decided to add his unique personality to the world. He corrupted many beasts and serpents, growing them to gigantic sizes and instilling in them a hatred of all things living, and he placed them in the oceans. The oceans became a cautionary tale to the people that his brothers had created, and they quickly learned that some things were forbidden to them.”

“The Brothers were distraught when they saw what Zeren had done, but they elected to focus on the creation of new things and left Zeren’s monstrosities alone, hoping that their mercy would convince him to use his gifts more productively, but they were wrong.”

“Zeren continued to create new dangers. He corrupted many of the people of the lands; Human; Elf; Dwarf; Deogol or Onora, it didn’t matter. They were warped and disfigured and became known as the Shem, living alone in a wasteland on the southern continent.”

“Zeren had finally gone too far. No matter where they banished him, he would ultimately return, so the twelve brothers agreed as one to cast Zeren out of their family. He would live an immortal life with mortal power on the world they were creating. His blood would run straight and true through the ages, and he would not be able to return to his brothers until one of his descendants, of their own free will, forgave his transgressions and returned him to prominence.”

“Hearing their judgement, he created one final thing before they condemned him and blocked his power, so the people of the world would never forget him. He created what was called Zeren’s Downfall, but is now referred to simply as the Downfall. Deep, dark, billowing clouds would regularly cover the skies without warning or pattern, blocking the sun and the stars. Bright balls of light grew in intensity amid the clouds, like diamonds in the dirt, until they were too bright to look directly at and exploded into a flower of light, leaving behind the stench of sulfur. Bright flashes of sheet lightning would light the area like a noon day sun, followed by booming thunder which shook the ground. Animals have been known to act strangely during the Downfall, and people consider it an ill omen.”

***

After an hour and a half of History, they gladly left their chairs to hurry to their first Arcana class. Excited chatter surrounded them as they travelled down the hallway, everybody bragging about what they would be able to do by the end of the year; call down lightning from cloudless skies; rip trees from the ground using only their mind; conjure winds to block a rain of arrows. They’d all heard stories about famous wizards since they were kids, and each and every one of them were going to be even greater than the heroes.

Everything changed when they walked into Professor Moncha’s classroom. She stood in front of a blackboard full of rules, stern and strict, her mouth puckered and hair pulled back in a tight bun, she looked like she was sucking on a sour candy and surprised to find it in her mouth.

Her room was neat and organized, with everything carefully locked behind glass doors in a series of cabinets along the wall.

“Forget everything you heard in stories because we won’t be doing any of it in my class,” said Professor Moncha as an introduction to her class.

She explained that they would not be doing anything complicated in her class. Instead the focus would be on learning to control their Gifts so they wouldn’t lose control in a state of emotional distress and hurt those around them.

She spent the entire class telling them what they weren’t going to be doing in her class. The one thing that Donovan did learn from her introduction was that magic was considered a gift from the Brothers. Similar to the Brothers’ approach to creating the world, it could be used to create or alter the world around you, but could never unmake something, nor be used to enhance the user.

After lunch, Donovan headed off to find the library while the rest of the group headed to Arithmetic. Crossing over to the other building, he saw that it was a clear, bright day, before heading back inside and descending into the gloomy basement.

He found the library right where Professor Cleary had told him it would be. He hesitated outside the closed door, nervous despite being told that students had access to it. Opening the door, he saw row upon row of books, separated by narrow aisles. A few small tables sat in private nooks around the perimeter.

Donovan wasn’t looking for anything in particular at this time, he was merely familiarizing himself with the library until Martial training started in an hour and a half. Walking down the aisles, he ran his fingers along the dusty spines as he read them, and discovered that it was laid out by subject. History books filled a row of shelves along one wall, while the various arcane books occupied four entire rows of shelves. He couldn’t figure out the organizational system within each category and made a mental note to ask Professor Cleary the next time that he saw him.

Pulling down a book from the arcane section at random, Advanced Transfiguration of Crystalline Materials, he skimmed through the pages and quickly realized that while he knew each individual word written in the book, he couldn’t even begin to comprehend the instructions in the book. Returning it to the shelf, he continued to wander, dry eyed and coughing from the dry, dusty environment. He quickly lost track of time in the windowless room, the only light came from the glass spheres hanging from the ceiling. Checking the clock hanging in the hallway, which somehow kept accurate time despite having no obvious pendulum swinging back and forth. Twenty minutes until their first class in Martial training. His schedule said to meet in the main courtyard, so he made his way outside to stretch before class begun, enjoying a surprisingly pleasant September afternoon.

Professor Sarlic Severn waddled into the courtyard ahead of the rest of the students. He resembled a wolverine, stocky and muscular with a permanent scowl carved into his face. He waddled around, barely bending the knees on his stubby legs, arms puffed out from his sides. The top of his head was bald, and looked freshly polished, and he had a close trimmed goatee around his mouth and chin.

He stopped at a seemingly arbitrary spot in the courtyard, hands clasped behind his back, chest puffed out and eyes looking straight ahead. He stood there motionless as the students began lining up in front of him.

“Everybody shut your mouths,” boomed Professor Severn. The silence in the courtyard was absolute, even the wind held its breath. “My name is Professor Severn. You will all address me as Professor Severn at all times. Is that understood?”

That was met with a smattering of replies.

“I asked if you understood what I said.”

“Yes” came a chorus of voices.

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, Professor Severn,” came the boisterous response from the students.

“That’s better,” he said, beginning to look each student up and down as he continued to speak. “This is the simplest class that you’ll ever take here at Haven. You will all listen when I talk. None of you will talk unless I acknowledge you. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Professor Severn.”

“You will do what I tell you to do, when I tell you to do it.”

Kort raised his hand. Guessing his intentions, Donovan tried to pull Kort’s arm down, but he shook him off.

“Do you have a question?” asked Severn, standing directly in front of Kort.

“Yes, Professor Severn,” said Kort, loudly. “I was wondering if you would instruct us when to breathe because I have been breathing without permission, sir.”

“Let me allay your fears,” said Severn with a trace of a smile. “Drop to your belly and start doing pushups. As long as you’re doing pushups, you do not need to worry about your breathing. NOW GET DOWN.”

Kort slowly bent down and began doing pushups.

“Right now, you are all vermin and thieves in my eye,” said Severn addressing the class once more, “but don’t despair. I’m going to teach you discipline, even if I have to beat it into you. Now, most of you are going to go home to your mamas and spend the rest of your miserable lives on a farm or working in a warehouse, and never touch a sword in your life. That’s why I’m not going to waste my time teaching it to you. I’m going to teach you something that will be more practical. I will teach you how to use a staff because even useless scum can find a stick if their life depends upon it.”

He walked over to a stand with numerous staffs leaning against it. “You can stop doing pushups ... and feel free to breathe whenever you feel it necessary,” he said to Kort. “Today’s lesson is to learn how to hold a staff. You can all come over here and take one before spreading out into three rows.”

The students eagerly complied, excited to learn how to use a real weapon. Professor Severn demonstrated the correct grip and walked along the rows confirming that everyone was holding their staff correctly.

“Good, now hold it out in front of you.” He demonstrated by holding his staff out in front of his chest, parallel to the ground. “Now hold it there.”

Professor Severn lowered his own staff and stood watching the class for several minutes, before returning his staff to the stand and sitting down on a stone bench in the shade of the wall.

The pleasant afternoon quickly lost its pleasantness. After several minutes everybody was starting to sweat. Many students had questions they wanted to ask Professor Severn, but glancing around, they could see that nobody dared to speak first.

Fifteen minutes in and Delaney’s arms started to shake. Ravyn gave her encouraging words out of the corner of her mouth, but it was obvious that Delaney’s spindly arms wouldn’t hold up.

Delaney’s struggles raised the spirits of most of the class. They no longer worried about being the first to drop.

A few minutes later, Delaney’s arms dropped to her side, a single tear rolled down her cheek.

Professor Severn was there in an instant, as if by magic. “Did I tell you to put it down?” he asked in a compassionate tone.

Delaney shook her head.

“Then why did you put it down?” he asked, menace growing in his voice. “Well, I’m sure that you tried your best.”

Delaney nodded vigorously, tears streaming onto the ground.

“I can’t ask for any more than your best, right? Why don’t you go inside and rest for the remainder of the class?”

Delaney returned her staff to the stand and headed towards the building.

“Another pitiful performance and you’ll wish that you had never come here,” roared Severn.

Delaney broke into a run and fled inside.

Severn surveyed the rest of the students, a smirk etched on his face. Turning around he headed towards the bench.

He hadn’t taken three steps when Donovan’s staff clattered to the ground.

Severn spun, hatred in his eyes. “Did I give you permission to drop that?” he yelled, pointing at the staff at Donovan’s feet.

“No, sir,” said Donovan, calmly.

“Then why is it on the ground?”

“It must have slipped, sir,”

“Then pick it up.”

Donovan bent down and reached for the staff. Severn grabbed his arm, and flung him forward onto his face. “Did you slip?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” answered Donovan, getting back to his feet.

“Then I had better help you with your coordination.” Severn bent down and picked up the staff. “We’ll start by running laps.”

“Yes, sir.”

Donovan began running laps around the perimeter of the courtyard, Severn kept pace a few feet behind him, staff held tightly in his right hand. Donovan set a comfortable pace which he hoped he could maintain until Professor Severn lost interest.

Severn seemed content to let Donovan set the pace. Around and around they went, leaving a faint trail of sweat behind them. Every time they passed in front of the other students, both turned their heads to see how they were doing. It seemed that Donovan’s punishment had buoyed the students’ spirits, and distracted them from the growing pain in their arms. Everyone was still standing strong, eyes tracking Donovan as he passed.

Their strength helped energize Donovan as well. He force his breathing into a rhythmic pattern as he continued to jog, chased by Severn’s heavy breath at every turn.

“Faster,” yelled Severn, jabbing Donovan in the center of the back with the staff.

Donovan stumbled and nearly fell to the ground, but regained his balance at the last moment. Picking up the pace, he looked back at Severn, his stubby legs waddling along after him. Speeding up some more, he quickly outpaced Severn. Not daring to look behind him, he continued his circuit around the courtyard.

Turning the corner to make his way in front of the class, he saw Professor Severn standing there, waiting patiently. Donovan was about to run past Severn when suddenly, something hard bashed into his shins, dropping him violently onto his stomach. His face bounced off the ground, and his nose started dripping blood.

“A hundred pushups,” barked Severn, glaring down at Donovan, staff in hand.

Donovan spared him a single look of contempt before starting his pushups. His legs were on fire and his breath had left him when he fell, but he refused to give up.

This continued for the remainder of the class. Donovan refused to give up and quit, Severn graciously had him switch to another exercise when it became obvious that Donovan couldn’t continue, and the rest of the students stood there, staffs held out in front of them, for the entire class.

“Class is over,” boomed Severn. “It was a pitiful start, but it’ll get better. Everybody return your weapons to the stand before you leave.”

Donovan wearily got back to his feet and reached out an arm towards Professor Severn.

“What do you want?”

“I need to return my weapon to the stand.” Donovan swore that he saw a glint of admiration in Severn’s eyes when he handed over the staff. Using it as a walking stick, he made his way over to the stand, where he saw Ravyn and Caddaric waiting for him.

“Tough luck,” said Caddaric smirking. “Next time you should think about what you’re doing before you do it.”

Donovan wearily leaned his staff on the stand before turning to face Caddaric. “Would everybody have been able to last the entire class if I didn’t?” Donovan pressed his thumb against one side of his nose and blew, spraying mucous and blood onto the ground, before he slowly made his way back to his room.

Chapter 7

Donovan got up early the next morning to head down for breakfast with everyone else. Entering the hall in the basement, Caddaric veered off to join a table with his new friends who greeted him with smile and salutations.

Ravyn, Delaney, Kort and Donovan made their way to the serving stations at the back of the room. Heaping fried eggs and toast onto his plate, Donovan followed the rest to a quiet table in the corner near the fireplace.

Delaney sat at the corner of the table, where she could watch all of the people in the room. She begun to eat her breakfast like a squirrel, stuffing her mouth full of food, then furtively watching the room while she chewed.

“To surviving the first day,” said Donovan, raising his glass of orange juice. He had a small cut on his cheek and a couple of bruises, but otherwise was none the worse for wear.

“And to many more,” said Kort, clinking glasses.

“Could you keep it down?” said Ravyn, nose buried in a math book she’d borrowed from the library.

“What’s your problem?” asked Donovan.

“Yeah,” chimed in Kort, “it’s only been one day. We don’t even have any homework.”

“It’s never too early to start preparing.” She gave them a glare before returning to her book.

Donovan and Kort shared a knowing look, and decided that it was too early in the day to get her worked up, so they finished their breakfasts in silence.

Donovan stood up to leave the hall.

“Where are you going so early?” asked Kort. “You don’t even have class first period.”

“Got to get my exercise.” Donovan started to head out of the hall. “Otherwise Professor Severn will make it his responsibility to get me into shape.” Many students looked up as he passed and had a quiet chuckle with their neighbors, but a few gave him encouraging nods.

Climbing the stairs, he headed out into the chilly morning air. The frost shone on the grass and a few of the leaves were starting to change color. Reaching the tree in the middle of the quad, he saw that Osmont wasn’t there yet. Pacing around the tree, blowing on his hands to keep them warm, he waited.

Osmont came prowling over the grass. He shucked his cloak and hung it on the tree. Taking a neutral pose, he began a slow stretch. Hurrying to catch up, Donovan began mimicking the movements. Donovan felt like a baby deer taking its first steps, as he clumsily imitated Osmont. His arms and legs quickly became sore and felt heavy, but still he endured.

His right arm swayed in across his body, as if blocking a blow. Left leg planted, he raised his right leg at a glacial pace, in what resembled a sweeping kick. He turned around, and took a small step backwards while pivoting his arm, and Donovan stumbled to his knees.

Popping back to his feet, Donovan tried the turn again and had to shuffle his feet to keep from falling.

Osmont stopped and faced Donovan, taking up the stance that came before the spot where Donovan kept stumbling. Donovan studied his posture before imitating the stance. Osmont gave a small nod before starting again.

Donovan watched him complete the turn-step, before trying it himself, and again stumbled.

“Again,” said Osmont, watching as Donovan took up the starting stance. Donovan started his turn and Osmont almost immediately stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.

“Imitation without knowledge is dangerous,” said Osmont.

Balancing mid turn, right leg a couple inches off the ground, Osmont adjusted Donovan’s posture. Grabbing Donovan’s hips in his hands, he twisted them so they proceeded his right leg. He then pushed Donovan’s left shoulder back, and turned Donovan’s head slightly so it preceded the turn.

Donovan tried it again, he still stumbled but felt like he had more control.

“No,” said Osmont patiently. “This motion is designed to create separation between you and your opponent. Your shoulder must move him away, otherwise he’ll knocked you back onto your butt.”

Osmont stepped in front of Donovan with his back facing him. Osmont slowly swung around, his left shoulder connected with Donovan’s sternum. Donovan hadn’t bothered to brace himself because of the glacial speed of Osmont’s movements, but nonetheless he pushed Donovan aside with ease, before taking a half step backwards and raising his arms into a fighting stance.

A slap flew out, and this time Donovan managed to tilt his head and roll with the impact.

Donovan took several steps away from Osmont, and tried the maneuver again, this time focusing on his shoulder hitting an imaginary opponent. He barely stumbled this time.

With a smile, Osmont took up a neutral pose, and begun the routine anew. Donovan followed his movements, this time making it most of the way through the routine before stumbling. Resetting, he started the dance anew.

Donovan began asking an incessant stream of questions for the remainder of their session, and slowly came to understand the reasons behind many of the subtle movements which Osmont made during his routine.

***

Professor Cleary waited in his classroom as the students filed in, a large map of the world on the stand at the front of the room. He glanced at the clock hanging on the wall. “Please take your seats. We have a lot of things to cover today.”

He sat down on the edge of his desk and waited until everyone was settled. “Yesterday we covered the creation myths,” he said. “We’re going to be spending the rest of the week building a solid foundation before we start learning about more recent events. Starting with the founding of what eventually became the Rourke Empire. What can you tell me about the time before we had our first king?”

Many hands shot up into the air. Once people saw Caddaric’s arm raised, near the center of the room, most of the students lowered their arms. Ravyn was one of the few who kept her arm raised, sitting at the front of the room with Delaney.

Professor Cleary pointed at Ravyn. “A tribal system existed, with each clan banding together for protection from their neighbors,” she said. “It was chaotic, with changing allegiances and regular conflict between the tribes.”

“Very good,” said Cleary. “How did Rourke come to be in a position of prominence?”

This time he called on Caddaric to answer.

“There are disagreements on the exact events that led to his coronation,” said Caddaric. “What is generally agreed upon is that he was a successful merchant, who spent his early years forging relationships with many of the human tribes and the Dwarven realm of Kern to the north. The exchange of our crops for manufactured goods from Kern, especially weapons, earned them enough wealth to pay off the largest tribes in exchange for protection. Founding Kendra in his middle years, he began an ambitious policy of expanding trade and building infrastructure.”

“Good,” said Cleary. “His sons continued his legacy and eventually build trade routes leading to the four major empires, all intersecting in Kendra, which to this day is still the capital city of Rourke.”

Kort began to tell Donovan a joke about a dwarf and a goat working at a mill, and he missed the rest of Cleary’s speech where he talked about the trade routes running north to the dwarven empire of Kern, west to the elven nation of Strom, southwest to Tanic where the onora live and east to the fallen Deogol empire.

“Hey, are you two listening?”

Looking up, Kort and Donovan saw Professor Cleary standing in front of their table.

“Rourke is the greatest realm in the world,” ventured Kort.

Despite some hoots and cheers from the class, Professor Cleary didn’t look happy. “Can either of you tell me about Haven’s history?”

Donovan glanced at Kort expectantly, but Kort gave a slight shake of his head. “No, Professor,” said Donovan.

“Then you should quit disrupting my class and start paying attention,” he said forcefully. “Now can anyone help educate these two delinquents?”

“Yes, Professor,” said a smirking Caddaric. “I’m always glad to help out the ignorant and less fortunate. Haven wasn’t founded until generations later, but its origins can be traced back to our earliest history. While a few tribes worshipped the Gifted, most hunted them down and attempted to eradicate them. Many of these early wizards fled into these mountains to hide, and eventually found each other and began using their Gifts to build an underground compound to hide from their persecutors. Over time, many wizards risked their lives by leaving Haven to seek out others with the Gift and offer them refuge. As their numbers grew, so did Haven, and the knowledge and abilities of its residents.”

Professor Cleary circled the room while Caddaric was speaking, making sure that everyone was paying attention. Now he returned to the front of the room, with a bounce in his step.

“This brings us to my favorite myth about Haven,” said Cleary, writing ‘Zeren’ on the blackboard. “Legend says that Zeren himself founded Haven and lived here for nearly a thousand years. Zeren and his offspring were said to have a special Gift, their abilities were so unique that they barely resembled wizards as we know them, and formed a separate sect within Haven. Their gifts were said to be focused on enhancing themselves, not the world around them. There was apparently a falling out between Zeren and his followers during the first Shem invasion which led to his exile, and the construction of a holy place in his honor. The Zerenists’ Gifts have been exaggerated as they fell into myth and legend, but stories claim that they could drop naked into a nest of vipers and leave without a scratch. They could dance along a single strand of spider silk as if it were a road and they could even regrow a severed limb.” He let out a series of high pitched chuckles before continuing. “These are, of course, only stories. What we do know is that a small sect of Zerenists have lived at Haven going back to our earliest records until they suddenly disappeared a thousand years ago during the last Breaking. No records tell of why they disappeared during the war, but it’s assumed that most were killed during the fighting. The strange part is that despite the testing of all human teenagers, none have been discovered since.”

Ravyn’s hand had been in the air for the last half of Cleary’s speech, but he had ignored her until now. “Is it true that the only Zerenists were human?” she asked.

“We have many old records about testing and admitting wizards as Zerenists and all of them were human. As far as I know there aren’t even stories about other races displaying abilities similar to the Zerenists. Many people point to this as proof that their abilities have been distorted and they were nothing but a religious sect of wizards. I personally believe that that the Zerenists had unique abilities, similar to a Seer’s second sight, because it seems unlikely to me that the administration at Haven would have created an entirely separate training program solely because of religious beliefs.”

“How would you identify a Zerenist when testing for the Gift?” asked Donovan.

“I don’t actually know,” said Cleary.

Students continued to ask questions about the early life at Haven and how it’s different now, until they ran out of time and had to head off to Professor Moncha’s classroom for Arcana.

Glass spheres were already sitting on each of the tables in the room as they entered. Professor Moncha explained that these artifacts were similar to the ones used during the testing of their magical abilities, except they were designed to be more difficult to light.

Donovan’s experience was exactly the same as during his testing. His orb immediately lit up, but its light was so dim that it could barely be seen with the bright sunshine shining through the windows where he and Kort were sitting.

Caddaric and Ravyn had the brightest lights by far, but both were scolded for making a scene when they got into an argument over who had the brightest.

As the class progressed, Professor Moncha taught them how to focus their Gifts to light their sphere without touching it. This proved to be difficult for most of the class, but following Professor Moncha’s careful instruction, most of them managed to get them lit before the end of class.

At the end of the class, everybody but Donovan was exhausted from using their Gifts for an extended period of time. Professor Moncha told them that it was normal and they would build up their stamina over the term. She was more surprised by Donovan’s energetic skip as he headed off for lunch.

The rest of the day was similar to the previous one. Donovan headed down to the library, while the others went to Arithmetic, and started reading The Early Days of Rourke, hoping to negate the disadvantage of his lost memories.

The next morning he joined Osmont out in the quad, and finally asked him a question which had been on his mind since the previous day.

“Why is my Gift so weak?” he asked, stretching his cupped left hand in front of him. “Could the Blood magic be leeching my Gift?”

“I wondered about that since Cleary told me about your test,” said Osmont, swaying both of his arms to the right. “I’m going to be straight with you. Most of what I know about Blood magic is from what I’ve read the last few days.

“Which is still more than I know.” He pivoted left, shoulder down, then extended both of his palms forward.

“I’m convinced that it is Blood magic carved into your chest, but I cannot even begin to fathom who could have done it. We have the two greatest magical libraries in Rourke, one at Haven and one in the keep at Kendra, and between them we have found little information on the subject. Its use was banned thousands of years ago and it appears that people were successful in destroying most of the records about its use.”

Osmont was quiet while he performed a series of connected movements. Slowly turning one hundred and eighty degrees, he shoved his arms forward. Performing a glacial mule kick behind him, he twisted around to face the opposite direction before his foot hit the ground. Arms swaying to deflect a series of slow, invisible attacks before he kneed one attacker and elbowed the other. Coming to rest, he drew a series of slow deep breaths.

“On a normal person, the Blood magic would last a few days at most before it lost it power,” said Osmont. “On you, it could last a lifetime.”

“So, it could be draining my power?” asked Donovan, bent over with his hands on his hips, still gulping in air.

“I don’t know, so I won’t discount the possibility. It appears to work in a similar way to how an Artificer imbues an artifact. The symbols must be etched precisely, the vessel has to be suitable for its function and the imbuer needs to have exceptional control and concentration while transferring energy into the vessel.”

“Is that what I’ve become to you? I’m no different than a clay bowl.”

“I was using clinical terms and didn’t intend to offend you.” Seeing that Donovan wasn’t ready to start another routine, he continued talking. “The few tidbits that I’ve found make it sound like it can be used to deaden or enhance certain attributes. You could make your arm never feel pain or any other sensation, or you could enhance its sensitivity until the slightest breeze would become unbearable.”

“So I still have my memories, I just can’t access them?”

“I believe that you still have your memories, but the access to them has been blocked. You can still speak and read, and do all kinds of other things which you couldn’t if the knowledge was removed completely. You seem to be able to access some information through your subconscious, but cannot access anything directly.”

“So how do I get rid of it?”

“I’m working on it.”

“Can you drain my Gift until the Blood magic burns itself out?”

“Ah, the ignorance of youth,” said Osmont, letting out a joyous laugh. “Sometimes I wish I could experience it again. To answer your question. No, we have no way to nullify anyone’s Gift completely.”

“So, I’m stuck like this forever?”

Osmont looked him straight in the eye for several seconds before answering. “I’m doubtful that we’ll be able to counteract it, unless we find the person who did it to you in the first place. If we can gather enough pieces about your background, then maybe we can narrow down the list of possible places where you grew up and start investigating each one.”

“If I could remember my past, then this wouldn’t be necessary in the first place.”

“That’s why we need to be sneaky. If you can tie a bunch of different knots then maybe your parents were fishermen. It’s mostly going to be a guessing game, but it’s imperative that we find out who is performing Blood magic.”

Donovan almost told Osmont about the note that Eamon had left for him but, given everything that he’d learnt about the Shem, he still kept it secret.

***

Donovan rose early on Saturday, while everybody was still tucked in their beds, and quietly made his way down to the basement for a quick bite to eat before heading out to the courtyard by the gate. Crossing the courtyard, he saw two strikingly beautiful women standing by the gate. Twins by the look of it. Blond wavy hair hung in two braids to reveal thin, friendly faces. Full lips pulled back in a faint trace of a sensual smile as he approached. Heavy, hazel eyes cheerfully gazed over the buildings.

“Hi, I’m Chelsea Bishop,” said the girl on the right, “and this is my sister Aubrey.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” said Donovan with a goofy smile.

“Is this your first year here?” asked Aubrey. Donovan nodded and she continued. “We were just talking about the mischief that we got into when we lived here.”

“I highly doubt that either of you ever got into trouble,” said Donovan.

“We never got into any trouble,” said Chelsea, her mischievous smile telling him that it wasn’t from lack of trying.

“Is this everybody?” asked Osmont from behind Donovan. “It’ll be a small group this year.”

“Hugh and some of his crew were talking about coming,” said Aubrey. “There they are now.”

Turning around, Donovan saw a group of ten men come sauntering between the buildings towards them. In the lead was Hugh Gardner, a muscular lion leading his pride, bright toothy smile clearly visible. Hugh gave Aubrey and Chelsea a wink before turning to Osmont.

“It’s good to see you, Osmont,” said Hugh, in a deep, rich voice.

Osmont shook his hand before addressing the group. “Now that everybody is here, let’s get started. Most of you were here last year when I first started this, so you know what to expect.” He nodded to many of the people standing there. “Hugh, Casey, Andy, Archie, Leo and the rest. For the rest of you, I look forward to getting to know you over the coming weekends. I recognize that giving up part of your Saturdays is a big sacrifice for some of you, but I think you’ll find it worthwhile in the end.”

“The girls won’t be able to keep their eyes off your body,” said Hugh, casually flexing his arms. “Even Archie might be able to get a date.”

That drew a wave of laughter from everybody but Archie. Archie had a soft build, bright red hair, and a pale complexion that was turning crimson to match the scar on his left cheek.

“I’m not a miracle worker,” said Osmont, to another round of laughter. “You need many attributes to successfully defend yourself without weapons or magic. You need the stamina to know that you can outlast your opponents, the quickness to beat them to the punch, the agility and flexibility to remain stable despite adverse circumstances. We’ll be focusing on these attributes before moving to more traditional fighting techniques.”

Osmont ran them through one of his stretching routines to get warmed up, and Donovan was glad to see others struggling to maintain their balance. Once they were warmed up, they began jogging up and down the narrow winding path leading up to the gate. Osmont spread his time out between all of the students, jogging beside each for a few minutes while they had a quiet conversation before he moved onto the next.

Donovan spent his time with the Bishop twins near the back on the pack, as they filled him in on what to expect if he returned to Haven for a second year and could explore Haven in its entirety.

Haven was much larger than he’d realized. Tunnels extended deep into the heart of the mountains where a plethora of rooms have been carved into the rock. Hidden vales were scattered throughout the spur of mountains, the only way to reach them was through the main gate atop of the path they were currently jogging up.

They told Donovan that if he followed the paths behind the buildings he’d come to a tunnel, guarded by protective magic, which led to Haven proper, as they called it. They offered to open the way for him, but he would owe each of them a favor that they could call upon whenever they liked. The way that they said it scared him off, and he politely declined their offer.

By the end of the session, everybody’s legs were burning and they struggled to walk along the path, but nobody gave up and stopped.

Bidding everyone farewell, Donovan went to see what was going on in his room.

Ravyn sat at the table, focused on a book in front of her. Kort lounged with his feet resting on the other side of the table, picking grapes off of a bunch and tossing them in the air to catch in his mouth. Delaney was hidden behind the curtain on the far side of the room, and Caddaric was nowhere to be seen.

“How can you possibly be studying?” asked Kort, tossing another grape into the air and narrowly missed catching it in his mouth.

Ravyn ignored him and kept reading, mouthing each word as she read. Donovan gave Kort a lazy wave as he walked passed and plopped himself onto his bed.

“We don’t even have any homework,” said Kort. “What are you reading?” Sitting up, he reached across the table and snagged the book from in front of Ravyn.

“I was reading that.”

Kort flipped the book over and tried to read its title, but the only word that he could make out was math.

“Give it back.”

“No. If it’s so important, then maybe I should be reading it.”

“Now,” she said, a firm finality in her tone. She reached out her hand and waited until Kort handed it back. She found her place in the book and went back to reading as if nothing had happened.

Kort went back to tossing grapes into his mouth until he grew bored again. Picking another grape, he began to aim it at Ravyn’s mouth as she continued to mouth the words as she read. Donovan put a hand over his mouth to stifle a laugh. With great care and timing, Kort tossed the grape across the table into her gaping maw.

Her eyes grew wide in alarm and she began grasping at her throat.

“What do we do?” said an animated Donovan, flinging himself off the bed.

Kort calmly made his way around the table. Wrapping his arms around her, he lifted her out of the chair and bent her part way over the table. Pressing himself tightly against her back, he wrapped his arms around her waist, and began a rhythmic thrusting motion with his hands.

The grape dislodged and fell onto the table. Kort kept his arms wrapped around her until she fought her way free.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she said, shoving him away.

“Saving your life,” said Kort.

“You wouldn’t have needed to if you didn’t try to kill me,” she said, jabbing him in the chest with a sharp finger. “And you...” she said turning towards Donovan. Letting out an exasperated sigh, she grabbed her book and disappeared behind the curtain.

“Where did you learn that?” asked Donovan quietly, hoping that Ravyn wouldn’t overhear.

“I fight with my brothers over food at every meal. We’ve choked more than once while shoveling it down, so my mom made sure to teach it to all of us.”

The five of them got to know each other in dribs and drabs over the first few weeks, growing familiar with each other’s habits. Despite the grape incident, Ravyn continued to move her mouth while she read. Kort insisted on shaving every day despite a distinct lack of noticeable facial hair. Caddaric spent more and more time with his group of sycophants, coming back to the room late at night and saying boisterous goodbyes in the hallway, waking the rest of them. Delaney still hadn’t said a single word, but she kept the room meticulously clean, picking up every stray sock and cleaning the room every day. Donovan displayed a tendency to disappear from the group, he’d sit there studying what everybody was doing but withdraw from the conversation, yet he had a remarkably accurate recollection of exactly what everybody had said.

Everything seemed to be going good. All of them had fallen into their own comfortable routine, which was why Donovan was surprised when Ravyn came to him in tears, begging him for help near the end of the first month of class.

Chapter 8

Donovan woke early on a Sunday morning near the end of September. Quietly closing the door behind him, he headed outside to do one of the stretching routines that he’d learnt from Osmont. Osmont had been away from Haven for a few days, but Donovan diligently kept up the routine. He’d finally reached the point where he could complete the whole routine without stumbling.

He walking across the frosted grass, leaving green footprints in his wake. He was surprised to hear running footsteps behind him.

Ravyn came running up beside him, and taking his arm, led him to a secluded bench surrounded by barren bushes, their colorful leaves carpeting the ground. “I need to talk to you,” she said in a choking voice.

Sitting down on the frigid bench, Donovan looked her in the eyes and saw tears streaming down her face. “What’s wrong?”

“I ..,” she started before breaking down.

Donovan draped his arm across her shoulders and pulled her close, holding her until she regained her composure.

“It’s just ... if I get behind ... my parents,” she stuttered.

Donovan sat there, gently rubbing her back until she tried again.

“I’m just not getting it,” she stated slowly, before words started streaming out of her mouth. “If I fall behind, I’ll never catch up. My parents are going to be so disappointed. You need to help me.”

“Sure, sure,” he said soothingly. “What can I do?”

“You can’t tell anybody else. You must promise.”

“I promise. Now tell me what’s going on.” He put his hands on her shoulders and held her an arm’s length away so he could look her in the eyes.

“Well ... you see, I’m having trouble with Arithmetic. It doesn’t make sense and I need your help.”

“It’s only about school,” he said with a sigh of relief.

“Only about school?” she said in disbelief. “What could possibly be more important?”

Donovan could think of more than a few things, but kept quiet.

“I don’t know who else to turn to,” she said. “Caddaric’s a jerk and Kort would never let me live it down.”

“Just calm down. I’ve already been helping Kort, so I already know some of Professor Higgins’ failings.”

“I feel so stupid.”

“Well, you shouldn’t. You’re the best in the class except maybe for Caddaric. Besides, Professor Higgins teaches it as a routine. Intelligence plays no part in it, it’s all about memorization and repetition.” He could see the confusion in her face, so he started again. “Let me put it another way. If I gave you a recipe, you could cook a delicious meal without understanding the significance of what you’re doing.”

“Not if I’m the one cooking.”

“Let’s pretend for a moment that you can. You could follow the recipe for that particular dish, but wouldn’t necessarily be able to apply the same techniques to something new. Action without meaning is merely an automated response, and repetition of the action will not lead to understanding. Professor Higgins doesn’t understand this and teaches students to memorize rules and solve problems by rote.”

“I think I follow,” said Ravyn, “but what are you going to do differently.”

“Bring it off the page,” said Donovan, picking up a handful of colorful leaves.

Using the leaves as markers in different denominations, they did a series of problems until well after the frost had left the grass.

That was the first of many Sunday morning lessons that the two of them had. While he would never admit it, deep down Donovan was relieved to see both Kort and Ravyn struggling because he had his fair share of struggles. His lack of knowledge about even basic events forced him to spend many hours in the library trying to catch up. He read about the Breaking a millennia ago, when the Shem had last invaded and the Deogol joined forces with them. Large swaths of land became desolate, a large proportion of the populace had been killed before the Shem were driven off and the Deogol Empire disappeared into obscurity. People had studied the relics that were left behind but no one could explain how the entire race had become extinct.

This wasn’t the only strange occurrence during the last Breaking. Many of the authors remarked how many maps had changed with no explanation as to why. Previous to the breaking, the maps showed an open isthmus connecting the continents, but afterwards they all prominently showed the Cleft. There was some debate whether it was missing because people hadn’t explored that far south yet, or if they didn’t consider it an important enough feature to include on their maps.

Donovan found references to some of the prophecies that Professor Cleary liked to talk about, where these cataclysmic events occurred roughly every thousand years. The books could trace the history back through four of these earth shattering events. According to the dates of the previous events, they were nearing the end of another cycle.

Arcana wasn’t much better for Donovan. He was the weakest in the class and Caddaric reminded him of it every chance he got. The only good news was that his defenses were exceptional, shockingly so according to Professor Moncha.

Professor Severn’s class was miserable for everyone, but especially so for Donovan who’s ineptness with the staff was staggering.

***

On a clear Friday morning, Donovan headed to the Arcana class, preparing himself to face ridicule from Caddaric and his cronies. Taking a seat at the back of the room with Kort, he waited for Professor Moncha to start the class.

“Good morning class,” she said cheerfully. “I have a special treat for you today. As you all know, we’ve been practicing using our Gift to light these.” She held up one of the glass spheres. “We’ve both lit them and dimmed them separately, but today you’re going to be splitting your concentration to do both at the same time. The best way to do this is to compete against each other.”

A murmur of conversation exploded into the room as everyone chatted excitedly with their neighbors and predicted who was going to be the best.

“Silence,” said Moncha. “I will not have my class descend into chaos. These duels will be done one at a time and I will be carefully monitoring each one. You will not attempt this without my supervision, and if I tell you to stop then you must immediately do so.”

“Why is that, Professor?” asked Caddaric.

“Competitions between students have a tendency to intensify emotions and cause students to lose control. Losing control of your Gift can cause disastrous results that can far exceed anything that you could consciously do with your Gift. Alright, now who wants to go first?”

Most of the class turned to see if Caddaric was going to volunteer, and when he didn’t, a few of them raised their hands.

Tam and Clyde were selected and sat at a table near the front of the room, a glass sphere sitting in front of each of them. When Moncha gave the word, the duel began. Tam’s light shone brightly as he focused on it, while Clyde’s was dimly lit as he siphoned the energy away from Tam. With a quick reversal of tactics, Tam snuffed Clyde’s light and was declared the winner.

The duels continued throughout the class, each time they ended when either one of the competitors had a lapse in concentration, or they changed tactics and surprised their opponent. Each duel lasted for less than minute.

Finally, Caddaric volunteered for the duel and took one of the seats.

“Do we have a volunteer to duel Caddaric?” asked Moncha, but only silence lingered in the air.

Ravyn slowly raised her hand.

The two of them faced off for a good five minutes, the battle moving back and forth as they switched their focus between the two spheres, each adeptly countering the other’s moves. After a series of quick reversals, Caddaric finally was victorious, which was met with a roar of approval from the other students. Caddaric raised his arms over his head and basked in the adulation while Ravyn slunk back to her desk.

As the noise died down, they could hear a commotion out in the hall. Moncha headed towards the door to see what was going on. “I expect none of you to perform any magic until I come back.” She disappeared into the hallway.

“It doesn’t matter anyway,” laughed Caddaric, “because none of you can beat me.”

Donovan sat quietly while most of the class laughed.

Donovan locked eyes with him, and let a smile drift onto his face.

“You want to go, Donovan?” asked Caddaric.

“It wouldn’t be fair,” said Donovan calmly.

“That’s right. You wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“I meant that it wouldn’t be fair for you. You couldn’t beat my defense if you had a million years to try.”

“Is that so?”

“Let’s make it interesting. It’s obvious to everybody that I cannot beat you, nor can you beat me on your own. I challenge you and anyone who wants to help you to try and defeat me in less than five minutes.”

“You’re on,” said Caddaric, serious once more.

Donovan took the seat across from Caddaric, while Brutus, Thurl, Tam, Bodhi and Clyde gathered behind Caddaric.

“Stop,” said Ravyn forcefully. “You’re all going to get in trouble.”

“No they won’t,” said Kort, taking up a position by the door and peeking into the hallway. “If I give the word, then you’d all better get back to your seats quickly.”

Donovan lit his sphere before turning to Kort at the door. “What do you think they’ll be serving for lunch?” he asked.

With a glance at the people behind him, Caddaric led the attack. Donovan felt a slight chill down his spine but did his best to not show any outward signs of struggle.

He continued his lunch conversation with Kort as Caddaric stared intently across the table, the muscles in his neck showing. As the seconds ticked by, his face became redder and redder, and a vein began to throb on his forehead, but still Donovan sat there, apparently at ease, the light in the sphere had yet to even flicker.

Finally Caddaric broke off his attack, well after the five minutes had elapsed. “You’re lucky that I was tired from my duel with Ravyn,” he sneered.

“So she provided you with a challenge?” asked Donovan, eyebrows raised.

His response was cut off when Kort said, “She’s coming,” and everybody hurried back to their seats.

“That was brilliant,” whispered Kort when they were seated together once more.

“I don’t think that he’ll leave it at that for long.”

***

Donovan had another treat waiting for him that Saturday. Osmont had given his group climbing lessons the previous week, and now he was taking them to a section of one of the mountains to see what they had learnt.

At the bottom of the winding path, he turned left and led them along an open area between the base of the mountains and the start of Kenelm Forest. After a half hour jog, he stopped them at the base of a craggy face of mountain.

Everybody stared up at the steep ascent, basked in a hazy glow from the early morning sun. The lower section was full of cracks and fissures, their depths etched in darkness, but the further up they looked, the smoother the face became until it reached a large overhang below a large shelf.

“Now I want everybody to take it easy,” said Osmont. “This is about using your brain to tackle a problem, not a race to see who can fall off first.”

“I’ve already claimed the right to fall first,” said Archie.

“That’s the spirit,” said Hugh, “it’ll make the rest of us look better in comparison.”

“As I was saying before I was interrupted,” said Osmont. “Carefully pick your holds and you should have no trouble making it halfway up. Feel free to try and make your way further, but I’ll be waiting down here to pluck you out of the air. Just tuck in your limbs and watch your head, so you don’t get too beaten up on the way down.”

Everyone energetically began their climb except for Donovan who backed away from the cliff, and scanned for an easy spot to climb before starting his ascent. He began at a slow pace, focusing on the ledge high above, and imagined the magnificent view and sense of freedom up there. He maintain a steady pace, his lithe frame well suited to climbing, and as others slowed down, he began to pass them.

The climb was peaceful. It was just him and the mountain. Even the occasional gust of icy wind couldn’t dampen his spirit. He paused when he reached a section where there weren’t any great handholds within reach. Twisting around, he looked out over the forest towards Carrick’s Stand. It loomed over the forest, only a couple of miles east of where he was, large grey stones protruded from its surface. He thought to himself that he wanted to visit Carrick’s Stand one day, perhaps in the spring, after the snow had melted, when the temperature had warmed up.

“You’re pretty quick for someone so small,” came Hugh’s voice from his right, interrupting his thoughts.

Glancing around he saw many of the group were far below, clinging to the rock face, catching their breath. True to his word, Archie stood on the ground beside Osmont, presumably because he had fallen.

“You’re pretty nimble for someone so big,” he said, turning his attention to Hugh who clung to the rocks to his right.

“I’ll race you to the shelf,” said Hugh. “That is, unless you’re scared.”

Donovan looked at the shelf above, surprised at how far he had climbed. “Of course I’m scared. It’s a long ways down,” said Donovan, forcing a cocky grin onto his face, “but at least I’ll have your body to cushion my fall at the bottom.”

“You’re alright, Donovan,” said Hugh. “Now prepare yourself to stare at my perfectly toned butt.”

With that, Hugh resumed his climb. His longer reach and muscular arms allowed him to pull himself up by his arms, even when he couldn’t find suitable footholds.

Not to be outdone, Donovan began his ascent anew. Clearing all thoughts from his mind except for finding the next handhold. He stretched as far as he could to get a grip in a shallow crack. Pulling himself up, he slowly made his way up the steep face. The climb became easier with each grip he took until it felt like he was crawling over a flat section of rock. Seeing a rise in the rock in front of him, he began to climb over it.

The people on the ground watched in awe as Donovan moved up the sheer cliff face like a spider up a wall. After his previous slow pace, it seemed that he was practically flying up the smooth rocks and, from their vantage point, it didn’t seem like he was even pulling himself up by his arms and legs but rather was crawling along as if on flat ground.

As he cresting its apex of the small rise, Donovan saw nothing but clear blue sky in front of him. The world seemed to shift around him. He was no longer crawling along a section of rocks, but was hanging underneath the overhang of the shelf. His right hand gripped the edge of the shelf, the fingertips of his left barely had any purchase, and his legs were dangling in the air below him.

He hung there, panicking, trying to figure out how he had gotten himself into this position. It wasn’t until the muscles in his right arms started burning that his mind woke up, and he focused on his predicament.

Pulling his knees up to his chest, he began feeling around with his feet for any sort of purchase. His left foot found a narrow ridge. He heard a scream from below, growing fainter by the moment. Holding his breath, his heart threatening to bludgeon its way out of his chest, he pushed with his left foot and grabbed the lip with his left hand. Pulling himself up, he laid down on the shelf of rock, laughing hysterically.

Rolling onto his side, he took in his reward. He could see the imposing mountain peaks to the north, signaling the start of Kern. To the east, the Kenelm Forest blanketed the ground. He couldn’t help wishing that he’d made the climb a few weeks earlier when the colorful leaves still clung to the trees.

He felt free up there. His struggles at school, missing memories, and not knowing himself or his family were all forgotten for the moment. Standing, he walked to the very edge of the shelf and looked down, completely at ease with the daunting fall inches in front of his feet, and pumped his fist in the air.

Seeing that everybody else was already back on the ground, most not by their own choice he guessed, he knew that it was time to head back down. Seeing Osmont far below, he thought about stepping off the ledge, feeling the rush of air around him as he fell, and putting his faith in another to save him. He lifted his leg over the edge, enamored by the thrill, before withdrawing it, and searching for a way down.

The way down was much more difficult than the ascent had been, but he doggedly made his way down, refusing the temptation of pushing off and floating to the ground in Osmont’s enchanted grasp.

The Bishop twins each gave him a big hug when he reached the bottom, while Hugh and his gang complained of beginners luck, and making everybody wait for him to come down.

Osmont pulled him to one side as they started back to Haven.

“What happened up there?” he asked in a low, urgent tone.

“What do you mean?” said Donovan.

“You stopped climbing about two-thirds of the way up and began crawling like a spider until you reached the shelf. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

Donovan tried to explain the sensation that he’d felt when the world reoriented itself around him, but had trouble putting it into words.

“There’s something strange about your Gift,” said Osmont, stroking his chin. “I just wish that I knew what was going on.”

“You and me both.”

The sun was just setting as they arrived back at Haven. A full moon replacing the sun in the clear sky. Donovan said his goodbyes and watched as everyone made their way between the buildings. As had become his habit, he circled around to the far side of the building to come in the rear door which was closest to his room. Rounding the far corner, he stopped in his tracks when a series of shapes detached themselves from beside the building.

“We need to talk,” said Caddaric, as Clyde and Tam grabbed Donovan’s arms and began dragging him away from the building.

Chapter 9

Donovan slowly appraised the two people holding his arms. “You have plenty of opportunities to talk to me each day, without this filth soiling my clothes,” he said calmly, with a shrug of his shoulders.

“Good,” said Caddaric. “Let’s go somewhere quiet where we can talk.”

“Lead on.”

Donovan calmly followed Caddaric and the rest of his posse across the quad, with Clyde and Tam still firmly gripping his arms, until they reached a secluded spot where they could barely see the lit windows in the buildings.

“You made me look like a fool in class today,” said Caddaric menacingly.

“You do a fine job without me,” said Donovan, smirking.

“You’d better wipe that smirk off your face before I have one of the boys do it for you.”

“Like how they wipe your backside after you take a crap. I’m sure that’s the highlight of your day. The five of them crowding around your naked—”

“Enough. I was going to give you a chance to beg for forgiveness, but you’ve squandered that opportunity. Do you have anything else to say?”

“Plenty, but you won’t listen to any of it. Can you instruct your toadies to let go of me for a moment? I don’t want to get my new cloak dirty.”

“So you want me to give you a fighting chance?”

“Heavens forbid. I don’t want to soil my hands either.”

Caddaric gave a small nod and Donovan’s arms were released. He carefully removed his cloak, folded it up and tossed it on the ground behind him. The evening was cold, and he had to stifle a shiver before he turned back to Caddaric. “I know that you can beat me, I don’t doubt it at all,” said Donovan with feigned bravado, looking Caddaric in the eyes, “but I will take every opportunity to tear you down and show the world what a little man you are, until all your toadies hop away and you’re all alone, frightened, waiting for my retribution.”

Caddaric just stood there, hands clasped behind his back, as if he was inspecting a group of soldiers on parade. With a slight nod, it began.

Their tactics were invariably foul. Tam and Clyde held his arms while Brutus kneed Donovan in the groin. Doubling over, he didn’t resist.

Brutus pulled Donovan’s head up by the hair, and raising a meaty fist, he began hammering away.

With a raise of his hand, Caddaric called them off. Donovan lifted his head defiantly, blood dripping down his face.

“Don’t make this any harder,” said Caddaric. “All that I need is an apology and for you to admit that I’m better than you in every way.”

“What a benevolent prince you’ll become,” croaked Donovan, spitting blood onto the ground.

They threw Donovan to the ground, boots stomping mercilessly, waves of nausea cramping his stomach. No blow too cruel, no technique too crude. Tam grabbed the collar of his shirt. Yanking, it tore with a rasping sound, revealing the blood red symbol carved into Donovan’s chest. Despite the time that had passed, the cuts looked fresh enough they could have been done mere moments ago. Everyone backed away in alarm.

When they stopped, Donovan rolled onto his back and stared into the darkening sky. A scant few hours ago he was on top of the world, free. A grin surfaced beneath the blood pouring down his face. He struggled to his feet, blood pouring from his nose. Picking up his discarded cloak, he walked over to Caddaric. “You can’t do anything to me that someone hasn’t already done better,” he said. Stumbling past Caddaric, he headed to the dorm.

He’d made it most of the way up the stairs, torn sleeve from his shirt pressed against his bloody nose, when he heard footsteps coming up behind him.

“Hey Donavan, hold up,” said Caddaric. “I wanted to—”

“Not now,” said Donovan.

Leaving the stairwell, they headed to their room. The door stood open. A glance inside told them that something was amiss. Kort sat at the table, straight-backed, brow covered in sweat.

Donovan took a moment to make sure that his cloak hid the symbol on his chest, before entering the room. Ravyn sat on the other side of the table talking to a rather pretty woman.

“What happened to you?” asked Ravyn when she got a look at Donovan’s purple, bloody face that was swelling by the minute.

“Are you okay, dear?” said the woman, rising from her seat. Caddaric stepped through the door behind him and she walked straight to him. “My baby boy.” She grabbed Caddaric by the cheeks and gave him a kiss before embracing him in a lingering hug.

“Hello, Mother,” said Caddaric. “Why are you here?”

“I just had to come and see you.”

“But ... you’re not supposed to—”

“The Headmaster could never refuse the Queen from seeing her son.”

Donovan tried to escape to his bed, but she reached out an arm as he stepped past.

“You must be Donovan,” she said. “Your friends have told me all about you. You look awful. What ever happened to you?”

Donovan looked over her shoulder to make eye contact with Caddaric. He held his gaze until he saw Caddaric begin to squirm, before pulling the bloody sleeve away from his face and looking at the Queen. “My apologies,” he said giving her a polite bow. “I must look an absolute mess. I had a climbing accident.”

“It’s inexcusable that none of the wizards here have healed you. Students cannot be treated this way. I’m going to talk to the Headmaster before I leave.”

Caddaric’s eyes grew wide, afraid that the Headmaster would learn what had happened.

“Please do not trouble yourself,” said Donovan. “I’ve already refused their assistance. It’s nothing serious and I don’t want to become dependent on magic while I’m here.”

“If you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“That means so much coming from you.”

“And you,” she said turning back to Caddaric. “I’d better not hear about you doing anything dangerous. I know people and they will tell me everything that you are doing.”

“Yes, mother,” said a subdued Caddaric. “I trust Ravyn and Kort have shown you our room.”

“Yes, yes. It’s absolutely dreadful. All of these people cramped in such a tiny space, and the decor is so pedestrian.”

“We actually have much more room here than the students in the regular dormitories.”

“Of course, dear. You can take me for a walk and fill me in on how things are going.”

“Yes, mother.”

“I can’t believe that you’ve been gone for so long and I won’t see you again until the winter break. Speaking of the winter break, all of you will join us for a meal, right?”

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” said Ravyn, “but I’m heading home to Chaylse to see my family.”

“That’s too bad, dear. The rest of you will be coming.”

She said it with such conviction that they didn’t have any choice but to agree, despite the looks which Caddaric gave them from behind the Queen’s back.

“Excellent. I’ll let my son know when we’re doing it, and he’ll pass it along. Now come along dear.” She held out her arm, and waited for Caddaric to take it before disappearing out of the room.

Donovan waited for their steps to fade down the hallway before shutting the door. “What was that about?” he asked.

“She just showed up,” said Ravyn, “I didn’t know what to do.”

“I don’t want to go to a fancy dinner,” said Kort. “Why couldn’t my family live closer, so I had an excuse not to go.”

“I don’t want to go any more than you do, but we can’t disappoint the Queen,” said Donovan.

“I’ve never been away from them for so long. I wish they could come see me.”

Silence hung in the air as they all thought about their families, or in Donovan’s case, wished that he’d be able to find them.

“Now what happened to you?” asked Ravyn, “and don’t tell me that it was a climbing mishap because there is no way that Osmont would have left you looking like that.”

“Like what?” asked Donovan innocently.

“Like something that a cat would leave on the doorstep.”

Donovan weighed everything in his mind. He’d withheld much information from them and debated whether he should come clean. Now that Caddaric and his cronies had seen the Blood magic, he knew that stories would have spread around school before morning.

“I have much to tell you, but let me get cleaned up first,” said Donovan. Donovan collected a change of clothes and headed out to wash off the dried blood from his body, and to buy time to collect his thoughts.

Returning to his room, Donovan gratefully sat down in a chair and waited for Caddaric to return. Ravyn and Kort continued to ask him questions, but he refused to answer anything until Caddaric was there, hoping that he would be able to reign in the stories that his cronies were surely spreading.

When Caddaric returned, he was more agitated than they had ever seen him. Gathering everybody around the table, and even Delaney poked her head around the curtain, Donovan began to fill them in. He told them about showing up at the gates with no knowledge of who he is, and how he had got there. He told them about the Blood magic, and showing them the symbol carved over his heart, told them that Osmont believed it was blocking access to his memories. They discussed the Clachwards and how the one had carried him off into the woods. Caddaric was the only one who had heard of them before, and even he found it odd that one would act that way. He ended by telling them about the mountain climb, and how it had felt like the world shifted around him and he could move up a vertical surface with the greatest of ease. Donovan did his best to answer all of their questions and didn’t hold anything back except for the note from Eamon written in the Shem language. After everything that he’d heard about the Shem, he still didn’t dare admit any connection to them, to the others or to himself.

Donovan went to bed early that night and woke late on Sunday morning. Stiff and sore, his face purple and swollen, he stayed in his room all day. By the start of class on Monday, his face had nearly healed, much to the shock of his classmates who had undoubtedly heard a variety of stories about Saturday from Caddaric’s toadies. He couldn’t explain why it was healing so quickly, but he was grateful nonetheless.

Things became more civilized between them. Donovan revealing his secrets had formed a bond between them, and by not ratting out Caddaric’s misdeeds to the Queen he had shown that he was trustworthy.

Donovan continued his lessons with Ravyn and she slowly improved in her arithmetic class. Caddaric and Ravyn continued their feud about who was the best student in their year, although in a friendlier manner, while Donovan remained near the bottom of the class in Arcana and Martial training.

As the winter break approached, Kort became more and more nervous about the upcoming dinner with Caddaric’s family. Caddaric attempted to teach him the finer points about how the meal would proceed, and what was expected of him, but Kort proved to be an awful student and couldn’t remember even the simplest things, like the differences between all of the forks.

Before they knew it, the winter break was upon them. A handful of students who lived in Kendra were leaving to visit their families, as well as some of the more well-off families, like Ravyn’s, who could afford transport to travel through the thick snow. Kort had been talking about going home to see his family to get out of the dinner at the keep, but even he had to admit that it would take him the entire break to wade home through the snow, only to immediately turn around and head back to Haven.

Caddaric and Donovan left Haven early in the morning to head to Kendra, while Kort was waiting until the last possible moment to head to the dinner at the keep, secretly hoping that a storm would spring up to give him an excuse for missing it.

Donovan and Caddaric had a pleasant trip down to the capital. The sky was cloudy, and the temperature brisk, but they were both glad to leave the confines of Haven. Travelling in single file, with Donovan going first to break a path through the knee deep snow. They talked little, which only enhanced their enjoyment of the trip.

Once they reached the city, Donovan let Caddaric take the lead as they headed up to the keep. Climbing the steep hill to its high gates they were both tired and sweating. Caddaric exchanged a few quick words with the guard at the gate who clearly knew him, and they were allowed inside.

Pausing in the courtyard, Donovan was about to leave to go and find the music shop called Jaslynns, when a voice shouted to Caddaric.

“The son finally returns to the nest,” said Jerel, house wizard and tutor to Caddaric. Jerel was plainly dressed and had a spring in his step as he hurried over to see them.

“Jerel, it’s good to see you,” said Caddaric, clasping Jerel’s hand. “This is Donovan.”

“So you’re the one who Osmont was talking about,” said Jerel, clasping Donovan’s hand with a steel grip.

“It’s good to meet you too,” said Donovan, “although I’m not exactly sure who you are.”

“I am a house wizard in the employ of the Kelvin family. I also used to tutor Caddaric and his older brothers.”

“I’d love to stay,” said Caddaric, “but mother has surely heard of my arrival and I must hurry to greet her or she’ll never let me forget my transgression.” Caddaric hurried off.

“And you?” asked Jerel. “Do you have any urgent plans?”

“No, I suppose not,” said Donovan.

“Excellent. Come, I hate standing around talking when I could be doing something.” Jerel headed over to the wooden rack, sitting under an overhang by the wall, while Donovan followed. The rack held a variety of practice weapons, with no sharp edges and rounded points. Picking up a staff he gently tossed it to Donovan. “Care for a sparring session while we talk? I feel out of practice since Caddaric left.”

“I hate to disappoint you, but I’m one of the worst in my class. I’ve never felt comfortable using a staff. It feels like I’m holding a snake.” He leaned the staff back against the rack. Picking up one of the practice swords, a long sword with a simple cross-guard.

Stepping back a few paces, he started one of the stretching routines that Osmont had shown him. The balance was off with the sword in his hands, so he had to practice modifying the movements for a few minutes before he found a new balance in the movements.

“I see that Osmont has been showing you the Vanora,” said Jerel, selecting another sword from the rack.

“Vanora? Is that what this is called?” said Donovan, growing more comfortable with the sword after a few minutes than he’d felt after months training with the staff.

Jerel attacked without warning. Donovan spun away from the thrust and backed towards the middle of the courtyard.

“Good reflexes,” said Jerel, stalking Donovan across the courtyard.

After a quick feint, Jerel attacked in earnest, each movement gracefully blending into the next.

Donovan dodged, parried and circled away from the onslaught, feeling like a mouse being played with by a cat.

“I was afraid that your reflexes would be as poor as your magical abilities,” said Jerel, without pausing his attack.

“What has Osmont told you about me?” asked Donovan, retreating to create separation between them.

“Quite a lot, actually. He’s stopped by many times to see if I’d found anything new about Blood magic.” Seeing the fear in Donovan’s eyes, he slowed his attack for a moment. “We’ve known each other for years, so you can trust me as much as you trust him. He called in a favor at the start of the term, and since I had some free time with Caddaric heading to Haven, I agreed to help. If I knew how tedious it would be searching the library, I wouldn’t have agreed so quickly.”

“He can be tricky, alright.”

The attack resumed almost quicker than Donovan could react. A quick thrust caught the edge of his cloak as he barely dodged to the side. Dropping his sword, Donovan closed in and grabbed Jerel’s sword arm. Twisting, he flipped him onto his back, sword arm pinned between Donovan’s body and arm.

“Very good,” said Jerel. “Caddaric was always too formal. If we were practicing with swords, he wouldn’t even think of using anything else. Now help me up.”

Standing up, Donovan helped pull Jerel to his feet.

“You’re raw,” continued Jerel, “but have good instincts. With the proper training you could be great.”

“I’d be happy just to pass Professor Severn’s class.”

“He isn’t so bad. He always picks someone to make an example of, but for everyone else, you’ll learn a lot if you listen.”

“I think I volunteered to become the example.”

Donovan told him all about his experiences with Professor Severn as they put away the swords. Climbing the stone stairway in the corner of the courtyard, they walked along the top of the wall surrounding the keep.

“I miss having younglings around to teach,” said Jerel wistfully. “If I hadn’t come here, I would’ve taught at Haven.”

“Don’t you have Caddaric’s brothers to teach?” asked Donovan.

“Not anymore. Worrell’s at the Cleft for a few years and David spends his days learning from his father. At least I have the research from Osmont to keep me busy, and the Clachwards, of course.”

“Clachwards? I haven’t heard a thing since I was attacked at the start of the term.”

“That’s surprising. There’ve been many sightings around the city. Farms have been trampled, animals scared off, but most of the injuries have been minor. That is, except during the Downfalls. They go berserk, rending everything around them. It takes a massive fire to deter them during the storm. Only a light, so intense that you can barely look at it, will bring them down. I spent the last Downfall walking the walls around the city, clearing them out before they damaged the walls in their frenzy.”

Looking out over the wall, Donovan saw Kort dejectedly walking towards the keep. Waving to get his attention, they headed down to the gate to meet him.

With Kort in tow, Jerel led them inside. He left them in a small antechamber, where an attendant would get them when it was time.

“I can’t believe I came,” said Kort, banging his head gently against the wall.

Donovan sat down on a small bench, covered in pink cushions, edged in lace. “Sit down and take a few deep breaths,” said Donovan calmly.

“How can you be so calm? We’re about to have dinner with the Queen of Rourke and who knows how many other members of the Royal Family.”

“You’ve been living side-by-side with Prince Caddaric for months,” said Donovan, emphasizing his title. “They’re not so different from you or me.”

“Except that they can order your execution by raising an eyebrow.”

“I doubt that somebody dies every time they raise an eyebrow. Just calm down, take your time, and follow what everyone else is doing.”

“I’ve forgotten everything that Caddaric taught us,” said Kort, beginning to panic. “Which fork do I—”

He cut off his question when an attendant opened the door. She was a couple of years younger than them, hair pulled back in a bun, wearing a pristine white dress, conservatively cut, under a tan vest. She led them down the hallway to the dining room.

The walls were covered in red drapery. Three golden chandeliers hung from the ceiling over top of the long table, the largest in the center. The table was covered in white cloth, surrounded by delicate looking chairs, red and white to match the theme. Despite wearing their best clothes, they didn’t belong in a room like this. Even the attendants wore finer dress.

Jerel stood up from the table when they entered, and came over to greet them.

“Please have a seat. The Queen could keep us waiting until morning.”

Donovan let out a nervous laugh, and sat across the table from them. Kort stiffly made his way over to the table, and eased himself onto a chair beside Jerel.

“Relax,” said Donovan. “You’re allowed to laugh at a joke.

In fact,” said Jerel in a conspiratorial tone, “the last person who didn’t laugh at one of the Queen’s jokes was never seen again.”

“Really?” gasped Kort.

“No,” said Jerel, “the Queen never tells jokes.”

Caddaric and the Queen arrived several minutes later. Caddaric was dressed in a tight fitting white suit, accented with golden buttons. The Queen wore a flattering red dress which enhanced her curves, and her hair was done up in a complicated wave.

“Please be seated,” said The Queen, and everybody retook their seats. “I want this to be an informal dinner with my son and his friends. Regrettably, the King and Prince David were called into an emergency meeting.” Judging by the smirk on Caddaric’s face when she said it, he didn’t believe that there was a real emergency.

The attendants appeared noiselessly at their sides and poured everybody a glass of red wine. Jerel gulped his glass and signaled for it to be filled again. Before Donovan could stop him, Kort followed suit and drained his own glass of wine.

“So Donovan, Caddaric tells me that there is some question about your upbringing,” said the Queen.

Donovan nearly choked on the wine he was drinking. “That’s true,” he said, “I’m having some trouble with my memory and cannot recall my parents.”

“How horrible. I hope that they manage to cure you. As a word of advice, you should avoid taking anymore bumps to your head if you want your memory to return.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty. I’ll keep that in mind.”

The salad course was set in front of them. With a grin on his face, Kort took a fork at random and devoured his salad, before taking another deep drink from his glass.

“What do your parents do, Kort?” asked the Queen, politely nibbling at her salad.

“They have a farm outside of Blaine where they raise sheep.”

“Sheep! How horrid.”

“I cannot even begin to describe how they smell after it rains,” said Kort, roaring with laughter, pieces of his salad falling from his mouth.

Everyone else sat there in polite silence, not understanding the joke. Kort drained the rest of his wine and signaled for more.

“Maybe you should go easy on that,” said Jerel, trying to take his glass away. Kort pushed Jerel’s hand away, and signaled to an attendant for more.

“Stop bossing me around, okay. You aren’t my dad!” he exclaimed, standing up dramatically. Donovan glanced at Caddaric, and couldn’t tell who was more embarrassed.

After getting Kort to sit down again, Caddaric distracted the Queen with small talk, while Kort’s stomach growled its own conversation from the other end of the table.

The rest of the night ended in disaster. Complaining about his undercooked lamb, Kort swung his arm, spilling his wine all over Jerel. Jerel stood, and without a word, stormed off.

“If you can’t even cook a proper meal, then I’m leaving too,” said Kort, staggering his way out of the room.

“Your Majesty, I’m so sorry!” said Donovan. “May I be excused to tend to my friend?”

The Queen waved her hand dismissively, and Donovan calmly walked out of the room.

Chapter 10

Hurrying to catch up to Kort, Donovan took his arm and guided him out of the keep. Making their way through the city, Donovan guided them to The Engorged Liver. Donovan was disappointed to see that Aine wasn’t working, but quickly forgot about it when their meals arrived. Full from the hearty food, they retired to a room that Donovan rented.

Waking late, they headed down for breakfast and, after Kort asked what had happened the night before, Donovan described the meal with the Queen in great detail.

“I did what?” exclaimed Kort. “I’ve got to get out of here. Leave the city before they bar the gates. I may have to leave the country.”

“Calm down,” said Donovan. “I doubt the Queen would have allowed you to leave the keep if she was that upset.”

“I’ve got to go ... back to Haven ... they’ll protect me there.” Kort rushed out of the room.

Donovan finished his breakfast as if nothing had happened then, after settling his tab, he headed to find the music shop.

Trying to follow Kotori’s instructions from much earlier, he was forced to ask for directions a couple of times before he found it. The shop stood partway down a small, twisting lane. A bakery stood across the street from the music shop, single story with a gently sloping roof, chimneys bumping out smoke, the smell of baking bread perfuming the neighborhood.

The music shop seemed to have fallen on hard times. The once vibrant sign that simply said Jaslynns had faded. Two large windows faced the street, displaying a variety of instruments, many of which Donovan didn’t recognize.

A bell rang when Donovan opened the door, and walking through the cluttered shop, he approached a counter near the back. A handsome woman stepped through a curtain behind the counter and smiled at him.

“Good day, fine sir,” she said. “My name is Jaslynn and what can I do for you on this fine day?”

“Hi,” said Donovan awkwardly. “My name is Donovan and a friend of mine told me he was going to leave a parcel here for me.”

“I don’t recall any parcels,” she said. “Was it an instrument of some sort?”

“It could have been. He may not have left it yet. I’ll try back in a few days.”

Donovan left the shop, not completely surprised. It was two days until the solstice and he’d hoped to arrive before Eamon. There wasn’t enough traffic along the lane for him to wait inconspicuously. The day was cold and he didn’t fancy hiding behind a pile of trash between the buildings.

Scanning the area, his eyes locked on the bakery across the way. He circled around to the back of the bakery and climbing a frozen rain barrel, made his way onto the roof. The heat from the ovens had melted most of the snow on the roof, however he had to carefully make his way over a slippery layer of slush to the peak of the roof. Snuggling up to one of the chimneys, he settled down to wait, his eyes just clearing the peak to watch the lane.

He had lots of time to think while waiting on the roof. He thought about everything since that fateful day when he had arrived at Haven and everything that had led him here. He knew that he wanted to talk to Eamon and get answers about his parents and his past, but he couldn’t decide if he should be happy to meet Eamon or angry for what he’d let happened to him. For all he knew, Eamon might be the dark wizard who performed the Blood magic on him. If that was the case, then it would be very dangerous to approach him alone. The only way to convince someone to help him would be to show them the note written in the Shem language, but he still refused to admit any connection between himself and the people who had devastated the world multiple times in the past and, if Professor Cleary was to be believed, would do so again in the near future.

The smell of baking and the warmth from the chimney tempted him to sleep. Fighting to stay awake, he slid himself away from the chimney, hoping that the cold would help him focus.

He stayed on the roof all day and didn’t see a single person enter the shop across the street. When Jaslynn locked up the shop for the night, Donovan debated staying on the roof in case Eamon dropped off the package during the night, but he quickly discarded that idea. Donovan didn’t think that he would risk the package getting stolen by leaving it unattended outside the shop, and he knew that he couldn’t stay awake forever.

Sliding down the roof, he gently eased himself back onto the ground. Stopping by the bakery, he bought himself a sweet bun which he enjoyed on his way back to The Engorged Liver. After a meal in the common room, he retired early for the night.

Waking before the sun, he quietly made his way outside and headed back to the music shop. Jaslynn hadn’t opened the shop yet, but he was pleasantly surprised to see the bakery already open. Armed with an armful of honey buns, and a half-dozen sugar cookies, he resumed his vigil on the roof.

The sun had been up for a couple of hours before Jaslynn opened her shop. Today was the day, he thought. Eamon wouldn’t risk bumping into Donovan on the solstice, so he would drop off the package today, but how would he recognize him.

His fears turned out to be for not. Midmorning, a figure walked down the lane on the same side as the building he hid atop of. The roof line prevented him from seeing more than a few glimpses of the figure until he turned to cross the street, heading towards the music shop. He could tell that it was a man from his gait, and he held a large case in his hand which could have held a musical instrument, but Donovan couldn’t tell if it was Eamon or just a customer coming to the shop.

The figure opened the door and disappeared inside. Donovan debated jumping off the roof and confronting him inside the shop where he’d have trouble running. If only he knew for sure.

During his hesitation, the figure had apparently completed his transaction and was leaving the shop without the case. Seeing a face that he would describe as average, he made his move.

“Eamon!” yelled Donovan, springing over the peak of the roof and sliding towards the street below.

The figure’s head jerked at the sound of his name. Looking back and forth, he spotted Donovan on top of the bakery and bolted.

Donovan’s feet slipped on the slush and flew out from underneath him near the edge of the roof. Falling on his back, he had the wind knocked out of him, before rolling and falling onto the street below, jamming his knee. Pulling himself to his feet, he hurried after the figure.

The figure turned left at the end of the lane, and Donovan skidded around the corner several seconds after him. He suddenly thought to himself that he should have scouted out the neighborhood beforehand, but it was too late now. If he lost sight of Eamon, then he would probably never see him again, nor ever find out about his parents. These thoughts propelling him on, he ignored the pain in his knee, and pumped his legs as fast as he could.

Traffic was fairly light which made it easy to keep track of the fleeing figure, but he wasn’t making up any ground. After chasing him along several more streets, Donovan had the feeling that he was making his way south, and the only way across the river to the south was the bridge heading to the Temple District.

Acting on his hunch, he turned down a different street than his prey, knowing that it led to a wide street leading to the bridge where he wouldn’t have to worry about pedestrians impeding his progress.

Doubt grew in his mind as he neared the bridge, and hadn’t seen his prey. He was almost at the bridge when Eamon came flying out of a side street in front of him and fought his way through the heavy traffic on the bridge.

Donovan had more difficulty forcing his way through the crowd in Eamon’s wake, but reaching the end of the bridge, he hopped up and ran along the edge of the fountain. Peering over the top of the crowd, he quickly found him again and took off after him, his breath coming in ragged spurts. Donovan thought himself to be in good shape after training with Osmont for the past few months, but Eamon put him to shame.

They crossed the bridge on the south side of the small island and, skirting around the open air market, headed towards the south gate of the city.

The gate guards held up Eamon, and Donovan gratefully used the time to close the distance. After a small leather purse was passed to the guard, Eamon was allowed through the gate.

As Donovan neared the gate, one of the guard stepped forward and yelled for him to stop.

Ignoring the guard, he feigned to his right before spinning left past the guard. Climbing onto a small cart, he dove overtop of the boy riding the pony pulling the cart. He did a shoulder roll when he hit the ground and came up on his feet in close pursuit of a shocked Eamon.

He kept pace with Eamon as they ran a mile down the road, where the road flowed around a hill and Kendra was lost from sight. Without warning Eamon plunged off the path, wading through waist deep snow towards a copse of trees a half-mile in the distance.

“Stop,” gasped Donovan, wondering if Eamon was armed and wishing that he had a weapon of some sort.

The grueling chase had worn both of them out, and the deep snow finished them off. Stumbling along, so close that he could have poked Eamon with a long stick, they made their way towards the trees. The snow thinned out as they enter the thicket. Eamon tripped over a root hidden under the thin layer of snow.

With a cry of relief, Donovan leapt onto his back, pinning his arms to his sides.

“I ... just ... want ... to ... talk ... to ... you,” he gasped, his breath misting the cold air with each word.

Eamon struggled in vain, but couldn’t break the hold.

A cloaked arm reached down and yanked Donovan off of Eamon. Turning, he saw a man in a midnight black cloak, hood up, with long silver hair and a grey bandana tied across his face, masking his features.

Donovan felt a jolt of electricity penetrate his arm where the figure held him. A wave of weariness struck his body and he nearly sunk to his knees. Shaking his head, he fought off the weariness and landed a solid kick to the figure’s knee.

With a cry of pain, he released Donovan, but before he could follow up with an attack, a pair of arms encircled his waist and lifted him off the ground.

He threw a wild elbow behind him which connected with Eamon’s head causing both of them to fall into a heap on the ground. Donovan’s weight knocked the air from Eamon’s lungs and he got back to his feet just in time for the other man to grab him around the throat.

A freezing sensation spread through Donovan, originating from the hand at his throat.

He tried breaking the grip, but failed.

The cold intensified.

He made a frantic grab for the figure’s face, trying to gouge an eye, but failed.

The cold intensified, his knees grew weak and his vision narrowed.

He grasped for the figure’s neck, his fingers getting caught in a chain around his neck.

The chain broke.

Donovan fell.

Darkness.

Chapter 11

Darkness had fallen. A full moon hung high in the sky, reflecting off the white snow around him.

Donovan felt like a block of ice melting. Closing his hand into a fist, he was surprised to still have feeling in it, and was shocked to feel something hard in his palm. Lifting his head off the ground, he looked down at his hand. He brought his hand in front of his face and examined the necklace hanging from it. It was exquisite in its simplicity. The chain was made of alternating gold and silver links. Hanging from the chain was a tiny dagger wrapped in lightning.

It took him several moments to remember the altercation with Eamon and the other man, his hand becoming tangled in the chain before he fell.

Laying his head on the frozen ground, he closed his eyes and waited for his head to clear.

He heard a sound off to his left, it reminded him of a dog prancing through deep snow, only much louder. Opening his eyes, he turned his head to the side, still resting it on the ground. Blinking twice, his eyes slowly focused on the large creatures moving through the snow.

Rolling onto his knees, he pushed himself back to his feet. Turning back, he confirmed what he thought he saw from the ground. A Clachward plodded its way through a field of snow towards the thicket of trees where he was. Turning around, he saw three other large, dark silhouettes passing through the bright, moonlit snow.

He felt lucky that there wasn’t a Downfall and he didn’t have to worry about them attacking him in their frenzy. Pressing himself against the trunk of an aspen tree, he hoped that they would pass by and leave him alone.

Several minutes of watching told him that he wasn’t so lucky. They seemed to be converging on the thicket, each coming from a different direction, but roughly equidistant from him. He felt that it was more than a coincidence and they must be coordinating with each other, but he couldn’t figure out how they were doing it. He didn’t think that they could see each other on opposite sides of the thicket and he should be able to hear any noises that they made to each other.

Wrapping his arms around the aspen, he began to shimmy his way up its trunk. Ten feet off the ground, he could finally reach branches thick enough to support his weight. Now climbing more rapidly, he made his way high into the tree and nestled himself in a cluster of branches.

Looking down he saw the four Clachwards clustered around the tree, their eyeless faces staring up at him. In unison, they reached up and grabbed branches, attempting to climb. The branches couldn’t support their massive weights and ripped off in their arms.

Donovan began to relax. There was no way that they could climb up the tree to get to him. All he had to do was stay in the tree until the sun rose to save him.

His relief was short lived, as the four of them all moved onto the same side of the tree. Two Clachwards began pushing on the tree trunk, while the other two pushed against their backs. The tree gave an ominous groan as the top of the tree swayed in the air. Donovan nimbly made his way around the tree to avoid getting crushed underneath it if it fell, and continued to stare at the ground in horror.

They heaved again and a sharp crack pierced the air.

Arms and legs tightly wrapped around the trunk, Donovan waited for the inevitable.

Four more shoves and the tree began to ponderously fall, starting to fall slowly, but rapidly gaining speed as it fell. The tree sheared limbs off the trees in its path. At the last moment, Donovan managed to dive free from the tree, deep snow breaking his fall.

Reorienting himself after the plunge, he frantically dug himself free from the snow. Swimming out of its depth, he started wading towards the road. He risked a single glance behind him and saw the Clachwards following behind.

Nearing the road, he tripped in a shallow ditch, his right leg becoming tangled in something beneath the snow, causing him to fall face first into the snow. Panicking, he thrashed about thinking that a Clachward had grabbed his foot. Feeling some give in whatever held his leg, which doesn’t exist in the Clachwards indomitable grip, he twisted around and saw that the Clachwards were still ten yards away and slowly closing in.

Calming himself, he dug away the snow surrounding his foot to reveal a bundle of brown weeds twisted around his foot. Resolutely he continued his attempt to free his foot, frequently glancing up at the approaching Clachwards. They were less than five yards away when his foot came free. Backpedaling until he reached the road, he got to his feet and headed towards Kendra. Worn out from chasing Eamon and still feeling half frozen, he could barely manage a stumbling walk, barely outpacing the Clachwards.

Thankfully different guards were on duty at the gate, and seeing the pursuing Clachwards, they allowed him inside the walls with only a cursory glance.

Asking the gate guard for directions to the closest inn with rooms that were, at least, somewhat clean, he headed to the inn, too tired to even bother reading the sign, he asked for a room and fell asleep the moment his head hit the pillow.

Waking late, he headed back to the music shop. Jaslynn was waiting behind the counter when he entered.

“Good morning,” she said. “Donovan, right?”

“Yeah. Do you have a package for me?”

She took a minute to look him up and down before responding, “I’ll go get it.” She disappeared into the back room and came back a moment later carrying a coffin shaped case, which she gently set down on the counter. “He asked for a new case which I just finished this morning.”

“Did he give you a name?”

“Eamon.”

“What can you tell me about him?”

“Nothing, really. He was all business. He dropped it off in an old, worn case and asked me to fit it to a new case. I recognized his description of you from when you were here earlier and was worried that you’d come back before I was finished.”

She stood there expectantly, the case laying between them.

Donovan reached out and slid the case towards him. The case was shaped like a coffin, long and slender, and covered in smooth black leather, which was freshly oiled and waxed. He gently ran a finger over the leather before unhooking the clasps and swinging the lid open. The inside was covered in rich blue velvet, soft but resilient. A lute was firmly nestled inside.

He gently removed the lute, turning it over lovingly in his hands. It was old, but well cared for. It had a spruce soundboard and a polished ebony back. Donovan just stood there staring at it, listening as if it was singing to him.

“The case is banded in metal to keep it light, yet strong,” she said. “You could stand on it in a pinch, but I wouldn’t recommend it. The lid fits tight enough that it should keep out the rain, but I wouldn’t drop it in water.

Donovan gently stroked a string, and the lute whispered back.

“You know where to find me if you have any problems. Before I forget, he left you a letter in the bottom of the case.”

“Thank you for your help. What do I owe you?” Lute cradled in one arm, he withdrew the envelope and slipped it into a pocket on his cloak.

“Eamon took care of everything. Well, aren’t you going to play something?”

“Maybe later,” he said, laying the lute back in the case and shutting the lid. “You did a fine job on the case with so little time.”

“Think of me every time you see it,” she said with a wink.

“I’ll treat it right. Don’t you worry.”

He walked out of the shop, case firmly in hand.

With nothing to keep him in Kendra, he stopped by the bakery to buy cookies for his roommates, then started his journey back to Haven while it was early enough that he didn’t have to worry about being accosted by Clachwards.

He waited until he was well out of the city before digging the envelope out of his pocket. Ripping it open, he withdrew and unfolded a letter, written in the same language by the same hand as before.


Donovan,

I hope that everything is well with you. I am sorry that I cannot talk to you in person, but I fear that I’m being followed by a powerful man and my life will be in danger if he knew that I was in communication with you.

I cannot risk another trip to come see you, so you will have to come find me. After so many years together, I need to talk to you again, despite what I promised your father. I have given an oath to keep certain information from you, but I can answer many questions, which I’m sure you have about your childhood. I have business in Lornell this summer. Ask for Silk at the Drinking Duck anytime during August and they will put you in contact with me.

I hope that you enjoy the gift that I left for you. So much has been taken from you and I wish that I could fill in the voids. I gave you this lute when you were still a boy and you spent so many hours playing it in front of the fire. I hope that it brings you as much joy now as it used to.

Eamon


He carefully put the letter back in the envelope and tucked it away in a pocket. He thought about its contents the whole trip back to Haven. It was clear that Eamon cared about him, but he wasn’t free to do what he wanted. Thinking about the dark man in the woods, he worried that his rashness had put Eamon in danger. As much as he wanted to take Eamon up on his offer over the summer, he was afraid that the wrong kind of people could be waiting for him. He was starting to climb the winding path up to the gate when he finally made up his mind. It was time to be honest with Osmont and share the letters with him. 

It was early afternoon when he entered his room. Kort was sprawled out on his bed, staring at the ceiling, and Delaney poked her head around the curtain to give him a smile when he entered.

“I brought cookies,” said Donovan, setting the bag of cookies on the table.

Delaney scampered over to the table and picked up a cookie in each hand. She gave him a quick hug before fleeing back to her bed.

Donovan looked over at Kort who was heading over to the table, eyebrows raised in shock at the first sign of affection that any of them had received from Delaney.

“What’s that,” he asked with a mouth full of cookie.

“This. It’s a lute.” He opened the case on the table, and pulled it out.

“Do you play?”

“Apparently, but I don’t remember how.”

“You don’t remember learning to read, but you still can. Maybe music’s the same.”

“I can’t”

“Come on. You might be really good.”

“Or embarrassing.”

“How can you talk to me about embarrassing after that dinner?”

“I suppose that it couldn’t be any worse than that. Fine, you earned a performance after what happened with the Queen. A private performance.”

Kort smiled broadly. After dwelling on the dinner for so long, he was glad for the distraction. “So, where are we going? Outside?”

“It’s too cold out there. My fingers would freeze, and the cold can’t be good for it. Everyone should be done eating by now. Let’s go and see if the hall’s empty.”

They each grabbed a cookie to eat on the way, and headed for the basement.

“You know this is stupid?” said Donovan, as they were climbing down the stairs. “Even if I can miraculously play, I don’t know any songs.”

“Quit making excuses.”

“I’m not.”

“Just because you’ve lost your memories doesn’t mean that you’ve lost your heart.”

They cautiously looked in the hall and saw that all of the tables were empty and the doors to the kitchen closed. Shutting the door behind them, they sat down at a table and Donovan took his lute out of its case.

“Distract me,” said Donovan.

“What?” said Kort.

“This will be easier if I’m not thinking about what I’m trying to do.”

“Okay. What should we talk about?”

“What are you going to do this summer when you return home as a powerful wizard?”

“Me? Powerful?” Kort broke out into laughter while Donovan experimentally plucked a couple of strings. “I expect that I’ll head back to the farm and do what I always do. Tend the herd, fix what needs fixing and avoid as much work as possible.”

“Have you thought about doing anything away from the farm?” asked Donovan, starting to tune the loot.

“No. I always assumed that things would just go back to normal.”

“No matter what happens, you’re going to return home with more knowledge than when you left. You can read and write, you know about numbers and can perform magic.”

“Who would pay to watch me light up glass balls?”

“Performers have done well with less. What about writing. From what you’ve told me, not many people there can read or write. Maybe you could write letters for them that they send to friends that they haven’t seen in a while.”

“Most of the people were born there and plan on dying there, so they won’t have much need to send letters to old friends, but I like the idea. Head over to someone’s house, chat with them for a while, write a page or two, and go home with a purse full of coins.”

“There,” said Donovan, with a final turn of a knob, he finished tuning his lute. He began plucking strings at random. “Know any songs?”

“A few. Dad loves singing around the campfire.”

Kort hummed the tune to Tom Came Home, a song about a vagrant who headed off on many adventures but always came home to sleep under a mulberry tree which he called home. It was a fast, simple tune which Donovan picked up after several minutes. His fingers glided over the strings and music began to envelop him. 

Kort started singing the words. His voice was raw and rustic, but singing the song brought him to a happier place. By the end of the song, he had forgotten all about the disastrous dinner at the keep, and even his homesickness dissipated as he sung the familiar song.

They played Tom Came Home a second time before Kort started teaching him Polly Come Over, a raunchy song about a woman with questionable morals that he and his brothers weren’t allowed to sing in front of his mom.

Donovan closed his eyes and lost himself in the tune. When he opened his eyes, he saw Mama B sitting at the next table, facing them and tapping her toe to the music.

“I’m sorry,” said Donovan, abruptly ending the song. “I didn’t mean to offend you. We’ll find another place to play.”

“Offend me,” she laughed. “You can’t become a mama without doing a few of the things in the song.”

Kort turned bright red and started gasping for air, like a fish caught on dry land.

“It is a welcome distraction,” said Mama B. “You both sound pretty good to these old ears of mine. Feel free to play down here whenever you wish. Now play another song.”

“Thank you,” said Donovan, “but I don’t know any others. If you can teach me the tune, I’ll try to play whatever you want.”

Mama B tried to teach him a song from her youth, a slow ballad about a princess’ hardships at home while her prince is away fighting a war in a place called Deirdra. It took him many tries to get the tune just right to her demanding ear, but she finally declared it adequate and accompanied his playing with her surprisingly strong, husky voice.

She had tears in her eyes when they finished the song and quickly excused herself to the kitchen.

They played for a while longer before Donovan decided that he had put off talking to Osmont for long enough. Returning to their room, he carefully stowed his lute, before heading over to the teacher’s building to find Osmont.

He’d never actually seen Osmont’s office before. He walked down the hallway, skimming the names on the doors on either side until he found the door labelled Osmont Wyatt, etched into a simple plaque. He knocked on the door.

A few moments later he heard a familiar voice, “Who’s there?”

“Donovan.”

Osmont opened the door just far enough to slide through, before locking it behind him. “What can I do for you?”

“I need to talk to you ... in private.”

“Let’s go for a walk.” Osmont started walking away.

“Wait. Why can’t we talk in your office?”

Osmont kept walking. Donovan stood there with an incredulous look on his face, before hurrying to catch up.

Leaving by the rear door, they began walking along one of the paths around the quad, which had been scraped free of snow that morning.

“So, what can I do for you?” asked Osmont.

“Well,” said Donovan, looking side to side to make sure that they were alone. “I haven’t been completely honest with you.” He dug out the note that Eamon had left for him before classes had started, and handed it to Osmont.

“What’s this?” asked Osmont, turning the note around, trying to make out the writing.

“Remember the trip we took into Kendra before the start of class? Eamon left this note for me with Aine at that pub.” Seeing the confusion on Osmont’s face, he continued, “I think it’s written in the Shem language.”

“Is this some kind of joke? Did Professor Cleary put you up to this?”

“I can read it.”

“I can pretend to read gibberish as well as the next guy.” He handed the note back to Donovan.

“I’m not lying. I saw a piece of paper on Professor Cleary’s desk when we first met written in the same language. I could read it. It said something about the blood of the Brother running true.”

Osmont looked taken aback, clearly something he had said hit a nerve.

Donovan read the entire note to Osmont. “With everything that I heard about the Shem I didn’t want to admit any connection to them,” said Donovan dejectedly. 

“Don’t worry about ancient tales, worry about today’s actions.”

They walked in silence, their cloaks fluttering in the biting wind. “So what happened?” asked Osmont.

“I went to see Eamon yesterday,” started Donovan. He went on to tell Osmont about chasing Eamon through the city and out into the thicket of trees. The second man who surprised him, and the strange sensations when the figure grabbed him, before falling unconscious. Waking up and seeing the four Clachwards, and how they chased him up a tree. His escape to Kendra where he got the lute and note from Eamon. Osmont stopped and stared at Donovan as he read this note as well.

“Let’s show those notes to Professor Cleary.”

Osmont flew down the path, cloak trailing behind him. He took the steps two at a time and Donovan struggled to keep up. Hastening down the hallway, he burst into Cleary’s office without knocking. He waited at the door to usher Donovan in, before shutting the door behind him.

“What’s—” started Cleary, rising from his desk.

“Show him the notes,” ordered Osmont, forcefully guiding Donovan around the piles of books on the floor, over to the desk.

Donovan carefully spread out the notes on a semi-flat spot on Professor Cleary’s desk.

“What am I looking for?” asked Cleary.

“Are they authentic? Is this written in Shem?” asked Osmont, stabbing his finger at the letters.

Cleary carefully studied the letters while Osmont watched, vibrating like a kettle about to boil. Finally Cleary looked up at Osmont and calmly said, “They have similar characteristics to other articles written in Shem.”

“Do you have anything written in Shem with an accurate translation?”

“I have a few snippets in an old book around here somewhere. Now where is it?”

Cleary foraged around his office, scanning the spines of books haphazardly spread around the room. Osmont’s face transitioned to deeper and deeper shades of red, and it looked like he could blow up at any moment when Cleary triumphantly held up a faded leather book. He set it on the desk and gently began flipping through the brittle pages until he found the section that he was looking for.

“It’s right here and the translation is on the next page,” he said, pointing at a section of text.

Osmont eyed Donovan until he moved around the desk. Donovan translated the text while Osmont and Cleary carefully listened. Flipping the page, they read the translation which was shockingly similar to Donovan’s translation.

Osmont’s irritation rapidly deflated, and he sunk into a chair, head in his hands. “What does this mean?” he muttered to himself.

Cleary looked at Donovan in shock. “Where did you ...” he trailed off as he recalled what had happened to Donovan.

“What does this mean?” asked Donovan. “Am I one of them? Am I a bad person?”

Osmont snapped out of his despondency. “No, you’re not. There are many explanations of how you could have learnt it.”

“Name one,” said Donovan firmly.

Osmont opened and closed his mouth several times, but no words came out. Finally he shook his head. “This changes nothing. It merely highlights the importance of discovering a way to get your memory back.”

“It does raise many questions,” said Cleary, shutting the book and returning it to a pile at the back of the room. “Why would the Shem teach a human boy their language, before blocking his memories and sending him to study at our only magical institution?”

“Let’s not dwell on it,” said Osmont abruptly. “Donovan, I want you to write out a translation of the notes and give it to Professor Cleary.”

“There’s more,” said Donovan quietly. The look that Osmont gave him made Donovan wish he hadn’t said anything, but it was too late now. “During my struggle, I ripped this off the neck of the other man.” He slowly held out his hand, the necklace of the dagger wrapped in lightning dangling below.

“Is that a—” started Cleary.

“It’s nothing,” snapped Osmont, snatching the necklace out of Donovan’s hand. “Professor Cleary and I need to talk. Give the translations to Professor Cleary when they’re done.”

Donovan meekly retreated from the room.

Chapter 12

Notices were posted on the doors of all the dorms a couple of days before classes were scheduled to resume. The notices told the students that classes would be canceled on Wednesday and the students were to meet in the main hall at eight ‘o clock in the morning for an announcement.

A buzz immediately engulfed the dorms, spreading to each new student when they returned from their break. Classes were a complete write off on Monday and Tuesday as the professors attempted to review all of the information that the students had managed to forget, while the students spent most of their time gossiping about the notice and not listening to the professors.

Everyone made their way down to the hall early on Wednesday to eat a restless breakfast before waiting for the announcement. Donavan took a seat beside Kort, across from Delaney and Ravyn, his plate piled high with sausages and eggs. The other three ate a few pieces of toast but were too nervous to manage any more.

“Why are you all so worried?” said Donovan, between bites of sausage. “Whatever is going to happen will happen, so why worry about it?”

“That’s easy for you to say,” said Ravyn. “I just told my parents that I’m near the top of all my classes. I can’t afford for anything to happen.”

“Maybe Professor Severn’s been sacked,” mumbled Donovan.

“That’d be great,” said Kort, and Delaney nodded her agreement.

“They wouldn’t have him teaching classes this week if they were going to let him go,” said Ravyn.

“Spoilsport,” said Kort.

“Think positive thoughts,” said Donovan cheerfully, his tone not matching his thoughts since his conversation with Osmont and Professor Cleary. He wanted answers, but he knew that this announcement wouldn’t provide any.

Just before eight ‘o clock, Headmaster Marrok, Osmont, and Professors Cleary and Moncha entered the hall. A hush spread before them, engulfing the entire room. The four of them had a quick, quiet conversation before Headmaster Marrok stepped forward to address the assembly.

“Good morning,” said Marrok, in a quiet voice which travelled to the far corners of the room. “I trust that everybody is here.” He paused for a moment to survey the room before continuing. “You will all leave here in several short months and become representatives of Haven for the rest of your lives. Wizards have suffered from many centuries of persecution, so we take our reputation very seriously. Each year we give all of our students an assessment to help us to understand how a student may react in a different environment. We use the results to determine if any students require special attention, specifically related to losing control of your Gift and becoming a danger to those around you.” As Headmaster Marrok finished, he stepped back in line to let Professor Moncha take over.

“Everybody quiet down,” said Professor Moncha, and she waited patiently until every side conversation had stopped. “The process that we will be using will appear simple, but I assure you that it is not. We have carefully constructed the world where the simulation will take place, and imbued it into a magical artifact. We will use this item to cast a glamour on you. You will temporarily fall into a deep sleep while your mind processes the simulation. The world that you will find yourself in is not complete and your own minds will fill in many of the details of what you experience. The four of us will be linked to your mind and we will experience every detail as you live it. Everything will work the same as real life except for one significant difference. You will not be yourself. Rather you will be an idealized version of yourself and you will have all of the abilities that come with it. If you envision yourself as a powerful War Wizard, then you will instinctively be able to wield powerful magic and can use any weapon. The only limitations are the ones which your mind places on itself. It may take you a while to get used to it, but if you follow your instincts and don’t fight what’s happening, then your mind will quickly adapt.”

“While it’s only a simulation, it will seem completely real and you may even forget that it’s not real,” said Osmont to the annoyance of Professor Moncha. “Everything will only exist in your minds but it can still have consequences once you leave. In rare cases students have carried scars from the test with them for their entire life, so you’d better take it seriously.”

“We will be calling students one at a time,” said Moncha. “While the test will feel like it takes many hours, it will be over quickly. Everyone is to stay in this room until we call you for your test. If you need to leave for any reason then you must let a responsible student know your whereabouts. When we call your name, please come with us quickly so we can move on with our days.” She consulted a list in her hand. “Brutus Bassett, please come with us.”

Chapter 13

Kort whipped his head around. The air was hazy and smelled rancid, worse than when the Rance’s hog farm had burnt to the ground. Screams of terror filled the air, reminding him of a group of kids after someone stepped on a hornets nest. Looking around he saw that he was standing on the upper level of a tall building, a large bell hung from the ceiling behind him. Peering out the small, arched window he saw that he was in a foreign city, larger than where he grew up but nowhere near the size of Kendra. A large section of the city was on fire, and he could see flurries of activity in an open square to his right.

“Help me!” came the scream of a young boy running down the street below him, interrupting his examination of his surroundings.

Two men wearing dark vests, with a piece of red cloth tied around their right bicep, and armed with scimitars chased after the boy. Glancing down he saw that he was dressed in a military uniform different from the men below, but didn’t have a weapon strapped to his belt.

Seeing a ledge a level below the window, he threw himself out without a second thought. Landing softer than he’d expected, he dropped the final story to the hard packed dirt below. Landing in a crouch, he looked up at the surprised faces of the two armed men.

“Leave the boy alone,” he bellowed.

“What are you going to do about it?” asked the man on the left.

They spread out, intent to surround him, and he let them. At the last possible instant, he dove out of the way of their attack. A gust of wind from his hands knocked them off balance. A kick to the gut doubled over the first one. A punch to the temple knocked the second one out. Turning around he saw the first man staggering off the way he had come.

“Boy, where are you?” he asked. A small boy, of perhaps twelve summers, poked his head around the corner of a building. “It’s safe to come out.”

“That was amazing, sir,” said the boy. “I didn’t see them until it was too late. The Sibt are sneaky. They were over the walls before we were ready.”

“Then I should help with the defense,” said Kort.

“No, you can’t. There was a fire and I was sent to find people to help get the orphans out.”

“Stopping the attack will save many people’s lives.”

“You’re going to let my friends die,” said the boy, tears streaming down his face.

Kort’s heart broke and he changed his mind. He couldn’t let a bunch of kids die without trying to help them. “Alright,” said Kort, “I’ll help the kids before joining the fighting.” He ruffled the boy’s hair before picking him up and tossing him onto his back. “Which way.”

The boy pointed and he took off in that direction.

He ran through the unfamiliar streets, following the boy’s directions. Smoke hung thick in the air, burning his eyes. They passed many terrified people hiding in any secluded spot that they could find. The cries of terror and clash of metal followed him wherever he went.

The boy directed him to a city block on fire, the first two buildings had collapsed and the next three were engulfed in flames. A line of bodies lined the street, most burnt beyond recognition, but by their size, many were children.

“There,” said the boy, pointing at the farthest building, two stories tall, outside rapidly turning black as the fire progressed to the second floor.

“What’s happening?” he asked the group of people huddled in front of the building, covered in soot, one little boy doubled over vomiting.

“They’re trapped,” shrieked an older woman, her hair badly burnt.

“How many?”

“They’re so young. You must help them. Please help them.”

He grabbed the woman by her shoulders until her gaze focused on him. “Who is left in the building, and where do you think they are?” he asked slowly.

“Three, we think. Two boys and a girl. They were on the second floor, but the stairs were on fire. I tried to get them, but—”

“I’ll do my best.” He removed the boy from his shoulders and rushed inside.

Plunging through the open doorway, he was met with walls of flame and endless heat. He immediately began dissipating the heat out of his body before it seared his lungs. He had no idea how he did it, nor where the heat went.

He ran across the dirt floor, doing his best to avoid the burning wall and searched for the stairs. The house was so full of smoke that he could barely see. He projected a wall of wind in front of him, but it only caused the smoke to swirl around the room.

Where were the stairs? Despite his magic, he knew that he couldn’t last in the house for long, and the kids may have already perished. Banishing that thought from his mind, he worked his way from room to room until he found the staircase.

A straight staircase, maybe fifteen steps long, ran up to the second floor. The steps themselves were burnt through in places and he doubted that they could support his weight. The walls appeared to have caught fire only a short time ago.

He’d played many times on the stairs at home on the farm with his brothers and sister. They’d came up with many creative ways to travel to the second floor without touching the stairs. The banisters didn’t look like they could support his weight, so he’d have to use the walls. Placing his hands against one of the walls, his palms immediately beginning to blister, he walked his legs up the other wall, the soles of his sandals sticking to the wall. Suspending above the stairs, staring down into the inferno, he sidestepped his way up the stairs. Despite his urgency, he carefully moved one hand or foot at a time until he reached the upper steps which looked strong enough to hold him. Dropping down to the steps, he climbed to the second level.

“Hey, is there anybody up here!” he yelled, but couldn’t hear a response over the crackling fire.

He looked down at his hands and feet, both covered in red, peeling blisters. He closed his eyes and tried to heal them, but nothing happened. He tried again with the same result. Remembering that in the stories the neighbor boys used to tell back home, wizards could only heal others, but never themselves, he gave up his attempts.

Kort bent over in a coughing spell, eyes blurry from the smoke, and thought to himself that this was taking too long, when he thought he heard a high pitched noise from his left. He kicked open the first door and saw a small bedroom with both cots on fire, but he didn’t see anybody.

He threw his shoulder into the door across the hall and came sprawling into the room. Two little boys were curled up in the far corner, choking on the smoke. He saw that they were both badly burnt and he hesitated before touching one’s shoulder, trying to keep his composure. Neither moved when he shook them, so he resorted to using his Gift. He was careful to heal only what was necessary, because he already felt tired from keeping himself moving through the burning building.

Looking out the window, all he saw was a straight drop down to the ground. Hoisting the first boy into his arms, he walked over to the window and gently moved him through the opening. Enveloping the boy with his Gift, he let him slowly float down and away from the building to the ground below.

He was getting ready to do the same to the second boy when his eyes fluttered open. “Milia,” he choked.

“I can’t,” said Kort. “There’s no time.”

The boy grabbed his arm and didn’t want to let go. “I’ll try,” said Kort, peeling the boy’s fingers off his arm. “Which room?”

“End.”

Kort tossed the boy through the window and carefully lowered him to the ground. With a solitary goal in mind, he raced to the end of the hall and forced his way into the room. Everything was on fire, including the little girl wearing a burning dress in the middle of the room. The fire raged so intently that he couldn’t even hear the girl’s screams despite being only a few feet from her.

It was too late, he thought. She is already too badly burnt, even his Gift wouldn’t help him move through the towering inferno in front of him.

The little girl looked up, momentarily calm, and stared straight at him. She looked just like his younger sister Eireen. He couldn’t leave her.

Flinging himself through the flames, he felt like a piece of meat roasting over a fire and could hear the same sizzling noises as his juices seeped out of the cracks forming in his skin. Racing as fast as he could through the room, he wrapped an arm around her waist and continued towards the window. Diving through, he felt a moment of bliss as the cooler air hit him, but its caress quickly turned painful as he plummeted towards the ground. Nearing the ground, he tossed Milia into the air and used his Gift to slow her fall as best he could.

His back hit the hard ground, and he was swallowed by soothing darkness.

He awoke to arms picking him up by his arms and legs. He vainly tried to fight them off, before opening his eyes to see the old woman from in front of the orphanage among them. They set him down a short distance later, and someone pressed a clay cup to his lips. Slowly tilting it back, he nearly choked on the cool water, but gratefully drank it all down. A foul smelling ointment was smeared onto his hands and feet, before they were wrapped in strips of white cloth. His protests died in his mouth when the pain diminished a few moments later.

He tried to thank them, but he was hoarse from breathing so much smoke. Climbing to his feet, he looked around and saw the little girl a few feet away, lying motionless on the ground. A woman bent over her, tears plummeting to the ground.

He gently pressed his fingers against her burnt neck. He felt a faint pulse. Pieces of her burnt flesh stuck to his fingers when he pulled his hand away. He gently caressed her cheek.

The hair was all wrong, but all that he could see was his sister. He’d been away from home for months now. Anything could have happened to them and he wouldn’t know. Eireen could be suffering right now, while he was playing around at wizard school. He had to go home to see them. His brothers would be fine, but his parents and sister were another matter. They’d all told him to go, and he’d selfishly done what he’d wanted. Deep down, he knew that they’d be disappointed if he didn’t stay at Haven and give it his best shot.

Energy flowed through his hand and the girl took a ragged breath. He kept it up longer than he should, but he couldn’t let this girl suffer. He continued until her face looked pristine. She opened her eyes and he saw that they were the wrong color.

Letting her go, he headed towards the sounds of fighting in the distance.

“Where are you going?” asked the old woman.

“The more invaders that I take down, the less who’ll need healing,” said Kort.

“We need you here,” she shouted. “There are plenty of fools to fight, but very few people who can help the injured.”

“Do what you can for them. I’ll return when I can.”

“There’s a vacant warehouse two blocks that way,” she said, pointing down the street. “Red brick building. An infirmary has been setup there. Have the wounded sent there and we’ll do what we can.”

He headed in the direction of the square he’d saw from the building he’d first found himself in. The roaring of flames slowly diminished to be replaced by the clash of steel.

The streets were narrow and the buildings loomed over him on both side. Discarded merchandise lay everywhere, doors opens, businesses hastily abandoned. From time to time he saw a looter ransacking a building, but they always ran when they saw him.

Large lumps lay in the intersection ahead. As he neared, he saw that they were actually bodies, dressed in uniforms from both sides.

One figure was slumped against the wall of a nearby building, hands pressed firmly to his stomach. He was in a sorry state. Greasy hair hung down over his ashen face. He barely moved when Kort knelt down in front of him.

“How bad is it?”

“Bad,” he wheezed, but refused to move his hands.

“Just relax. It’ll be over quick.”

“Knife ... belt.”

“Knife?” said Kort, puzzled until it finally dawned on him. “No. It’s not like that. I’m going to help you.” 

He lay his hand on the man’s sweaty forehead, and began sealing his wounds.

“Thank you, sir. I thought I was a goner.”

“Sir? I’m not a sir. Help me check to see if anybody else is alive.”

They found two other men clinging to life. After healing them, Kort paused to catch his breath. Looking down at his hands, he saw the white bandages were now stained red.

“What’s going on with the defense of the city?” asked Kort.

“Not good,” said the first man that he’d healed. “They have us outnumbered and had nearly overrun the square, last I’d heard. Unless the King quits sulking in his castle and adds his men to the fight, we’re doomed.”

“Send any wounded to a red brick warehouse, about six blocks that way,” he said, pointing back the way he had come.

His response was lost in a screamed coming from their left. Three of the invaders came charging at them, swords shining in the sun. They cut down the first soldier who didn’t even have a sword, but he bought the others enough time to find discarded weapons lying on the street and join the fray.

The fight was quick and bloody. Kort disarmed an opponent before one of his comrades ran him through. Despite Kort’s attempts to prevent killing, only he survived the skirmish. 

It was so pointless. He’d just brought three men back from near death so that they could take another three with them. He shook his head, and turned around to go find the warehouse.

The stench hit him well before he neared the infirmary. He was approaching the warehouse from the backside. A small door led inside, propped open with a rock. Corpses lined the side of the building, stacked side by side and three rows deep. White cloths concealed most of their faces, but a murder of crows had descended and were tearing into the carrion.

Kort had seen many unpleasant sights on the farm, and smelled even worse, but even his stomach lurched at the sight. He took several slow breaths through his mouth, trying to ignore the taste, until his stomach settled down.

He quickly made his way past the bodies, and slipped through the door. He paused and took a deep breath and nearly retched as he was assaulted by the smell of burnt flesh, soiled linen, and vomit. Despite the open doors, the heat was sweltering and the interior dim.

As his eyes adjusted, he made out row upon row of wounded spread out on the dirt floor. Whatever had been stored in the warehouse had been removed, and all that he could see was waves of desperate people. The clash of steel and roaring flames were replaced by the moaning wounded, buzzing flies, and the lamenting screams of the survivors.

His vision began to narrow. He braced himself against the wall and nearly fainted. The horror in front of him was much worse than any battlefield, but he could do things that no one else in this room could do and they needed him.

He plunged into the room, careful to avoid the people spread all over the floor. “Is somebody in charge here?” he yelled overtop of the noise in the room.

“Over here,” came a commanding voice.

He followed it to its source and found a girl, barely older than him, wearing a once white apron. In different circumstances he would have found her attractive and given her his most winning smile, but the only thing in his mind was trying to help these people.

“Hello, I’m Kort.”

She was bent over a soldier, sewing up a deep cut on his chest. Despite the surroundings, she’d managed to keep the area relatively clean. “Kim,” she said, not looking up from her work. “What do you want?”

“I’m here to help. I’m a ... wizard.”

“Then make yourself useful.”

“Where are the most seriously injured? I’ll focus on the ones which can’t be helped through normal medicine.”

“They’re everywhere. Knock yourself out.”

“Right. Thanks.”

Kort gave his surroundings a quick skim and saw more people who needed his help than he could possibly heal. He saw a young man, alone on the floor, roughly the same age as his brother Kean. He looked emaciated, and much of the meat which he’d had on his bones had been roasted off in a fire. Half of his face was badly burnt and you could see his teeth through a hole burnt in his cheek.

Kort gave him a quick visual examination before laying his hand on the man’s forehead. He used his Gift to slowly probe his body to determine the extent of his injuries. Blinking back tears, Kort turned away to find someone else to help.

The next hour was a blur. He went from person to person, healing only their most serious injuries. He became aware of a little girl following at his side, giving him a drink when he needed it and guiding him by the hand to the next person who needed his help.

He was so exhausted that he didn’t realize that an argument was happening five feet away from him until he heard his name.

“Kort is healing the most seriously injured people who couldn’t be healed otherwise,” said Kim. She looked nearly as tired as he felt.

“We need more soldiers, not liabilities,” said a handsome man in his twenties, wearing a pristine uniform that hadn’t seen any fighting.

“What’s ... what’s going on?” asked Kort, wearily.

“Ensign Leaf here wants you to only help his soldiers,” said Kim.

“We need to help those in immediate danger first,” said Kort.

“No, Kort,” said Ensign Leaf, his voice full of contempt. “We have a battle on our hands and we need to focus all of our resources on protecting this city. Those resources include you.”

“I’m not a smith’s hammer, and you can’t tell me what to do.”

“I can and I will. Now am I going to have to make you obey?”

“I’d hate to see you dirty your uniform.”

“I have no issues staining it with your blood.”

“That would help nothing. Now why don’t you make yourself useful by joining the fighting and leaving us to do our work?”

It looked like Ensign Leaf was about to blow up and cry at the same time. His face turned a fiery shade of red and a single tear escaped his eye, before he fled the building.

Kim gave him a weary smile before heading back to work. Taking her lead, Kort followed suit.

The wounded continued to flow into the warehouse. They helped as many as they could, but more ended up stacked behind the warehouse than managed to walk out. The floor was covered in blood and vomit, and Kort struggled to make his way to his next patient.

Finally, there was a brief lull in the critically wounded and Kort slumped against a wall to rest, not caring what he might be sitting in. Someone placed a sandwich in his hand and he ate it without tasting it. He mechanically drained a cup of water before leaning his head against the wall and closing his eyes.

He dozed for a while before going back to work. He made it halfway around the room, checking on the injured, when a group of soldiers burst through the doors, carrying two wounded soldiers between them. They set the two soldiers on an open area near the middle of the room as Kim and Kort converged on them.

“You have to get out of here,” said one of the soldiers.

“In case you didn’t notice, we have a lot of wounded here,” said Kim, checking a deep leg wound on the first wounded soldier.

“It’ll be worse if you don’t move. There’s fighting only a few blocks from here.”

Cries of panic arose at this news. “Everybody needs to calm down,” she roared.

“Where?” asked Kort, checking on the other wounded soldier. He had a deep stomach wound that looked putrid despite its newness. 

“When you leave that door,” said the soldier pointing his head towards the mains doors, “they’re a few blocks to the left.”

“You get the people out of here while I tend to these two,” said Kort to Kim.

Seeing that their comrades were being tended to, the soldiers headed back to the fight.

Kim began barking orders, sounding like a grizzled veteran despite her young age. She posted runners outside to warn them if the fighting got to close. They began ferrying the wounded out of the building and down the street. A couple of boys began collecting debris to barricade the doors, in case it came to that.

Kort took care of the leg wound first. The cut was deep and the soldier had lost a lot of blood, but it was a rather simple process to close the wound. The soldier was weak from blood loss, and fell asleep as soon as the pain had dissipated.

The second soldier was a different story. Infection had already started to set in and Kort wasn’t sure if he had enough energy left to help him.

“Everybody get out!” screamed one of the runners, bursting through the doors.

The coordinated evacuation of the wounded descended into chaos. The wounded were dropped and forgotten and people tried to fight their way free of the confines of the warehouse. It reminded Kort of a recently stepped on ant hill, and all that he could do was shake his head and focus on his patient once more.

The boys began stacking debris in front of the main doors while the evacuation continued out the back.

He numbed the soldier’s pain, and began tending his injuries when the first bang came from the door. He mutely watched the door as something heavy hit it a second time. If he abandoned these men now, then he thought that he could make his way out before the door was broken down.

He glanced longingly at the rear door before turning back to the soldier. He used the last of his reserves to close his wounds. Looking up from his knees, he saw the doors burst open. People surged into the room, scimitars held high. Kort didn’t even have the energy to raise his arm to protect himself as they closed in and took him apart.

Chapter 14

Ravyn gazed out an open window towards a large castle surrounded by a high wall. She could see men patrolling the walls and a large group marshalling behind the walls. The air was hazy and sour. She pressed her arm over her face to block the smell. Screams filled the air. Glancing around she saw that she was standing in a small room on the upper level of a tall building, a large bell hung from the ceiling behind her. Perhaps it was a church, she thought to herself. Sticking her head out the window, she saw that she was in a foreign city that she didn’t recognize, roughly the same size as Chaylse where she grew up. A section of the city to her right was burning and she could see people running every which way in the streets.

“Help me!” came a high pitched voice from below. A young boy, of perhaps twelve, was running down the street below the window.

“What is going on?” she yelled to the boy, but he ignored her and kept running.

Two men wearing dark vests, with a piece of red cloth tied around their right bicep, and armed with scimitars chased after the boy. Glancing down he saw that she was dressed in a military uniform different from the men below, a tight fitting coat with a gold emblem of a lion on the breast and dark pants. Checking her belt she saw that she was unarmed.

“Hey!” she yelled at the two men, “leave the boy alone.”

“Don’t you worry, Miss,” said one of the men, “We’ll finish him quick, and then come up there to see you. Don’t you worry, we’ll finish you real slow. I’ll have a go at you first, then my friend here will take his turn.”

“Hey, why can’t I go first?”

“You take care of the boy, then join me up there.”

“There’s enough of me to take care of both of you,” said Ravyn, shooting a bolt of lightning at both of them. The bolt struck them in the chest. A spasm shook their bodies for a moment before they fell to the ground, and lay still.

Ravyn exited the room and made her way out of the building. The boy was examining the two bodies. 

“That was amazing,” said the boy in a wistful tone. “Are you some kind of a wizard? If I was a wizard then I’d have fought off the Sibt all by myself.”

“What is happening around here?” asked Ravyn, bending down to pick up one of the fallen swords.

“The Sibt,” said the boy. “They came out of nowhere and were over the walls and burning buildings before the alarm even sounded.”

“Is the fighting off that way,” asked Ravyn, pointing towards where she had seen the most activity from the window.

The boy nodded. “But you can’t go that way. The orphanage is on fire. You need to help get them out.”

They locked eyes and Ravyn waited a moment before breaking his heart. “I cannot. The invaders, the Sibt, will kill many more people if they are not stopped. You’ll” —her voice broke momentarily— “You’ll have to find someone else to help the children.”

“You’re going to let my friends die?” said the boy, tears streaming down his face.

Ravyn turned her back on the boy and headed towards the fighting.

She was in a more affluent part of the city. Many of the buildings were multiple stories tall. The streets were broad and well-tended. She left the rich district and entered a commercial district. The buildings were still well-maintained, but smaller and simpler.

A group of soldiers raced her way, dressed the same as she, but unarmed.

“What’s happening ahead?” she asked, moving to block their paths.

“Run and hide. It’s hopeless,” said a small rat like man.

She grabbed his jacket as he tried to run past and swung him around in front of her. “I asked you a question.” The rest of the soldiers parted around them and disappeared down the street.

The man took furtive glances all around, as if he was expecting an attack at any moment. When it became apparent that Ravyn wasn’t going to release him, he finally answered, “The Sibt are attacking. We’re all going to die.”

“How about you try that again, but this time tell me something useful,” she said icily.

He looked her over, trying to size her up, but her glare brought him up short.

“They attacked maybe an hour ago. Over the walls without warning. They were so quick that we barely put up a defense. They started burning buildings on the north side. I was one of the people sent to see if we could stop the fires. We didn’t see them coming. They were on us before we knew it. I was one of the few to get away.”

“I’m sure that you bravely fought your way out.”

“Dropped my sword, pissed my pants and ran,” he said with no trace of shame. “Not necessarily in that order, of course.”

“What’s going on now?”

“The square. Joran’s square up ahead. Our men have setup barricades and are trying to hold them off in the open square.”

“Why aren’t you helping them?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

“Because I’m not cracked up for fighting. It was join the military or rot in a cell, and I chose the fresh air.”

“Worthless cur,” she said, shoving him away.

She continued heading down the street, the screams of men and clash of swords growing with every step. The buildings around her were eerily silent. Hastily abandoned when the fighting started, many of the doors stood ajar, but the proximity of violence had kept the looters away for the moment.

She experimentally swung the scimitar in a series of slashing motions, surprised by how smooth and well-practiced the motions seemed when she had never held a sword before, yet she felt like she’d spent years learning its use. She had no recollection of learning its use, but had to shrug it off because clearly she was the only person who could stop the invasion.

She kept a slow, measured pace. She wanted to run and join the fighting as soon as possible but knew that tiring herself out wouldn’t help anybody.

The smell of smoke and death hit her whenever the wind blew from the north. Stopping at a seamstress shop, she cut off a piece of fabric from a large roll and tied it around her head, covering her nose and mouth.

She paused in the shop, thinking about what she was planning on doing. She was about to go charging into a heated battle, and for what? She didn’t know the people in this city. She didn’t owe them anything. Why should she throw her life away? What would her parents think if they could see her now?

She almost turned around to find a place to hide, but what purpose would that solve. People would still die. If the invaders were victorious, then she would eventually be found. No, she couldn’t abandon people in need. She had the Gift for a reason, and she couldn’t squander it by being selfish. She had to use it to help those in need, and there was only one way to do that, stop the invasion.

Shoulders pressed back, she left the shop, a lioness on the hunt for her prey. Stalking down the street, she ran in a half crouch, keeping close to the buildings on one side.

She saw the square ahead of her. Two rows of archers stood behind up turned carts, blocking the entrance. Four marble fountains occupied the corners of the square, their waters turned red from the bodies floating in them. The middle of the square was a mess. The ground turned muddy from blood and other bodily fluids. Bodies lay sprawled in the dirt, alone and in groups, many had been hacked to pieces. A quick glance showed her that most of the bodies were theirs, and the invaders fighting throughout the square outnumbered them at least two to one.

“Who’s in charge here?” she asked coming up behind the archers.

“No one,” said a grizzled man to her left. “The orders stopped coming a long time ago, so we dug in here to wait.”

“You’re in charge of this squad now,” she said, deputizing him when she doubted that she had the authority to do so. “Are things as bad as they look?”

“Worse probably. We’ve managed to hold them here in the square, but we need the King and his cavalry if we have any hope in beating them.”

She studied the fighting while he talked. The archers in front of her all seemed too old or too young to be soldiers. They held their bows without confidence and it showed in their aim. They didn’t risk firing arrows at the invaders engage with their own forces for fear of hitting their own men, but instead waited for opportune shots at lone men.

“Why aren’t they rushing our position?” she asked. “Surely they have enough men to engage the men in the square and break through our lines.”

“Why would they? They know that most of the men at the barricades have never seen a battle before this, or have seen too many in their long lives. The real battle is out there, and as soon as they win it, then they will overwhelm us.”

“Why are we fighting out there? Shouldn’t we be using the terrain to our advantage?”

“The last order that we received from Adolphus,” he paused to spit on the ground, “was for the infantry to charge into the square while we provided cover. Adolphus,” he spat on the ground again at the mention of his name, “was very clear in his training. Do what he tells you to do until he tells you to stop, or he will make sure that something even worse happens to you. Most of the men out there are more afraid of what he would do to them then what the Sibt are doing right now.”

“I think that I should show them that there is always something worse to fear,” said Ravyn, climbing over the barricade and entering the square.

Sidling to the left to stay out of the archers’ way, she called forth her power. A carefully contained inferno grew between her hands. When it had reached a raging intensity, she threw it into the midst of a group of Sibt. It exploded when it hit the ground, spraying them with molten magma. The attack itself wasn’t intended to kill them, but rather to distract them momentarily while the soldiers in the area took advantage. It worked as she had intended. The Sibt threw up their arms, attempting to protect themselves and were subsequently hacked down.

She continued to rain down terror on her enemies, but they took notice of what she was doing. Twenty men separated themselves from the pack and headed her way. She took down four on the way, and the archers another six.

Five of the men launched themselves over the barricade and began a bloody melee with the archers, but she couldn’t spare them any attention.

Conserving her power for the moment, she met the five Sibt steel on steel. They tried to spread out to surround her, but she attacked before they were ready. A dive roll to her left took her under one’s guard, and a quick slash spilled his guts onto the ground. Spinning, her sword deflected the next attack. She staggered him with a strike to the nose with the palm of her hand.

She danced right, before spinning left, nicking an attacker’s forearm with her blade. He momentarily took his eyes off of her to look at the wound and it cost him his life. Stepping over his body, she confronted the remaining three attackers. She engage two of them. Dancing back and forth, parrying their blows while the third circled behind her.

She downed one with a savage slash to the throat, but felt a piercing pain as a sword bit into her side. Luckily a rib stopped the cut before it went too deep. She tried to twist away, but her eyes caught the second attacker’s sword descending, too late for her to parry the blow.

An arrow protruded through his chest from behind and she spun and dispatched the remaining attacker whose sword had tasted her blood a moment ago.

Nodding to the grizzled archer who was fitting another arrow to his bow, she turned back to the battle. Things were going poorly and people could use her help all over the battlefield when she heard a scream.

“Help me! Please help me!”

Scanning the square she found its source. A girl, roughly her own age, was climbing out a window and attempting to make her way along a narrow ledge outside of the building. A Sibt soldier was hanging out the window, his hand wrapped around her arm. Another soldier could be seen in the room behind him.

Before she could launch an attack their way, the soldier yanked the girl’s arm, pulling her in front of him and blocking Ravyn’s shot. Ravyn raced towards the building as the girl was pulled through the window.

Ravyn wished that she could fly up to the window, but she knew that was impossible, nor was there any way to climb up to it. Reaching the building, she saw all kinds of pottery carefully arranged on the other side of barred windows. She tried the door, but found that it was blocked from the inside. Throwing herself at it, she bounced off and fell to the ground. She could hear the cries from the window reaching a feverous pitch.

She paused to think for a moment. If there was a back door, then it was probably locked as well. The windows would be no easier than the door. Suddenly it dawned on her, if her Gift could rend her enemies apart, then why not this door. A moment later she was inside, the door in pieces scattered on the floor.

She ran through a door at the back of the room and climbed a narrow set of stairs to a living space above the business. She bashed her way through a door at the top of the stairs, deciding that haste was more important than stealth.

She saw the men through an open door on her left. The girl lay on her back on a bed. One man was pinning her arms to the bed while the other one, dagger held between his teeth, was forcing the girl’s legs apart.

Not bothering to give them any sort of warning, she grasped the dagger with her mind and flung it into the far wall, taking off the top of the man’s head in the process.

His partner just stared at her. Ravyn came striding forward, but the girl was quicker. Twisting out of his grasp, she grabbed the knife from his belt and stabbed him in the chest, over and over again. She continued stabbing until Ravyn grabbed her from behind and pulled her off. The girl twisted around and looked ready to attack before realizing who held her.

She wrapped herself around Ravyn and broke down sobbing.

Dropping her sword, Ravyn sank down onto the bed covered in the blood of her attackers and held the girl, making soothing sounds. The girl sat across her lap, head cradled in her arm. Ravyn stroked the girls fine blond hair with her other hand. The sounds of battle and of death continued unabated outside, but Ravyn ignored every sound.

The sobbing slowly subsided, and Ravyn gently positioned the girl onto the bed. She bent down and kissed her on the forehead before turning to make sure that nothing like this happened ever again.

She bent down to pick up her fallen sword. Her eyes stared straight ahead, unblinking. Her jaw was tightly clenched, tendons showing in her neck. Her soft, pale skin was bloodless, as if dead. Sword held in a death grip, she descended the stairs and headed out into the square.

The square was nearly empty of the living, but home to many dead. The barricades had been moved aside, the archers she had been with scant minutes ago lay scattered, dead. In a burst of anger she eliminated the living, the ground erupted in explosions under their feet, lightning fell from a cloudless sky, and the blood red water in the fountains turned to shards of ice which flew and pierced their flesh.

If she had stayed here, she might have been able to protect them, held off the invaders as the archers cut them down with their arrows, but she couldn’t have left the girl to that terrible fate. She momentarily lost her resolve, a single tear escaped her eye before she locked down her emotions again.

Her mother always told her to not worry about the past. Assess what happened, learn from it, and improve. Ravyn wasn’t going to make the same mistake again. Nothing would distract her this time.

With purposeful strides, she retraced her steps out of the square, past the ruined barricades, and over the bodies.

The remaining defenders had clearly fled, and it took her a while to catch up to the Sibt. She had nearly made her way back to the building where she’d first found herself, when she caught up to them.

Four Sibt came out of a cobbler’s shop, ill-fitting boots replacing the sandals on their feet, and more loaded in their arms.

She barely slowed her pace as she mowed them down. Her sword tasted the blood of two of them and her magic finished the rest.

She continued to eliminate the stragglers that she came upon until she caught up to the main body. A pitched battle was going on. The defenders were stretched across a broad street, bordered by short walls surrounding a series of small estates. There were barely enough of them to form a line across the street. She glanced to either side, hoping to see archers providing support, but there were none. Outnumbered at least five to one, as soon as the line broke they would be slaughtered.

Two blasts of her power shattered the walls on either side of the Sibt. Hoisting the debris, she began spinning it into a whirling maelstrom before sending it into the Sibt. The debris jumbled their formations as soldiers tried to protect their vital areas but, other than a few lucky strikes, few went down permanently. A large group of Sibt broke away and headed in her direction.

A crooked smile appeared on Ravyn’s face. This is exactly what she wanted, a direct showdown to end things, one way or the other.

The first two fell quickly to her sword. Swinging her arm around, the next received a face full of flames. Red and blistering, he fell to the ground, his screams echoing for a long time. Before she had time to react, a sword bit deep into her thigh. Pain coursed through her body as she fell to her knees. Looking up, she saw his face leering down at her. Covered in small patches of fuzz, he could barely even be called a man.

She thought of her parents. Had she failed them? What will happen when she is gone? Was it worth being away from them for so long? She couldn't remember her last words with them. Had she told them that she loved them before leaving?

She barely deflected the next blow. She grabbed his ankle, sending a jolt of electricity through his body. He collapsed to the ground, twitching uncontrollably.

Ravyn stood and began to fight again. She wouldn’t fail her parents, nor herself. Each stroke filled with the precision of a lifetime of training. She didn’t know where she was, but she would be remembered.

A dozen bodies surrounded her, when the next blow struck, a shallow slash across her stomach. Pressing her hand over the wound, she fought on. Steel and fire flashed around her as two more Sibt fell, but there were too many.

A hand grasped her wrist, twisting it painfully until her sword clattered to the ground. A knee to the abdomen loosened her attackers grip. A sharp blow hit the back of her head, the world flickered as she fell to her knees. When her vision cleared, she saw a pair of sandaled feet in front of her.

She groped her way back to her feet in time for an icy lance to pierce her stomach. She looked down to see a sword embedded in her body. Almost casually, the soldier drew it out and whipped it around towards her throat.

Chapter 15

Caddaric opened his eyes. He stood in a small room in a tall building. A large bell hung from the ceiling behind him. It reminded him of the church bells that he heard every day, growing up in Kendra. Small arched windows opened in three walls. Rancid, hazy air drifted into the room, and he could hear a clamor of noise which reminded him of the soldiers training in the courtyard of the keep at home, except with a lot more screaming.

Gazing out the nearest window, he saw a moderately sized city. A broad, sluggish river flowed around half of the city. A castle stood on a small peninsula extending into a bend in the river, surrounded by a thick wall. Inside its walls he could see a group of soldiers organizing for a parade. Horses formed a perfect square, their riders standing beside each. He was moving to another window to get a better look at the rest of the city when he heard a cry from below.

“Help me!” came a high pitched voice from below. A young boy, dressed in rags, was running down the street below the window.

He ignored the boy, who kept running down the street.

Two men came running after the boy. They wore dark vests that exposed thick, muscular arms, with a piece of red cloth tied around their right bicep. Each had a scimitar hooked through their belts.

He examined his own clothing and found that he was dressed quite differently. He wore a tight fitting coat with a gold emblem of a lion on the breast which did not match any emblem used by a lord in Rourke. Checking his belt he saw that he was unarmed.

He watched as the men ran past the building and continued up the street, towards the castle in the distance.

When they passed out of sight, he turned his attention back to the city. He didn’t recognize it, which was surprising given that his tutors had forced him to memorize the features of every moderately sized city in Rourke as well as some in the other nations.

He looked at the sun to get his bearings. He felt that it was mid-morning, and using the position of the sun in the sky, he concluded that the castle lay at the eastern side of the city. He found himself in an affluent section of the city, adjacent to the castle. He identified a couple of other churches in the area and many small estates, surrounded by short walls. Their green, manicured lawns were at odds with the drab buildings and dirt streets covering the rest of the city. Docks lined the south side of the city, beside many large warehouses. Many buildings on the north side of the city were on fire, and people ran to and fro, either trying to put out fires, or fleeing the area. A short wall surrounded the entire city.

An open square occupied the center of the city and seemed to be the center of attention. Men were building barricades on the eastern side while others held a group of invaders at bay. He could see many more invaders converging on the square from adjacent streets, but no reinforcements coming for the defenders.

He paused to give the city a more detailed scan. He saw furtive movement in a bell tower above a cathedral a couple blocks away. He stood motionless by the window, watching the tower for several minutes. He occasionally saw figures moving inside, silhouetted against the light shining in the open windows. He was convinced that there were two people inside and they were watching the conflict in the square.

Exiting the building, he quietly made his way towards the cathedral. The streets around him were empty. Most people in this section of the city had long since fled or barricaded themselves indoors.

The cathedral was large and blocky, but covered in beautiful stained glass windows. Hurrying across the street, he entered through the large double doors. He paused in the relative darkness of the entryway as his eyes adjusted, acutely aware that he was unarmed. Despite his best efforts to keep quiet, his footsteps echoes around the room as he walked between the pews and past the podium at the far end, before disappearing through a plain door in the rear wall. He followed a narrow hallway past several doors until he came to a set of stairs leading up.

He stopped one flight below the top. He could see a wooden door at the top of the stairs, which he assumed led to the tower where he had seen the figures. His heart began to hammer in his chest as he decided whether he should announce his presence before heading through the door.

“Hello,” said Caddaric.

He heard some shuffling in the room above before receiving a response. “Who’s there?”

“I’m here to get an update,” said Caddaric.

The door opened a crack, and he saw an eye peering out. After a moment, the door was opened and he was motioned upwards. Entering the small room, he saw that it was very similar to the one that he had started in. A large bell hung overhead, and narrow windows opened in all four directions.

“What do you mean, you’re here for an update? We’ve been waiting for an update for over an hour.”

Caddaric gave a helpless shrug. “I’m just doing what I’m told.”

They studied his face for a moment before answering. “I’m Garret and that is Wacian,” said Garret, pointing to the other man who stood looking out the window towards the square with a long spyglass.

Caddaric crowded in beside Wacian to watch the conflict. “I’m as confused as you are,” said Caddaric, “so give me an update of what has happened from the beginning.”

Garret gave him a strange look, but obliged. “The attack began about an hour ago. We had no warning that the Sibt were in the area. They rushed the walls and were over before a defense could be organized. They started burning buildings on the north side of town, mostly people’s homes. People started flooding into the area to help put out the fires when they were ambushed and cut down in cold blood. Since then, the Sibt have been making their way towards Joran’s square. It provides the most direct access to the rest of the city. Our men are setting up barricades in the square to try and hold them off, but it doesn’t look good.”

“Why? What’s happening?” asked Caddaric.

“Captain Adolphus was killed in the initial attack on the square,” said Garret. “Adolphus liked to have all the power for himself, so there are no qualified lieutenants to take over command. The Sibt are mostly armed with swords, and we have a decent force of archers that are being wasted. They’re unprotected on the ground and their shots are being obstructed by our own soldiers.”

“Reinforcements?” asked Caddaric, watching a burning building collapse.

“There’s a company of cavalry behind the castle walls,” smirked Garret, “but King Earh won’t send them out to get involved in any real fighting. He’ll keep waiting for the opportunity to make a grand entrance and crush his enemies with a single charge.”

“It works in the stories,” said Caddaric, with a laugh. “If we were going to setup a proper defense, where would you recommend putting it?”

“There,” said Garret, pointing to a street that ran directly from the square to the castle. “The intersection of King Street and Claire. A small force can block off the intersecting streets, while we make our stand. There are plenty of buildings with many second story windows to station our archers. It won’t be pretty, but when you’re outnumbered all that matters is survival.”

“I couldn’t have said it any better myself,” said Caddaric. “I’m heading to the square to pull our men back. Are you able to signal the King when it’s time for him to make his charge?”

“Aye,” said Garret, motioning towards a book and many flags, each with a different pattern, resting on the floor.

“Don’t hesitate when you see an opportunity.”

Caddaric clasped hands with Garret, and patted Wacian on the back before leaving the cathedral. The winds shifted and he was struck by a putrid smell from up ahead. He placed his arm in front of his nose to block out some of the smell, but still nearly had to stop to retch. The sounds and smells grew as he neared the square until they were overwhelming.

Years of training had taught him how to keep his composure during adverse situations. He stopped and took several slow breaths through his mouth while clenching both his hands as he visibly calmed himself, and forced himself to ignore the smells.

Finally, the square took shape ahead of him. Roughly fifty archers hid behind upturned carts, blocking the entrance to the square. Occasionally one of them would take a shot into the square, but they mostly just stood there watching in horror. Walking up behind them, he got his first good look at the square from between two of the carts. Four simple fountains stood at the corners of the square, bodies polluting their waters.

A rolling battle was taking place throughout the square. There were no battle lines. There were no organized squads fighting together as units. It was many individuals, fighting alone, on both sides. Caddaric shook his head. This was no way to fight a war even if they had the advantage, but especially not when they were significantly outnumbered.

“Who’s in charge here?” he asked the group of archers.

“No one,” said a grizzled man to his left. “The orders stopped coming a long time ago, so we dug in here to wait.”

“What’s your name?”

“Iomar.”

“Here’s the plan, Iomar. We’re pulling back to King Street and Claire. Do you know where that is?”

“I do,” said Iomar, firing an arrow into the square. Caddaric didn’t even bother to look to see if it found its intended target.

“On my signal, I want all the archers to go there and take up positions in the upper floors of the buildings on either side. The foot soldiers will try and delay the Sibt to buy you some time, but don’t dawdle. Can you manage that?”

“I can,” he said, “but how will I know the signal?”

“You won’t be able to miss it,” said Caddaric with an ominous grin.

Caddaric slide his way between two carts into the square. Ignoring the fighting for the moment, he moved along the edge of the square to the next set of barricades. Repeating his instructions to the men there, he moved to the third set and did the same. Now that all of the archers had been given their instructions it was time to get the rest of the army’s attention. He knew that it would be impossible to travel throughout the square, spreading his instructions to each individual soldier and, even if he could do that, it would be difficult to disengage from the fighting without getting hacked to pieces.

Standing in front of the barricades leading to the most direct route to their fallback point, he raised his arms in the air. He paused for a moment, gathering his strength, before dropping his arms to his sides. Four bolts of lightning fell from the cloudless sky and detonated the fountains, spraying debris all over the square. A moment later, a near deafening clap of thunder shook the square, threatening to knock people off their feet.

Silence enveloped the square and people looked around, trying to determine what had happened.

“Soldiers, to me!” bellowed Caddaric in an unnaturally loud voice that could be heard by the men in the castle.

What the soldiers lacked in discipline, they made up for in blindly following orders given in commanding tones. The archers abandoned the barricades and fled at a run to the east. The Sibt soldiers hesitated for a moment too long, trying to piece together what had happened, allowing the defenders to disengage and form up around Caddaric.

“Alright, men!” he yelled. “Form ranks behind the barricade.”

They hurried to obey. They were organized behind the barricade by the time the first Sibt reached them, and they hacked the Sibt down as they tried to climb over. Caddaric allowed the men to remain here for only a few moments as many Sibt fell, but he knew that they would be moving through the side streets, attempting to flank them.

“Fall back,” he said, and they began a measured retreat down the street.

Caddaric singled out a couple of squads of soldiers. Quickly explaining the plan to them, he sent them running off to begin blocking the side streets near their destination.

The Sibt continued to test them as they retreated, attempting to get them to engage, but Caddaric kept the men focused.

At one point the Sibt force was so spread out and lacking any sort of cohesion that Caddaric was inclined to take advantage of the opportunity. Ordering a charge, his lines overwhelmed the individual Sibt spread in front of their main force. As soon as they met any real resistance, Caddaric ordered them to fall back again.

This continued until they neared King Street and Claire. Glancing behind him, Caddaric tried to get a glimpse of the archers hiding in the adjacent buildings, but he couldn’t see anybody. This would be a colossal failure if the archers weren’t in position. As the streets broadened, their lines spread out to the point where they were barely two men deep.

Crossing Claire, he ordered a halt. His men stood shoulder to shoulder, swords gripped firmly in their hands.

The Sibt halted a short distance away, trying to determine what was going on, but Caddaric didn’t give them the opportunity. Seeing a small group of men who he assumed were officers, designated by blue cloths tied around their arms, clustered together having a discussion, he dropped a flaming ball of fire into their midst. This had the desired effect, and some of the Sibt began an undisciplined charge while others held their ground. They were ten feet away when a barrage of arrows fell into their ranks.

Their line held as the Sibt crashed into them. The next barrage of arrows fell amongst the Sibt standing in the distance, which prompted them to engage as well.

“Hold!” screamed Caddaric. “Just a few more moments.”

The line miraculously held as the archers rained down death from above. Caddaric added his magic to the battle, taking down any Sibt who threatened to break through their lines.

The street was quickly coated in blood, and the Sibt now had to climb over the bodies of their fallen to engage the defenders. They were doing an outstanding job, but it was evident to Caddaric that it wouldn’t be enough. Every time a defender fell, the entire line became weaker. Soon they wouldn’t have enough men to hold the entire width of the street. As soon as the Sibt managed to get around to their flanks, this battle would be over.

Caddaric spared a glance over to the cathedral. He saw two flags hanging out of one of the windows, but had no idea what they were signaling. He prayed that the King would bring his cavalry into play soon. The wide, flat street was perfect for a charge. He even thought that the Sibt had been sufficiently weakened that their charge would pass right through their lines allowing them to trap the enemy between the two forces.

Years of training had taught Caddaric to deal with the problem at hand and not wish for someone else to come along and solve it for him. He focused his attention back on the battle.

A hole was opening up in their line and he hurried to plug it. Magic flashed from his hands clearing his enemies from the gap. Already tiring from using so much of his magic, he picked up a sword off the ground and joined in the fighting.

Deep down, he knew that he was at best mediocre with a sword, so he was surprised by the grace in which he could wield it. It was almost as if he could anticipate his opponents moves before they made them, and with a savage grace he cut them down. Caught up in the middle of the fighting, he couldn’t tell how his forces were holding together, but he knew that things were becoming hopeless, when he felt the ground begin to rumble.

His opponents looked up in terror, staring at something behind and above him. Taking advantage of the opportunity, he savagely waded into their numbers, felling them as he went. He knew that it was foolhardy to isolate himself like this, but he knew that the cavalry was coming, and the more chaos that he could create, the better.

Cavalry swords held high, the King’s men plunged into the Sibt, hacking and trampling men as they passed. The Sibt were apparently unprepared for the sudden appearance of the cavalry and tried to break ranks and flee. The horsemen turned around after passing through the Sibt lines and began carving their way back towards their own forces.

King Earh was easy to pick out amongst his men. A golden cape rippled behind him and he swung a heavy mace instead of a sword. Four of his guards remained at his sides at all times, preventing anyone from getting too close to him.

With a renewed sense of hope and energy, Caddaric doubled his efforts until the remaining Sibt surrendered.

Chapter 16

It was a long wait in the hall. The professors took turns coming back to get the next student, but the students didn’t return. Donovan assumed that this was done so that they couldn’t spoil any surprises for the other students. Every time one of the professors came in, the room would fall silent and students hoped that their name would be called next, but they kept passing over Donovan. Doing some quick math, he knew that the last students would be stuck in here for several hours before their names were called.

There was a buzz in the air when the process first started. Excited kids trying to predict what was about to happen. As each name was called, the excitement dropped.

Kort’s name was called early, and he dashed out of the room. Donovan and Ravyn discussed what they did on their winter breaks. Apparently Ravyn’s mother had gotten a copy of an old curriculum of what the first years were taught. She had spent weeks preparing various assignments and tests to see how Ravyn was doing in her classes. By the second day Ravyn wished that she had stayed at Haven. At least then she could study what she needed to, instead of following her mother’s rigid schedule.

Ravyn was all worked up about all the areas that needed improving, and it took Donovan many minutes to convince her that she was clearly one of the top students in their year, and Caddaric had the advantage of being tutored from a young age. She had just started to calm down when Professor Cleary entered the hall and called her name, sending her into a new frenzy, but one that Cleary would have to deal with as they left the room.

Then it was only him and Delaney at the table, and he knew better than trying to engage her in a conversation. Despite the months at Haven, he’d yet to hear her speak a single word. She was clearly intelligent and she received good marks on her written assignments but she refused to speak.

He’d tried to win her trust many times, and while she was more comfortable sitting out in the open with the rest of them, they hadn’t figured out how to draw her into a conversation.

Donovan flashed her a weary smile which she returned, before resting his head on the table and closing his eyes. He must have fallen asleep, for when he jerked himself awake again, he saw that there were only five other students left in the hall.

He debated heading over to join Clyde, who looked miserable with no one to talk to. Caddaric must have said something to his cronies after their altercation because they were all acting nicer towards him, and in some cases they were becoming friends.

Professor Moncha called Clyde’s name and he left the hall, leaving Donovan alone with his thoughts. He wished that they had warned the students about being stuck in a room for this long. Even doing homework was looking favorable to hours of boredom.

Finally, after every other student had been taken, Donovan knew that his time was coming. He stood up and wandered over to the door, not wanting to delay things a moment longer than necessary. Listening at the door, he eventually heard footsteps coming his way. He took a few steps back and waited.

Professor Cleary opened the door and loudly called “Donov—” before breaking off when he saw Donovan standing in front of him. “It’s your turn.”

“Best for last, right?” said Donovan.

“Let’s hope so,” said Cleary.

They made their way to a storage room at the other end of the basement which had been cleared out. Opening the door, Cleary marshalled him inside, before closing the door behind them. A plain wooden table sat in the middle of the room, with four chairs around it.

Professor Moncha made a mark on a piece of paper laying on the table, which he assumed was a list of all the students.

“Ah, Donovan,” said Headmaster Marrok stepping forward. Taking Donovan’s arm, he led him over to the table. “Please lay down on the table and we’ll explain what’s about to happen.”

Donovan hoisted himself onto the table and laid down. Professor Cleary picked up a small box which had been sitting on a chair on the far side of the table. He picked up a small, rough cut purple gem from the box, about the size of a walnut, and held it up in front of Donovan.

“These stones have been imbued with magical properties,” said Cleary. “The glamour that we are going to be casting is stored within the stones. On their own, these are nothing more than simple gems, but in the hands of people who know how to use them, they will help us stabilize a complex glamour which we could not possibly control on our own.”

“What’s a glamour?” asked Donovan, taking the gem from Cleary’s hand. Turning it over in his hands, he could find nothing special about it.

“A glamour is a type of spell which deceives the mind,” said Moncha. “While an illusion can be seen by anybody, a glamour only affects the perception of the person on which it is cast. In this case, you.”

“In this case,” said Cleary, “you will be put into a state of deep hypnosis as the glamour constructs a false environment in your mind. You will be able to interact with the environment in the same way you would the real world, but you will not have the same limitations. Since you will be living out a fantasy in your own mind, you’ll be capable of doing anything which your mind believes is possible. We’ve intentionally crafted the fantasy to reflect the real world to prevent students from having absurd flights of fancy, like being able to turn themselves into a dragon.”

“What am I supposed to be doing in this fantasy world?” asked Donovan.

“You should do whatever feels right to you,” said Marrok. “While we have included subtle clues regarding your main objective, it has been designed to provide you with a variety of decisions which will lead you down very different paths. What you should remember is that this test is designed to give us insight into who you are. The decisions that you make, or don’t make, give us an idea of how you will act once you’ve finished your studies here. In some cases students are not happy with what the test reveals to them, which causes them to rethink who they are, and make difficult choices about their futures.”

“I’d be happy just to know my past,” said Donovan.

“We’re ready to begin if you are,” said Cleary. Donovan gave a small nod, and handed the gem back to Cleary. “Alright, I want you to lie flat on your back and try to relax. Take a deep breath in through your nose, hold it for a moment, and then slowly release it through your mouth. Continue this until I tell you to stop.”

Donovan did what he was told. After a few breaths, Cleary balanced a gem on his forehead. He continued to place a series of gems in a line along the middle of his body, one below the Adam’s apple, one on his sternum, and three along his stomach.

The four of them surrounded the table and Donovan felt a strange sensation, like spider webs brushing against his skin, where the gems rested. The sensation spread and intensified. He continued his slow breathing for nearly a minute, and saw the four of them exchanging worried glances to each other. He released another slow breath and closed his eyes.

***

Donovan opened his eyes. He stood looking out a window towards a castle. Men seemed to be marshalling behind the castle’s high walls. Looking down, he saw that he was high above the ground, two or possibly three stories off the ground.

Turning around, he saw that he was in a small room with a large bell hanging in the center. Possibly a church, thought Donovan, before moving to another window. He found himself in a large city, surrounded by a broad river on two sides and a short wall on the others. Smoke hung in the air, originating from a section of burning buildings near the wall. Screams of pain and terror filled the air, and he could see some sort of a conflict in a large square near the center of the city.

“Help me!” came a high pitched voice from below. A young boy was running down the street below the window. He was shoeless and dressed in rags.

He watched the boy run past his position and shifted his view to the two men running after the boy. They had long black hair and muscular arms hanging out of dark vests. A blood red piece of fabric was tied around their right arm. They were clad in simple sandals and had scimitars attached at their waists.

He watched the men run past towards the castle.

Donovan examined his own clothing. He wore a coat with a lion embroidered on the chest. Flexing his arms, he found that the coat fit poorly, and there was a tightness in his right bicep. He wore simple, loose pants, tied around the waist with a piece of rope. He wore a pair of sandals on his feet, not unlike the ones worn by the men who just ran past the building. He didn’t have a weapon on his belt, but feeling under his coat in the small of his back, he found a few hard, slender objects. He removed the bundle to check its contents before returning it behind his back.

Donovan tried to figure out what he was supposed to do. Clearly the city was under attack, but why was he standing in this room away from the fighting if he was supposed to help defend the city. He thought back to the first image that he saw when he opened his eyes, that of the men gathering behind the castle walls. Why was he watching the castle instead of the invading army?

He gave the city a more detailed scan, searching for anything out of the ordinary. He saw a figure silhouetted in an upper story window a few blocks away. He crouched down by the corner of the window and continued to watch the building. He thought that there were two people in the building watching the battle in the square.

Turning his own attention to the square, he saw many figures scrambling around in an unorganized melee. He knew that he could have an impact on the battle, but needed more information first.

He hurried outside and snuck over to the building with the two people on the upper floor. He thought that it looked like a religious building of some sort, but he paid little attention as he squeezed in through the main door.

He quietly stalked through a large room with a high arched ceiling, filled with wooden benches, into a narrow hallway. He stopped to listen at each door along the way. Hearing nothing, he continued on until he found a set of stairs leading up. Climbing the stairs, he saw that the door at the top was ajar. He paused to listen, but could only hear some quiet shuffling.

He slowly opened the door, until it let out a loud creak. Throwing caution to the wind, he swung it open and darted into the room. A man to his right drew a sword and pointed it towards him. He spun under the blade and grabbed his wrist. Twisting around, he flipped the man onto his back. A sharp twist of the man’s wrist made him release the sword which he caught and pointed at the second person in the room.

“Calm down,” said Donovan. “I’m on your side.” The man relaxed, but Donovan wasn’t sure if that was because of what he’d said or because he had a sword pointed at the man’s throat.

He released the man’s wrist, reversed the sword and handed it to the man on the ground and backed up to the door in case things turned ugly. “I was sent to see if you knew what you were doing, and clearly you are not prepared,” said Donovan.

Looking around the small room, he saw that it was empty except for the three of them, a small eyeglass sitting beside the man by the window, a plain book, and a variety of flags, each containing a different pattern of colors.

“We didn’t expect someone to sneak up here and attack us.”

“If I can do it, then so can others. What are your names?”

“Garret and Wacian,” mumbled Garret. “You can tell King Earh that we have everything under control.”

“Pleasure,” said Donovan. “Now tell me what’s going on.”

Wacian and Garrett exchanged a knowing look before Garrett gave an account of the Sibt attacking city, and their soldiers holding them off in the square.

“It looks completely disorganized out there,” said Donovan.

“Captain Adolphus was killed in the initial attack on the square,” said Garret. “They’ve been leaderless since and are taking a beating.”

“Why haven’t you signaled for reinforcements?”

“You know why,” said Garret. “Even if we won the battle, King Earh would have us hanged for calling in reinforcements this early.”

“I can assure you that he is ready to ride forth at a moment’s notice.”

“He’ll still have us hanged for getting him involved in a prolonged fight.”

Donovan walked over and began flipping through the book sitting on the floor. It contained a signaling system. Many common commands could be signaled by displaying a specific combination of flags.

“Hey, get away from there,” said Garret.

“Why?” asked Donovan, continuing to flip through the book.

“The information in there is not for you,” said garret, gripping Donovan’s arm.

“I was just testing you,” said Donovan, releasing the book. He stood up and moved away from the book. Garret’s eyes followed his every movement, as his hand drifted towards his sword. “It looks like you have things well in hand.”

“Hold on,” said Garret. “What did you say your name was?”

“I didn’t. It’s Donovan.”

“I’ve never seen you around here before.”

Donovan raised an eyebrow, but didn’t respond. Garret drew his sword and pointed it at Donovan’s chest. Garret looked him up and down, pausing when he saw Donovan’s sandaled feet.

The momentary distraction was all that Donovan needed. Knocking the sword aside with the palm of his hand, Donovan closed the distance. A knee to the groin felled Garret. Wacian was just getting to his feet when Donovan hit him in the temple with a snap kick, which crumpled him to the ground.

Donovan stripped both of them of their coats, and used the sleeves to tie their hands behind their backs. He couldn’t help but notice that they were both wearing thick soled boots. He stripped off Garret’s boots and traded them for his sandals.

He picked up the spyglass and peered at the battle. The defenders were barely holding their fortifications. He saw that there was a direct route following a broad street which ran from the castle to the square. He assumed that the cavalry would follow this route to the battle. Looking out the opposite window, he could see the king’s men standing in formation beside their horses in the castle’s courtyard.

Two metal spikes had been pounded into the outside of the building, below the window to hang the flags from. Donovan picked up the book and read until he found the combination of flags which would signal a charge.

He sat by the window watching the battle unfold. When he was sure that the Sibt were about to break through the defenders lines, he hung two flags out the window, a blue and white checker pattern and a flag split diagonally into yellow and red triangles. Together, the two flags signaled a charge.

Hurrying outside, he ran to the spot where he estimated that the two armies would meet. Hopping up onto a short wall running around a small estate, he pulled out the bundle that was hidden in the small of his back. Opening the bundle, he removed three throwing knives and set them on the wall beside him.

The cavalry came charging down the street. They would reach his position shortly before the Sibt. The king rode at the forefront, golden cape floating behind him. Golden curls covered his helmetless head.

Donovan picked up a knife. He grasped the tip of the knife with his thumb on one side of the blade and the tip of his fingers, except for the pinky, on the other side. As the king approached, he flicked the knife towards him. It spun end over end once before bouncing off the armor on the king’s shoulder. The king turned his head to see what had bounced off him when Donovan’s second knife embedded itself in his throat. The king plummeted from his horse and the charge faltered.

Donovan dropped down onto the back side of the wall, removed his coat, and listened as the Sibt crashed into the cavalry.

Chapter 17

Donovan opened his eyes and saw four exhausted people sitting around him. Brows covered in sweat, with heavy eyes, and Professor Cleary had to brace himself on the table to hold himself up.

Donovan removed the gems from his body before sitting up. “It looks like you’ve been fighting a battle all day,” said Donovan.

“Not all day,” said Osmont. “The glamour was easy to maintain for everyone but you.”

“It was like we were battling against the defenses of a master, not a young kid,” said Marrok. “I can only imagine your power when you are fully trained.”

“Your pardon, Headmaster,” said Moncha, “but Donovan has displayed some of the weakest abilities of any wizard which I’ve trained.”

“Did that feel like a weak wizard?” asked Marrok.

“No, it did not,” said a frowning Moncha.

Donovan turned his head and saw Osmont staring at him, a perplexed look on his face. “Did I pass?” asked Donovan.

“In a manner of speaking,” said Osmont. “You kept a level head and displayed solid observational skills. You were one of the few students who took the time to try and figure out why you were there before taking action. All admirable traits that will serve you well.”

“Thanks,” said Donovan.

“Come on,” said Marrok, “it’s been a long enough day already. Let’s give everybody the results.”

The five of them climbed up to Professor Moncha’s classroom on the main floor. They could hear the other students talking and joking around, but they fell silent when they entered. Donovan saw that Kort had saved him a seat, and headed over to join him. He wanted to talk to Kort about what had happened, but Headmaster Marrok started talking, forcing Donovan to quietly sit down.

“Thank you all for indulging us today,” said Marrok, stepping to the front of the room. “We found this beneficial, as always. I wish that I could say that you all did well, but the purpose of the test was to identify your flaws and in that regard it was effective.”

Osmont began to prowl around the room while he spoke, staring at students with his amber wolf eyes. Few held his gaze for long. “You all acted as kids,” he begun, “but that was to be expected. I would not choose to go into battle with most of you by my side, but we rarely get to choose our companions.” He stopped in front of Clyde and slowly shook his head, while Clyde stared down at the table. “I hope that you all spent time thinking about what happened to you and how your own actions crafted your fate.”

“Ease up, Osmont,” said Cleary, slouching at the front of the room. “We were all kids once, and had to experience our own mistakes before we could learn from them. Sure they’re headstrong and act before thinking. They all believe that they are invincible right up until the point where they let themselves down, and those who were depending upon them. They will learn from this, like we did when we underwent similar experiences. Students, if you take one thing from today, let it be that no matter how absurdly powerful you may think you are, you still need to formulate a proper plan first, if you hope to achieve your goals.”

“Speaking of absurd,” said Moncha with a rare smile on her face, “I find it hard to fathom what all of you believe that a wizard can do. Clearly you have heard too many bedtime stories and have no understanding of what a wizard actually does. I lost count of the number of impossible powers which many of you used. Even those of you who were more realistic,” she paused and nodded at Kort, who beamed back at her in response, “would have had your strength sapped much quicker and would not have been able to continue fighting. I don’t blame you for your delusions, as they are common for many who come here, but those of you who return here next year will begin to truly understand a wizard’s limitations.”

“Very nice,” said Osmont dismissively. “Despite your inflated advantages, all but two of you managed to get yourself killed, but take solace in the fact that they were mostly quick deaths.” He glared at Cleary when he said the last part. “Your abilities should never replace your brains. If you are not thinking, then you should expect to die. Many young wizards have died by overestimating their own abilities, but I have yet to hear about one dying from underestimating themselves.” He returned to the front of the room and slowly made eye contact with each individual student. Only Caddaric didn’t look ashamed when their eyes met.

“As I was saying,” continued Osmont, “only two students managed to not get themselves killed, but only one of them took the time to figure out why they were there and took appropriate action to achieve their goal.”

“Thank you, thank you,” said Caddaric, standing up and bowing to the rest of the class. “As I have shown all year, and will continue to do so, I am the greatest wizard in this class, and this proves it beyond a shadow of a doubt.” Thurl and Brutus began clapping, and soon many others had joined in. Caddaric raised his hand, and the clapping died down. “There is no need for applause. I can’t help myself if I’m the best. If any of you want any pointers, I’d be more than happy to help you out.”

“Why don’t you come up here,” said Osmont, motioning Caddaric to the front of the room. “You too, Donovan.” He waited until they were standing side by side at the front of the room before continuing. “These are the two individuals who survived. One took the necessary action to complete his mission in an efficient manner while the other betrayed his people.” Donovan’s face turned red while Caddaric continued to smirk. “Caddaric took control of the city’s defenders and pulled them back to a more defensible position, which they held until the cavalry arrived. He showed himself to be a leader and approached the situation tactically. Unfortunately, most of his people died and the few who lived had to surrender to their enemies.”

The smirk left Caddaric’s face. “You must be mistaken,” he said politely. “I managed to prevent the Sibt from overrunning the city.”

“What you say is true,” said Osmont with a predatory smile. “You betrayed your people, leading to their demise. I can assure you that the defenders would have eventually realized that you weren’t one of them, and had you executed for being a traitor after the battle.”

Caddaric opened and closed his mouth in shock, but no words came forth. The class stared in silence, trying to figure out the implication of what Osmont had just said.

“Only Donovan,” said Osmont, placing his hand on Donovan’s shoulder, “took the time to investigate what was going on and, just as importantly, why he found himself where he was. Determining that he was a spy sent to infiltrate the city, he managed to signal a charge to get the king to leave the safety of the castle walls, where Donovan promptly eliminated him as the Sibt finished off the remainder of his army.”

Students looked around the room with shocked expressions on their faces, checking to see if anyone else had figured this out beforehand. Seeing that everybody looked as shocked as they were, they turned their attention to Donovan at the front of the room. Rather than receiving the admiration that Caddaric had a few moments ago, Donovan saw contempt in their eyes. He felt the same contempt for himself, but deep down he knew that he would do the exact same thing again if the circumstances presented themselves.

“We’ll be arranging meetings with students who could use our assistance,” said Moncha. “Any student who would like to discuss what you experienced should talk to myself in order to setup a meeting.

“I know that this was a traumatic experience for most of you,” said Osmont in a gentle tone. “War is horrific even for those who have seen it before. Death is a shock that you cannot prepare yourself for. If any of you ever want to talk, to get things off your chest, we will gladly make ourselves available.” Osmont looked at Headmaster Marrok who gave him a slight nod before continuing, “That’s everything for now. You are all free to go, but do not hesitate to seek assistance from those around you.”

The class emptied the room, waiting until they were in the hallway before breaking out into a flurry of conversations. Kort waited by the door for Donovan, but he motioned for him to go ahead. Professor Moncha left with the students and soon Donovan was alone with Professor Cleary, Osmont and Headmaster Marrok.

“Can we help you, son?” asked Marrok.

“I have questions about what happened.”

“You should setup an appointment,” said Cleary heading for the door.

“How could you do this?” Donovan asked Osmont. “Was this designed to test me? How dare you!” Cleary stopped to listen.

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” said Osmont.

“A spy sent to infiltrate a city and eliminate a powerful enemy. Don’t you see any similarities to my situation?”

“Are you saying that you’re here to kill someone?” asked Osmont.

“How should I know?” said an exasperated Donovan. “What I don’t appreciate is you going to elaborate lengths just to see how I would react.”

“Calm down,” said Marrok. “There have been no changes made to the glamour in at least a dozen years.”

“So you deny it?”

“I don’t know what you want me to say,” said Marrok.

Donovan looked back and forth between them, blood boiling in his veins, before he stormed out of the room without saying another word.

***

“How could they do that to us,” said Caddaric. “What kind of a person would assassinate a king? They’ll regret this when I talk to my father.”

Caddaric, Kort, Ravyn and Delaney all sat around the table in their room, discussing what had happened to all of them.

“I don’t even know him anymore,” said Kort. “How could he do that?”

“It was pretty easy,” said Donovan, walking into the room. “I took a throwing knife and embedded it into his throat. If he wasn’t so arrogant, and wore a coif and helmet, it would have been much more difficult.”

“Who do you think you are?” said Caddaric, pushing himself to his feet. “Killing a king. Some things should never happen.”

“Apparently I’m the only person who pays attention and doesn’t let his emotions distract him from doing what needs to be done.” Donovan brushed past him and headed towards his bed.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Kort, pushing himself up from the table and moving to block Donovan’s way.

“I got the job done,” said Donovan, standing face to face with Kort. “What did you do?”

“I helped many innocent people.”

“And?”

“Sacrificed myself in the process,” said Kort, slowly. “My parents would be proud of me. What would yours say about what you did?”

“You know that I don’t know them,” said Donovan icily. His voice at odds with his red face and twitching vein on his forehead.

“This might explain why they abandoned you.”

Donovan shoved Kort onto his bed.

Ravyn was suddenly there between the two of them as Kort stood back up. “He didn’t mean it,” she said. “Kort, take it back.”

“I meant every word,” said Kort. “I don’t want to share a room with such scum.” He turned his head and spat on the floor.

“I’m going nowhere,” said Donovan, slowly, carefully enunciating each word. “You’ll have to throw me out. Sadly, you’re too much of a coward to do anything.”

“Coward!”

Something snapped inside of Kort. He grabbed Donovan, before twisting around and slamming him onto the bed. The bed let out a loud crack as Donovan hit it. Kort dove on top of him and began raining down punches at Donovan’s head.

“Stop it!” yelled Ravyn, running over to intervene.

Caddaric caught her around the waist and held her back. “Let them sort it out,” he said.

Donovan and Kort wrestled on the bed, the sheet becoming tangled around them. Kort got his hands around Donovan’s neck and started to squeeze.

“I’m going to kill you!” yelled Kort.

Donovan reached up and gouged one of Kort’s eyes. He let out a cry like a wounded animal and redoubled his efforts to choke the life out of Donovan. The tangled sheets began to smoke before flaring up into an inferno of flames.

Fight forgotten, they struggled to free themselves from the bedding. The flames continued to rise higher as they both howled in agony, but couldn’t free themselves. Their skin sizzled like bacon dropped into a hot pan, and a charcoal like smell with a hint of sulfur filled the room.

Ravyn let out a shriek, but her and Caddaric just stood there watching their friends burn, but couldn’t bring themselves to risk the flames to help them. Help came from the most unlikely of sources. Timid Delaney sprung over the table, and struggled to slowly flip the bed over onto its side.

Finally freeing themselves, Donovan shoved Kort out of the flames and struggled to crawl out after him.

***

Donovan awoke in great pain. Everything hurt. He didn’t know how long he lay there before he finally forced open his crusty eyes. The room was dim, or maybe it was his eyes.

He stared up at the ceiling until he became aware of a hushed conversation on the far side of the room.

“Have you made any progress?” came Osmont’s voice.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” came a rich, feminine voice that he didn’t recognize. “I’ve had patients who were too far gone for me to help, but I’ve never seen one who was immune to my healing.”

“You and me both,” said Osmont. “I thought my Gift was failing me when I couldn’t help him. I’m strangely relieved to hear that others are having the same difficulties, but I wish that there was something we could do for him.”

“You and me both,” she said. “I have my assistants searching our records for anything like this. I can form a connection, but as soon as I try to probe his injuries or attempt to heal him, his body shuts me out completely.”

“I didn’t think it possible for someone to actively shut out the healing, let alone when they’re unconscious.”

“If there are no changes come morning, then I’m going to gather my entire staff together and we’ll try to overcome his defenses. Otherwise, we’ll do our best to keep him comfortable and let him heal naturally.”

“At least his friend was healed and is safe in his own bed. Let me know if there are any changes.”

Donovan saw a beam of light illuminate the room as a door opened. He turned his head and saw an empty bed beside him. The door closed and he was plunged into darkness. He could see star light streaming in through a window in the opposite wall. A blanket of darkness obscured the stars in the distance, and he saw the occasional flash of lightning.

He slowly pulled the sheet off of him, and saw that he was dressed in a thin smock. He eased his legs over the side of the bed and sat up. Every part of his body protested in agony and he nearly fell back down. He sat there, breathing deeply, before getting to his feet.

He gingerly crossed the room to look in a mirror hanging on the wall, his arms and legs made a crackling sounds each time he moved them. He couldn’t make out his reflection in the mirror until the next flash of lightning. His face was red and peeling, moist as if coated in a clear oil. His forearms were stiff and had a leathery texture. His hands were the only part of him which didn’t hurt, in fact they didn’t feel anything at all. They were black and charred, and he struggled to bend his fingers. He closed his eyes and rested his forehead against the mirror, leaving a red streak.

Lightning flashed again, much brighter this time, drawing his attention to the window. He made his way to the window, leaving a trail of bloody footprints behind and looked out.

The storm was rapidly approaching. Dark, billowing clouds were devouring the stars. A small ball of light grew in intensity until he could barely look at it, before exploding into a flower of light. He waited, but did not hear any thunder following the lightning. A second ball of light exploded in the sky. He knew that was no ordinary storm. This was a Downfall ... and it was calling to him.

He couldn’t explain the feeling that took over his body, but he struggled out of the smock and left it lying on the floor. He struggled with his numb fingers to open the latch on the window, but finally on the third try he got it. He pushed the window open, the two halves swinging outwards. He stuck his head out the window and inhaled the crisp mountain air. Despite the time of year, it was surprisingly pleasant outside.

He didn’t recognize where he was. He was in a deep valley which he assumed was part of Haven. A thick mist covered the valley floor and he could hear bubbling water from somewhere nearby. It was humid and as warm as a spring day. The longer he stood there the more he could make out the sounds of water. He was glad for the warm temperature, whether from a magical source or nearby hot spring.

He climbed onto the window sill, each movement causing pangs of agony. He tested the window pane and found that it could hold his weight. Swinging it out all the way, he climbed on top of it and then up onto the roof. It was challenging with his hands, but he carefully continued his climb. It was a stone flagged roof made of slate, with a steep pitch. Between the pitch and the moisture, it was a slippery climb. Practically crawling on hands and knees, leaving patches of skin behind with each step, he made it to the peak of the roof.

Laying down on his back, right arm wrapped around a chimney, he watched the storm move in. The world darkened as it devoured each star. Each flare of lightning nearly blinded him and left him in a dark abyss when it departed.

A gentle rain began to fall. Donovan opened his mouth to taste the rain. Eyes closed, he could barely feel it patter on his skin, but could still see the bright flashes of lightning. The gentle rain washed him clean. His frustration at Osmont for keeping stuff from him slowly ebbed and disappeared. His fight with Kort suddenly felt trivial, and he felt ashamed for losing his cool.

As his feelings drained away, he was left with many unanswered questions. He was left with a longing to know who he is. Who were his parents and what had happened to them? Were they somehow involved in the Blood magic carved into his chest? He had trouble believing that any parent could let something like that happen to their child, but why hadn’t they tried to track him down? Eamon knew where he was and treated him like a surrogate son, so why hadn’t his own father found him?

He stretched his arm and was rewarded with shooting pains. He was reminded again how different he was than the other students. Kort had already been healed and was sleeping soundly, while he was still in pain. At first he had thought that he was just incredibly weak, but he couldn’t explain all of the irregularities. His defenses were apparently extraordinary, almost as if he had a natural immunity to magic, and no one could explain what had happened on the mountain side. He knew it was impossible to crawl up a vertical surface like an insect, yet he had somehow done so.

He didn’t know how the Clachwards fit into all of this. Why did they seem to single him out? Was it because of his Gift, the Blood magic or just because of who he is?

The rain was soothing where it hit his skin. The blisters and burns practically melted away in the rain’s wake. After an hour in the rain, the Godstorm enveloping the entire valley, he realized that the sensation was returning to his hands. He flexed his fingers and didn’t feel any pain. In fact, he didn’t feel pain anywhere.

Relaxing, he drifted off to sleep.

He awoke refreshed in the morning. Looking down, he saw that his body was completely healed, skin soft and pink like a newborn baby.

When the shock wore off, he remembered that he was laying naked on the roof. He hurried back inside before someone saw his nakedness. He examined himself in the mirror and could find no traces of his injuries from the previous day.

Looking around the room, he saw the discarded smock on the floor and dried blood smeared around the room, proving that he hadn’t been hallucinating and that the burns had been real.

He searched the room but couldn’t find any other clothes. Donning the smock, he opened the door and stepped out into the hallway. The hallway was brightly lit and devoid of people.

“Hello,” he called, “Anybody here?”

A familiar face appeared out of a door down the hallway, followed by a body that he would never forget.

“Donovan,” said Aubrey Bishop, hurrying over. “What are you doing here? Wait, you weren’t the burnt person in there, were you?” She gave him a hug which felt exquisite on his freshly healed skin.

“Hi,” he said. “I was, but as you can see, I got better.”

“How? I was told that healing hadn’t worked.”

“A boy’s got to have his secrets,” he said. “Speaking of secrets, is there any chance of getting some clothes to cover mine?”

“What’s wrong with the ones you were wearing when you came here?”

“I suspect that they got a little crispy in the fire.”

“Oh, yeah. I’ve got to finish my rounds, but if you wait, I’ll come to see you in a while.” Without waiting for a response, she hurried back to the room she’d come out of.

Donovan watched her walk away, before retiring back to his room. With nothing else to occupy him, Donovan began a Vanora, the slow stretching routine helping to loosen his muscles. He was just getting warmed up when a knock sounded on the door and an older woman entered the room.

She had a stern face, creased from a perpetual frown with heavy folds under her eyes. She had her hair pulled back in a bun and wore a simple white robe over top of her clothes.

“I’m Professor Codee,” she said briskly, while crossing the room. “You look much better than last night.”

“I suppose I do,” he said. “Any chance that I can get a change of clothes so I can get out of here?”

“Have a seat.” She took his arm and forcefully guided him back to the bed. She reached out and tenderly ran her hand over his arm. “Remarkable,” she said to herself.

She moved the smock aside and gave a sharp intake of breath when she saw the symbol carved into his chest, still as pristine as the first time that Donovan had seen it. She showed no other signs of emotion as she spent several minutes confirming that Donovan was completely healed, which left him blushing furiously by the end of the thorough examination.

“There are no traces of the burns,” she said matter-of-factly. “If I hadn’t seen you last night, I wouldn’t have believed that you were burned, except for the hair of course. So who managed to heal you?”

“I think that I healed myself.”

“That’s impossible. You should know that.”

“It’s not the first time that I’ve done the impossible, nor will it be the last,” he said getting up off the bed and pacing around the room. “Now, unless I’m confined here, I would like to leave.”

“Osmont is on his way. He can show you the way back when he gets here. I have other patients to see.” She strode out of the room without looking back.

Donovan walked over to the window and peered out. With the sun now risen, he could see a little more of the valley. A thick mist hung in the air originating from a series of steaming, roiling pools of water spread around the valley floor.

Eventually Osmont entered the room without knocking. He held a change of clothes for Donovan in his arms, which he dropped onto the bed.

“I’ve been told that you’re doing better,” said Osmont.

“Much,” said Donovan, looking through the clothes on the bed. “Look, I’m sorry about what I said. I was upset at how easy it was for me to kill the king and I shouldn’t have taken it out on you.”

“I thought about what you had said, and it was fair to question our motives. I should have recognized the parallels between the glamour and what you are going through.”

“It’s okay,” said Donovan. “Can you turn your back while I get changed?”

Osmont turned to look at the door, while Donovan changed into the spare set of clothes.

“Is Kort okay?

“He’s fine, other than an overall lack of hair, like yourself. He was healed without delay, but you were a different story.”

“Different is the story of my life.”

The two of them continued talking as Osmont led the way back to the familiar section of Haven. Passing through a narrow tunnel, Donovan found himself near the back end of the quad. Turning around, he could see the tunnel leading to the rest of Haven for the first time.

“That wasn’t there before,” said Donovan.

“It’s been there for a long time,” replied Osmont. “There is an illusion hiding the tunnel from sight, but the illusion loses its potency when you know that it’s there.”

“I’ll take your word on that,” said Donovan. “Am I allowed to travel through there on my own?”

“Technically, there are no rules against it, but I ask you to ignore it until you come back next year.”

“If I come back.”

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“If it’s a choice between learning about my past or struggling with my nearly non-existent Gift, then it’s an easy choice.”

“Don’t give up on it so soon. There’s something special about it and we’ll eventually figure it out.”

“Aren’t you going to ask about how I got healed?”

“You’ll tell me when you’re ready.”

Donovan paused on the steps leading up to the building. “It was the storm. The Downfall healed me.”

Osmont let out a laugh. “Whenever you’re ready.”

“I’m serious,” said Donovan. “I had an urge to go out into the storm and when I woke, I had been healed.”

He couldn’t read the look on Osmont’s face, before he headed back to his office. Donovan climbed the stairs to their room. He didn’t feel like attending his classes, so he laid down and waited for everyone to return.

Hours later he could hear a conversation approaching down the hallway. Donovan sat up in his bed as the door opened.

“... frozen. How could he keep us out in the cold for ... Donovan, you’re here and healthy,” said Ravyn. Donovan climbed out of the bed and was nearly knocked back onto it with the fierceness of her hug.

“Hi,” said Donovan meekly. Looking over her shoulder, he could see Kort standing just inside the door. There were no traces of the burns from the previous day. His missing hair and eyebrows gave him an ethereal quality which was at odds with his normal expressive face.

Releasing Ravyn, he gave Delaney a quick hug.

“I’m glad that you’re okay,” said Caddaric, reaching out to shake hands.

Releasing his hand, Donovan walked over to stand in front of Kort, while the other three stood watching. The two of them slowly looked each other up and down. Caddaric headed over to get between the two of them, until Donovan raised his hand to wave him back.

“You’re looking ... well,” said Donovan flatly.

“I ... look ... He’s the. I didn’t intend—”

“Things were said that we didn’t mean—”

“I wish I could take it back.”

“It’s okay. Let’s forget about it and move on.”

Kort gave a nod, trying to clear the lump in his throat. “Sign it,” he said, raising his right arm, with his forearm parallel to his body. He saw the look of confusion on Donovan’s face. “It’s something me and my brothers do. You see, where we come from, most people sign their names with an ‘x’. Pressing our arms together like this is our way of making an unbreakable promise. So don’t do it unless you mean it.”

“I meant every word.” Donovan raised his right arm and bumped forearms with Kort.

The two of them broke into smiles, and gave each other a tight hug. When they released each other, they saw the other people in the room staring at them.

“That’s it,” said Ravyn. “You can make up just like that, after what happened. Shouldn’t you talk it out?”

Donovan looked at Kort with a wry smile. “No words are necessary.”

Chapter 18

“What did I miss yesterday?” asked Donovan.

Donovan sat beside Kort, across from Delaney and Ravyn at breakfast the next morning, a stack of pancakes piled high on his plate.

“Nothing much,” said Kort, shoveling food into his mouth.

“Nothing much?” said Ravyn incredulously. “Professor Moncha spent the entire class lecturing us on how unrealistic our beliefs about magic are, and what would happen if we tried to do some of those things in real life.”

“There was that,” said Kort, “but otherwise nothing much.”

“What was the craziest thing that someone did?” asked Donovan.

Kort snorted and nearly spray partly chewed food all over the table. “She wouldn’t mention names, but apparently one student lost control and literally leveled the entire city.”

“How can you think that’s funny?” said Ravyn. “Think about how many people died.”

“None, by my count,” said Kort.

Ravyn gave him a glare which he missed while popping a sausage into his mouth. When it became obvious that he was too engrossed by his food, she gave up and turned back to Donovan.

“Most students weren’t too bad,” she said, “they just exaggerated what could be done, and kept it up for longer than is possible.”

“How do we know what’s possible?” asked Donovan.

“She’s going to talk about that in class today.”

***

“Please take your seats, class,” said Professor Moncha.

After everyone had settled down into their seats, Professor Moncha let the silence hang in the air.

“I have received some disturbing news,” she said. “There was an incident earlier this week. A student lost control of his gift which caused two students to get seriously injured. Now don’t worry, both students were healed and made a full recovery.”

Donovan and Kort slouched down in their chairs. Professor Moncha may not have mentioned them by name, but their missing hair made it obvious that something had happened, plus Caddaric had already spread the story of their fight to everybody in the class.

“Now, this was not the first time that a student lost control this year, but was definitely the worst case,” she continued. “I had planned to move on to more advanced topics, but clearly we need to spend more time on learning control.”

Kort started gently banging his head against the table. He knew that the rest of the class would give him a hard time for preventing them from doing something more interesting.

“This incident highlights an interesting phenomenon. Losing control allowed the student to do something more advanced than anything they could consciously make happen. Your magic comes from within, but your mind help regulate its use. Without this filter, you put yourself and those around you in danger. This uncontrolled release of magical energy usually takes an elemental form. The person who loses control also risks ramifications from overexerting themselves.

Ravyn raised her hand and waited for Professor Moncha to acknowledge her.

“How do we know if we’re exceeding our limits?” asked Ravyn.

“Excellent question. As you practice with your magic you will learn what effects it has on your body. Generally you’ll feel cold or weak, a headache may develop and you’ll have trouble focusing your thoughts. These are all warning signs. As strange as it may sound, your physical body will tell you when you’re overexerting yourself. If you ignore these warning signs and keep using your magic then you risk permanent consequences like a debilitating cough, holes in your memory, falling into a coma or even death.”

With these sobering thoughts still bouncing around in his mind, Donovan headed to the library after lunch. He found a book which mentioned the creation of Clachwards which he had been putting off reading for a while because it read like a two hundred page long recipe on their creation.

He took the book over to one of the small tables under the blue glowing light and started skimming through the pages. Twenty minutes later, he realized that he hadn’t retained anything that he had been reading and, with a groan, flipped back to the first page. Taking out a piece of paper from his pack, he forced himself to take notes to make sure that he was actually paying attention to what he was reading.

The first thirty pages gave intricate instructions on how to identify the proper bowl to mix the ingredients in, and how to clean the bowl before beginning to mix them. He marked the page he was on, and flipped through the book hoping to find a summary or at least a glossary, but had no luck.

A dull ache grew behind his eyes as he read his way through the next chapter discussing historical changes to various measuring systems and how to convert from each one to the system used in the book.

Finally he reached a point in the book where it outlined how to gather and identify the necessary components for constructing a Clachward. Donovan didn’t recognize many of the components but felt it unnecessary to take the time to look up each one individually at this time. He did find one entry of interest. Each Clachward required a crushed diamond. Ignoring a complicated looking diagram of a contraption used to check the clarity of the diamond, he read about how large of a diamond was required depending upon its shape. After staring at a formula which included the temperature and buoyancy of room temperature water in the location where you were measuring the diamond, he closed the book in frustration and returned it to the shelf. The one thing that he had learned was how complicated and expensive it must be to create a Clachward, let alone an army of them. With that in mind, he waited until he was doing the Vanora with Osmont the next morning to broach the subject.

They stood out in the courtyard which they scraped free of snow at the start of every one of Professor Severn’s classes. Osmont was finally satisfied with Donovan’s technique and graduated him to an intermediary Vanora. They both held a long, uneven stick in their hand, which threw off his balance during every movement.

“I was reading a book in the library about the creation of Clachwards,” said Donovan. “Are you familiar with their creation?”

“Not in any great detail,” said Osmont, making a quarter turn while stabbing downwards with the stick at a relaxed pace. “I know that it’s complicated and expensive to create one.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking about. Who has the resources and time to create so many of them?”

“The question you should be asking is why they were created. Some of the older students have been sent to patrol the forest at night as part of their training. I’ve lost track of the number that they’ve managed to eliminate. You could buy most of the country for what it must have cost to create them and yet we still haven’t figured out their purpose.”

“Isn’t that dangerous?”

“No more than when they head out into the real world. There were a couple of broken bones during the first Downfall, but the Clachwards are docile otherwise.”

“Unless you’re me.”

“Unless you’re you.”

They focused on their movements for the next minute. They were doing a series of short stutter steps while blocking attacks from both sides which would take a few seconds at a normal speed, but took a full minute to complete.

“This is going to sound arrogant,” said Donovan, “but could someone have created them to attack me.”

“I can think of many easier ways to kidnap a young boy, but I can’t deny that they seem to have a connection to you.”

“If they attack me again, how should I defend myself?”

“Run.”

“Very funny.”

“You won’t be able to kill one. It takes an intense light to destroy one. I’d be lucky to be able to kill a dozen of them before I had to rest and regain my strength. If you can’t run away, then you need to create as much light as possible. Sunlight works best. A rich, white magical light works almost as well, but firelight will work in a pinch.”

***

The next few months passed routinely. As Kort became comfortable with reading, he started coming to the library with Ravyn and Donovan on Saturday nights. He found a book on helping sick animals which he planned to finish reading by the time he went home to his family’s farm. He signed the book out of the library and carried it with him everywhere he went, and regaled them with the medicinal properties of various herbs and plants that he could find around the farm.

Professor Cleary’s class finally reached modern times and they learnt about how Richard Kelvin had won the throne during a rebellion some three hundred years ago, ushering in the most peaceful reign in the history of Rourke as the crown continued to be passed down to his descendants. Caddaric basked in the attention that the other students gave him, and never missed an opportunity to tell a story about his ancestors.

It took Ravyn awhile to learn the fundamentals of Arithmetic, but once she did, she quickly became one of the top students in the class. Kort started asking her for help with his homework, which freed up more of Donovan’s time which he spent down in the library.

Professor Severn’s class became almost bearable as the weather warmed up. After spending months having to scrape the snow off the courtyard before they could begin their lessons, and then alternating between performing intense activities which left them covered in sweat and shivering from the cold while he slowly explained what everybody was doing wrong, the warm weather was a blessing. They had finished their basic training with the staff and had moved on to learning how to work together as a single unit. He had scheduled a tournament for early March, where the students would spar with each other to determine who was best in the class. Ravyn and Caddaric were excited since they were the favorites to win the tournament, but Donovan dreaded being shown up as one of the worst in the class.

The school had also scheduled a ball for early March. As wizards, many of them would spend considerable time with society’s elite and would find themselves in a variety of social gatherings. Students were required to attend classes taught by Mama B on the weekends to learn about etiquette in various social functions.

On the afternoon of the tournament, Donovan headed to the library while the rest went to Professor Higgin’s Arithmetic class. Despite all the time that he’d spent in the library, he’d only read a small fraction of the books. With no detailed reference system to guide him, it was difficult to find books on a specific topic. He had found nothing on Blood magic, not that he had really expected to find any in a library accessible to first year students, but he had looked nonetheless. He had spent a considerable amount of time trying to find anything related to the odd ways that his Gift worked, or didn’t work as the case may be. He also learned about the creation and use of Clachwards, and could not find any reason why they seemed to be attracted to him, unless someone was building them specifically to find him and bring him to a specific location.

The weakness of his power was nothing extraordinary, but he hadn’t found any mentions of a wizard scrambling up a shear wall, nor resisting another’s healing. 

The books consistently talked about how magic has an outward focus. The books described how the Brothers had created magic, along with the rest of the world, to allow its inhabitants to continue their endeavors. It could be used to create or alter the world around you, but wouldn’t effect yourself, nor could it be used to unmake anything. You could lift somebody else off of the ground, but never yourself, not even if you tried pushing against the ground below you.

Healing worked the same way. A healer could close up a serious wound on another person, but couldn’t heal even a shallow cut on themselves.

Taking a break from his normal routine, he walked over to a small section of the history books which focused on famous wizards. A red leather book with a golden dragon on the spine caught his eye. The title on the front said Fantastic Tales of Famous Wizards. Hoping for an enjoyable read, he retired to his usual table. Opening the cover, he skimmed through the table of contents and decided to read about Geoffrey the Glutton, hoping that it was a humorous tale. Flipping to the appropriate page he began to read about Geoffrey.

Geoffrey had a hard life growing up in a town called Gallant until one day he found out that he could become a wizard. Heading to Haven to study, he quickly found that he was the worst wizard in the class. He couldn’t do any complicated spells and even the simple ones had a tendency to fizzle out on him. All the other students made fun of him, but he continued to approach each day with an unbridled enthusiasm because he knew that this day would be different from the previous ones.

The one thing that Geoffrey couldn’t stand was bullies. So one day, he came across Harold, who was the best wizard in the class, making fun of a poor waif of a boy. Geoffrey intervened and told him to stop, and Harold pushed Geoffrey to the ground. The book went on to explain in great detail, how Geoffrey kept standing back up only to be knocked down again in a different way by Harold, sometimes with his fists, but usually using magic. Each time Geoffrey would pause while he was on the ground, and his wounds would miraculously heal, before standing up again.

Donovan read the story a couple of times hoping that there was some clue about how Geoffrey could heal himself, but there wasn’t. 

He read a story about a monkey boy who could climb anything. It started out innocently enough, but by the end of the story, the boy could run upside down from the ceiling.

The author had written a short note at the end of the book claiming that all of the stories were true, but Donovan had his doubts. Whether they were true or not, Donovan enjoyed the distraction and became absorbed in the book, until he suddenly thought to check the time. Professor Severn’s class had started ten minutes ago. With a jolt, he remembered that today was the tournament, and he rushed out of the library without bothering to put the book away.

Rushing outside, he saw Kort facing off with Bodhi. With everyone focused on the two of them, he slowed down and snuck into the crowd of onlookers.

Kort had drawn a good matchup. Bodhi was long and lanky, and one of the least coordinated in the class. They cautiously circled each other, exchanging the occasional blow until Bodhi nearly tripped over his own feet, and Kort pounced and won the match. Donovan clapped along with the rest of the class. 

“Nice of you to join us,” said Severn from behind Donovan.

“Professor Severn,” said Donovan, slowly turning around. “I—”

“Am late,” finished Severn. “I’ve already set the matchups for the students who show up to class on time. You’re going to have to sit and watch, and I assure you that this will have an impact on your final grade.”

The class had fallen silent and were intently listening to the conversation.

“But ... I ... isn’t there any—”

“None. You might as well head back inside where it’s warm.”

“Excuse me, Professor,” said Caddaric walking up beside them. “I think that Donovan should be given a chance.” He gave Donovan a predatory grin before continuing, “You should let him face the winner.”

“That’s an excellent idea,” said Severn. “I suggest you study your competition closely.” He patted Donovan on the back before walking away.

“Thanks,” deadpanned Donovan.

“Just trying to help,” said Caddaric.

The tournament played out as Donovan had expected. Delaney had already lost before he came out. It took Ravyn less than a dozen seconds to defeat Kort in the second round with a sweep that he never saw coming. Caddaric and Ravyn mechanically bested their competition and Donovan fully expected that he’d be facing one of them.

Donovan walked over to the practice weapon rack, picked up a wooden sword and lost himself in a Vanora. He’d sparred with both of them many times during the year, and been soundly defeated each time. Emptying himself of emotion, he pondered how he could compete with either of them. He’d tried to follow Professor Severn’s instruction all year, but the movements never felt natural. By the time he finished the Vanora, he’d decided what he was going to do.

He waited for the inevitable showdown between them. They attacked each other like a couple of jungle cats, neither backing down. They kept up the flurry of blows, equally matched, waiting for the slightest mistake. A tendril of Caddaric’s hair fell in front of his eyes. A flip of the head moved it out of the way, but gave Ravyn all the advantage she needed. A backhanded blow caught Caddaric on the temple and ended the match. There was a quiet applause after Cadddaric’s loss, but Donovan couldn’t hear it over the blood pounding in his ears.

Ravyn was given several minutes to catch her breath before Professor Severn summoned them to the middle of the circle formed by their classmates. He stepped in between the two of them and addressed them quietly so the rest of the class couldn’t hear.

“Try not to embarrass yourself too much, Donovan. It reflects poorly on me.”

With that said, he retreated to the circle of students.

“Don’t worry, I’ll go easy on you,” said Ravyn.

“Don’t hold back or you might get hurt,” said Donovan.

Ravyn nearly broke out into laughter, but she forced her face back into an expressionless mask when Severn ordered them to start.

Ravyn squared herself to Donovan and took a cautious step forward. Donovan circled to his right. They traded a few tentative blows, but Donovan refused to engage. The longer that this went on the more frustrated Ravyn got. Her eyes narrowed and bloodless lips pressed firmly together.

Donovan took two quick steps backwards and switched his stance. Staff held in only his right hand, arm cocked above his head. He looked more like a fisherman waiting to spear a fish than a warrior in the middle of a duel.

“What are you doing?” snapped Ravyn, eyes widening in surprise.

Donovan continued to circle, refusing to engage. He could hear his classmates calling him all kinds of names, but ignored them, waiting for his opportunity. Frustration growing, Ravyn overreached with a lunge and Donovan stabbed downwards with his staff, crushing the top of her foot.

Ravyn cried out in pain and hobbled backwards. Professor Severn pushed his way in between them.

“What are you doing?” he snapped. “Only strikes to the torso count.”

“I know,” said Donovan. “I didn’t think it was against the rules to strike anywhere else.”

“It isn’t,” said Severn.

“Then why did you stop it.”

His glare answered the question. He looked at Ravyn who gave a nod, before retreating out of their way.

“Don’t worry, I’ll go easy on you,” said Donovan.

Ravyn went into attack mode and came right at him. Donovan twisted to the side and stabbed her knee with the end of the staff. Her knee let out a sickening crunch and she collapsed to the ground. Donovan tapped her in the sternum with his staff to win the match, before dropping to her side.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, “are you okay?”

“Do I look okay?”

“You look beautiful. The throbbing vein in your forehead really complements the hatred in your eyes.”

Professor Severn shoved him out of the way, and clasped her knee between his hands. A moment later, the pain left her face and she relaxed. Kort help her to stand up and guided her inside.

“That was dirty,” said Severn.

“I know,” said Donovan with a shrug, “but it worked. So, can I expect a high grade?”

“There’s a few things that I’d like to give you.”

“That almost sounded like a threat.”

“I don’t threaten students, but I might make an exception for you.”

“I see how it is,” said Donovan. “I’m the top of the class and you’re worried that you’ve gotten old and can’t keep up anymore. If you want to fight me then, quit being coy about it, and challenge me like a man.”

“You’re in for a world of hurt boy, but I’ll be nice and let you keep all of your teeth until after the ball.”

Donovan tossed his staff to Professor Severn, before heading inside with the rest of the students.

Chapter 19

He found Ravyn and Kort already in their room when he entered.

“I’m sorry,” said Donovan. “I know that it was a shameful way to fight, but there’s no way that I could beat you in a fair fight.”

“Darn right it was despicable,” said Kort. Kort casually stood up and walked into Donovan, who stood his ground. Their foreheads were touching when he continued. “What if there wasn’t anyone around to help her?”

“You should listen to what you’re saying,” said Donovan. “The only reason we were sparring was because of the class, otherwise I wouldn’t have had to fight her.”

The two of them stared each other down, and neither took a step back.

“That’s enough,” said Ravyn. “You didn’t break any rules. Did you see the look on Professor Severn’s face? Now he has to award you a top mark in the class. That’ll gnaw a hole through his stomach.”

“That’s not the only thing he wants to give me.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked.

“We’re going to have our own little sparring match.”

“That’s awful.”

“Awfully convenient. I’ve been wanting to release my frustrations for a while, and now I have the perfect excuse.”

Donovan pushed Kort out of his way and walked over to his bed. He hung his wet cloak on a bed post before rummaging for a clean shirt which he quickly changed into.

“You better be careful what you wish for,” said Kort. “He’s a fully trained wizard. You won’t stand a chance against him.”

“Did you think that I would stand a chance against Ravyn?”

“No,” he said meekly.

“That’s because I wouldn’t in a conventional fight. I’ve just got to do the same thing with Professor Severn.”

“So when’s the big day?” asked Caddaric who had entered shortly after Donovan.

“Sometime after the ball. He wants me to look my best out on the dance floor.” Donovan sat down at the table, and gave Caddaric his most winning smile. “So, who is the powerful prince taking to the ball?”

“I haven’t asked anyone yet, but I got my eye on someone.”

“You’d better ask someone quick, before all the good ones are taken,” said Kort.

“I have the pick of the litter. I’m the crown prince of Rourke and no one is going to say no to me.”

“Some girls might if you keep referring to them as animals.”

“Let me show you how it is done,” said Caddaric, walking over to Ravyn and gently taking her hand. Earnestly looking into her eyes he said, “Ravyn, my moonlit goddess, will you give me the pleasure of accompanying me to the ball?”

“That actually sounded sincere,” said Ravyn.

“It was. A prince needs a great lady by his side, and there is no one greater than you. It’ll be fun, and hopefully we’ll get to know each other a bit better.”

Ravyn stood there studying him for a moment. His powerful shoulders and honest face. She reached out to stroke a strand of his dark hair.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I already agreed to go with someone else.”

“Break it off. Tell them you found someone better.”

She shook her head, eyes moist. “I can’t. That’s not who I am.”

“Who?”

“Me,” said Kort, stepping forward.

***

Kort and Ravyn made their way down the stairs to the converted ballroom in the basement. Kort wore a clean white shirt and a pair of pants without too many holes in them. Delaney and Ravyn had spent many painful minutes yanking a brush through his hair so that he almost looked presentable.

Ravyn looked surreal. She was dressed simply but elegant. She wore a simple turquoise dress which accentuated her pale skin. A heart shaped locket, etched with angel wings hung from a gold chain around her neck. She had told Kort that her father had given it to her when she went home during the break in classes.

The hall had been transformed from a meal hall into a ballroom. The walls were covered in black curtains covered in glitter. A large orb hung from the center of the room, basking it in imitation moonlight. Only a few tables remained near the edge of the room, bearing refreshments and an assortment of appetizers. A small stage had been erected, and a band of minstrels were playing a slow song. 

Ravyn looked around the room. The men were all dressed quite simply, while the women mostly wore plain, pastel colored dresses.

“It’s beautiful,” she said, eyes wide as she looked around the moonlit room.

“It sure is,” said Kort, staring at the locket resting on her chest.

“Let’s grab a snack.”

The two of them crossed to the side tables, walking arm in arm, to sample the simple fare that Mama B had prepared specially for the ball. They made polite chitchat while Ravyn surveyed the room, eyes darting around as if she was expecting foes to appear at any moment.

“Where’s Donovan?” she asked.

“I don’t think he’s coming.”

“We’re all required to attend. I better go find him.”

Kort draped an arm across her shoulders to prevent her from running off. “I already told him that,” he said. She gave him a glare, and he felt that she didn’t believe that he would have tried to be responsible. “What could they do to him? They’re not able to fail him for it and, even if they did, he is not even sure if he’s coming back next year anyways.”

“I suppose you’re right,” she said, not sounding convinced at all. “Who’s that with Caddaric?”

Caddaric and his date had just entered the room. He was wearing a suit similar to the one he wore to dinner at the keep over the winter break, except with more flashy jewelry.

His date towered over him. Clearly a few years older than him, she had developed in ways which many of the girls in the room hadn’t as of yet. Golden curls cascaded down a low-cut, cream colored dress. She had a huge smile on her face which showed off her dimples.

Seeing the two of them standing there, Caddaric ushered his date over to them.

“Katen, these are my friends Ravyn and Kort,” said Caddaric.

“It’s nice to meet you both,” she said, shaking their hands.

“I haven’t seen you around here before,” said Kort, “and I can assure you that I wouldn’t forget someone as lovely as you.”

“I’m in my fourth year at Haven,” she said, blushing slightly at Kort’s compliment.

“Fourth year,” repeated Ravyn. “How did you and Caddaric become acquainted?”

“When a prince asks you to do something, you don’t say no,” she said, wrapping herself around Caddaric and holding him tight. Caddaric gave Ravyn a look, while resting his head on her bosom.

“You must have learned all kinds of things in your four years,” said Ravyn with a fake smile. “I’m sure you could teach Caddaric a thing or two.”

“I’m only here because Daddy keeps sending me back. I’ve flunked more classes than I passed. That’s why you need to know people who are rich and powerful, like my little prince here.” She gave Caddaric a kiss on his cheek which was rapidly turning pink, and not from the heat of her embrace.

“I’d love to stay and chat, but I have to mingle with everybody else,” said Caddaric.

“It was lovely to meet you, Katen,” said Ravyn.

Kort mumbled an intelligible farewell through a mouthful of pastry.

Ravyn waited until they were out of earshot before turning to Kort. “Can you believe that? Bringing some tramp here just to stand out.”

“She seemed nice,” said Kort.

“You would say that.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing. Have another pastry.”

“Maybe later. What I’d love to do, is take you for a spin on the dance floor.” He extended his hand to her.

She stared at it like it was a venomous snake. “I’ve never danced before,” she said in a quiet voice.

“There’s a first time for everything.” He grabbed her hand, and started pulling her towards an open area near the middle of the room. “I’ve danced many times, but never somewhere this fancy. The key is to ignore everybody else, and focus on having fun.”

Turning to face her, Kort began bouncing around to the music. Ravyn stood there stiffly, watching him.

“Come on. Try it.”

“I don’t know the dance.”

“Fine. We’ll make something up so you’ll be as experienced as everybody else. You’ve spent a lot of time copying stuff onto pieces of paper, right?” She gave a slight nod. “This dance is called the scribe.”

The dance, which Kort made up on the spot, involved the two of them facing each other, an arm’s length apart. They’d then bend over at the waist, intertwine their right arms and pretend to be writing something on a piece of paper, while swaying their bodies side to side to the music. When they finished a page, they’d grab it in their left hand, stand up straight and toss it in the air and clap, before starting on the next page.

By the time they got to the third page, Ravyn was smiling and actually enjoying herself. By the tenth page, the couples around them had joined in.

For the next song, Kort called the dance the glowing orb. They each had an invisible orb in one of their hands that they stared at, transfixed, while they moved it around in complicated patterns and passed it back and forth between their hands and exchanged it with each other.

Kort’s unbridled enthusiasm quickly melted away Ravyn self-consciousness, as they sweated away on the dance floor for the next hour.

***

Caddaric pulled the storage room door closed behind him, leaving it open a crack to let in a sliver of light. The light illuminated stack upon stack of tables and benches which had been removed from the hall for the night.

He’d spent the last couple of hours showing off Katen to all of his friends, and dancing to the occasional song. She’d clung to him the entire time, and now his suit was wrinkled and covered in sweat. She was a pretty enough girl, but he needed a moment alone to breathe. He’d sent her to get drinks for the two of them, before sneaking out of the hall and hiding in one of the storage rooms at the far end of the hallway. He took a couple deep breaths, trying to get the smell of her cloying perfume out of his nose.

He could hear voices. Pressing his ear to the crack by the door, he could make out Clyde’s voice coming down the stairwell to the left.

“Can you believe that prissy prince?” said Clyde. “Buying some bimbo to shove in our faces.”

“I wouldn’t mind shoving my face in her,” said Brutus, which drew a round of laughter.

“She’s as dumb as a mound of dirt, but I wouldn’t mind digging in her mounds, if you know what I mean,” said Clyde.

“He’s just a scared little boy, lost without his mommy,” said Tam.

“You talk nice about his mommy,” said Clyde, suddenly serious. “She’s going to be my family’s meal ticket. With her on my side, my parents can swindle anyone they want, and who’s going to do anything about it.”

“Nobody, that’s who,” roared Tam. “I’m going to tell him that if his family pays my tuition for next year, then I’ll come back here as his bodyguard to keep him safe.”

“I know,” said Clyde. “Could you believe what would have happened to him if we hadn’t been threatening the other kids to be nice to him?”

Someone would have knocked his teeth down his throat a long time ago,” said Tam. “Heck, it would probably have been me who did it.”

Their laughter echoed down the hallway as they passed the room that Caddaric was hiding in, and headed back to the ball.

Caddaric quietly closed the door. Pressing his back against it, he slid to the floor. He sat there thinking for a long time before returning to the ball.

***

Donovan sat on the roof looking up at the stars, his lute case lying beside him. Glad to avoid the bustle of bodies and noise in the basement, he had opened the window to their room and found a way to climb onto the roof. The way back down looked tricky, so he tied a spare sheet around a gargoyle sitting above the gutter, and left it hanging down beside the window.

The night was clear, and quiet. The stars shone brightly, and even the brisk east wind couldn’t dampen his spirits. He ran his hand over his head, feeling the stubble that was slowly growing back and hummed a quiet tune. Kort and Mama B had taught him many songs. A jaunty one about a pirate who couldn’t handle his drink was stuck in his head. Giving up any pretense of quietly watching the stars, he sat up and removed his lute from its case. After a few seconds of fine tuning, he began to play the song in earnest.

He lost track of time, sitting up there with his eyes closed, playing whatever song came to mind. When he opened his eyes, he saw a second dark silhouette crouched beside the gargoyle at the edge of the roof. He motioned for the figure to come forward, then started playing another song.

Delaney cautiously crawled up the roof. She reminded Donovan of a squirrel coming to take a nut from your hand, clearly interested in the nut, but jumpy and constantly looking for an escape route.

After the next song, she was halfway up the roof, and by the one after that, she was sitting beside Donovan. She hummed along to each song that he played, occasionally even swaying with the tune. When he stopped playing for a minute to give his fingers a rest, he saw that she was shivering in the cold. Holding open his cloak, she nestled in beside him. After spending many months together, this was the first time that she’d been this close to him for more than a couple of seconds.

“Do you like the music?” he asked, and she nodded. “Is there anything you want me to play?” She looked up at him with wide glistening eyes, but said nothing.

He started another song, and immediately saw excitement on her face. He played the first part alone, but when he reached the chorus, she joined in. Her voice was magical, yet haunting. It flowed like a river, and was so warm and comforting that he couldn’t help but smile in response. By the end of the song when the lovely maiden cast herself off a cliff onto the rocks below, her voice became a distant waterfall in the middle of nowhere, alone and small.

Donovan had tears in his eyes when he finished playing.

Chapter 20

“Careful, you’re making a mess,” said Professor Moncha.

“Sorry,” said Kort.

Donovan and Kort were sharing their usual table in Professor Moncha’s class. Six tallow candles were standing on the table in front of them. They had spent most of the class attempting to light the candles with their magic.

“Remember, it’s all about focus,” said Moncha. “If you focus on the entire candle, then you’ll end up melting it, like you have been doing. Just the tip. Focus on just the tip and you may actually surprise me.”

“Right,” said Kort, as she walked to another table. “Your turn to try.”

“Don’t get discouraged,” said Donovan. “At least you’ve managed to light it a couple of times. I’ve yet to light one on fire.”

Through his many attempts, Donovan could consistently heat up only the candle’s wick, but never enough to ignite it.

“So, today’s the day,” said Kort, nudging him in the ribs. “You ready to take down Severn.”

“Of course. No doubts in my mind.”

“How do you plan on doing it?”

Donovan focused on the candles in front of him. Trying something different, he split his attention and attempted to light all six candles at once. Holding his breath, he poured everything he had into it, but didn’t even get a wisp of smoke. Finally he gave up and exhaled.

“It’s really quite simple,” said Donovan, nearly burning his fingers when he felt each of the wicks. “Step one, convince Severn to let me use something other than a staff.”

“You may be awful with the staff, but Severn’s a fully trained War Wizard. He’ll be better than you with any weapon that you choose.”

“I’m counting on it.”

Kort attempted to light the candle in front of him, but after a few seconds the top half threatened to topple to the side. Donovan reached out to keep it from breaking in two. Drawing the heat out of the candle, it solidified once more. A thought struck him, and he reached out to pinch a wick between his thumb and forefinger. A moment later, a pitiful flame appeared.

“It’s all about using the proper tactics,” said Donovan.

“Come on,” said Kort. “You’ll get whipped if you fight fair. How about I find something shiny and reflect the sun into his eyes during the match?”

“That’s unnecessary. I told you, I’ve got things in hand.”

“Right,” said Kort dubiously. “So you change the weapons you’re using. Then what?”

“I win, of course.”

Donovan turned to watch Ravyn and Delaney. Delaney could successfully light the candles in front of her, but was struggling to snuff them.

Ravyn had mastered their lesson almost immediately and Professor Moncha had allowed her to move on from heat transfer and start practicing with light. She currently had a walnut sized ball of light floating in front of her. Every few seconds she changed its color, red one moment, then orange, to yellow, and so forth. The light kept shifting through the same pattern of colors but Donovan couldn’t figure out the relevance of the sequence.

“Tell me the plan,” said Kort. “I want to help. You won’t stand a chance otherwise.”

“Perfect,” said Donovan. “That’s what I want everyone to believe.”

“Is it some complicated plan? Are you afraid that I won’t be able to remember everything, and I’ll mess it up? I can assure you that my brothers and I have pulled off some elaborate pranks.”

“It’s not that at all. In fact, it’s a simple plan. Only three steps”

“Swap out the staffs for other weapons, then what?”

“That’s the first step. The final step is me winning. The middle one ... well ... you’ll have to wait until this afternoon to find out.”

By the end of class, Kort had managed to light a couple of candles, but still failed half the time. Ravyn had managed to create two balls of light, both the same color, and slowly move them around the room, independent of each other.

They were just sitting down at a table for lunch, Donovan’s plate heaped high with food, when Caddaric sat down with them. Since the ball, Caddaric had sat with them during meals and spent more time in their room at night. He wouldn’t tell them why he had suddenly changed his habits, but they welcomed his presence nonetheless. He still sat with his cronies during class and was doing his best to not let them know what he’d overheard.

“Nervous, Donovan?” asked Caddaric, starting on a meat pie.

“For what?” asked Donovan in mock surprise. “Right. The match with Professor Severn. I’ve already proven myself to be the best in our class, so why should I worry about him.”

“You know that you got lucky,” said Ravyn from across the table. “You couldn’t repeat that performance if you tried.”

“It was bad enough hurting your knee the first time. I’m not about to do it again just for sport.

“Plus, you know that I would win next time.”

“That too.”

Donovan looked away from his food for a moment to look around the room. Many students who had been staring at him lowered their gaze when he looked their way. He saw many students snickering to their neighbors and more than a few motioning in his direction. Clearly everybody expected him to get his comeuppance, and were actually looking forward to Severn’s class for once. Donovan smiled down at his plate, and continued to eat as if nothing was bothering him.

“If I was you,” said Caddaric, “I’d throw caution to the wind and try to end things quickly.”

“Don’t you believe in me?” asked Donovan.

“I believe that a trained warrior will win more often than not.”

Donovan focused on his food and didn’t respond. Ravyn spent most of the meal giving Kort advice on how to empty his mind so that he can better focus his Gift. Kort didn’t take any of it seriously, and spent most of his time telling jokes to lighten the mood. When Caddaric finished his meal, he wished Donovan luck before heading off on his own.

“What’s going on with him?” asked Kort.

“I know,” said Ravyn. “First, he acts like he’s better than everybody else and only spends his time with the people who keep telling him that, and now he’s suddenly hanging out with us. What happened?”

“I think he finally realized that we’re the only ones who’ve been straight with him,” said Kort.

“I don’t care why he’s doing it,” said Donovan. “I’m happy that he’s smiling at us instead of sneering.”

“One thing hasn’t changed,” said Ravyn.

“What’s that?” asked Kort.

“I’m going to show him who is tops in the class.”

They all had a good laugh before heading off to class. Rather than heading off to the library as he usually did, Donovan headed up to their room. He removed his lute from its case and set it on the table. Pulling out a rag, he spent several minutes wiping down the leather on the case. Next he checked over the lute itself to make sure that it hadn’t been damaged. Finally satisfied, he started strumming on the lute to clear his mind. He’d done his best to act confident, but he was well aware that Professor Severn was a dangerous man. Losing the match would hurt his pride, but he feared that winning would end up costing a whole lot more.

A half hour before the start of class, he put away the lute, wrapped himself in his cloak, and headed out to the courtyard. He headed over to inspect the rack of training weapons. Most of it was filled with the staffs they been using in class, but there were a few styles of swords, some daggers and even a couple of bows with blunted arrows.

He debated for a moment making Severn choose his weapon first and then taking a bow for himself. He’d never used a bow before in, what he remembered of, his life, but how hard could it be to hit a target as broad as Severn. He discarded the idea because it lacked style. This showdown wasn’t about tricking Severn into making a bad choice. It was about letting Severn set the rules, then beating him at his own game.

Donovan plucked a short sword off the rack and walked over to the middle of the courtyard. He began running through some of the simpler Vanoras to warm himself up before class started.

Right on time, the rest of the class hurried outside to get a good vantage point for the spectacle that they were about to witness.

Donovan ignored them and continued his slow movements.

“You’ll have to move faster than that if you hope to defeat me,” barked Severn.

Donovan continued what he was doing until Professor Severn called a start to class.

“I have a special class lined up for you today,” he said. “Today I teach you about humility. Donovan’s lucky victory during our tournament caused his head to swell, and he challenged me to an exhibition. I, of course, accepted the exhibition so that I could provide a learning opportunity to each and every one of you. Today’s class is about knowing your limits and learning what happens when you try to exceed them. Do you have anything to say, Donovan?”

Donovan walked up beside Severn before addressing the class. “Quite a lot actually, but you won’t want to hear most of it.” A few students in the back row snickered and Donovan waited for the noise to die down before continuing. “I proved myself to be the best in the class, so I would learn nothing by sparring with any of you.” This drew much more laughter. “Therefore, I sought out the only opponent available who could help me improve even more. This match is not about teaching anyone a lesson. This is about two closely matched warriors, elevating each other to perform at a higher level than they ever have before. Thank you.” He gave a quick bow, before taking a step backwards.

Professor Severn turned around and leaned in close to whisper, “I was planning on embarrassing you today, but after that, I’m going to hurt you until you apologize for every cocky thing that you’ve done in your life.”

“That doesn’t make any sense, sir,” whispered Donovan, “because I am the humblest person that I know.”

“You will be when we’re done.”

Professor Severn turned back to the class. “The rules are quite simple. You win by striking your opponent in the torso or the head.”

“Like this,” said Donovan, prodding Severn in the back with his sword.

Severn tried to ignore him and continued. “Strikes to any other parts of the body are allowed, but will not yield a victory.”

Donovan did a quick series of feigns towards Severn’s arms and legs, but never actually touched him with the sword.

“We will be squaring off with a staff, unless Donovan now fancies himself an expert with the sword.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It would take at least two afternoons of practice to match your skill with a sword. However, I believe that each of us should be allowed to select whatever weapon we want from the rack.”

“There is just one other thing we need to do before we begin. We need a fair and impartial judge to score the winning blow in the match. Unless my opponent objects, I nominate Prince Caddaric to score the bout.”

Caddaric walked forward to a series of cheers from his fellow students. He shook hands with both Severn and Donovan before turning to address the crowd.

“You couldn’t have made a better choice,” said Caddaric. “I will be fair and just in my rulings.”

“I only ask one thing,” said Donovan. “No matter what happens during the match, you stay out of our way and let us finish it in our own way.”

“Fair enough. Competitors, choose your weapon.”

The two of them walked over to the rack. Donovan put away the sword and began examining the staffs. He picked them up one at a time, checked their weights, and then put them back on the rack.

“Quit stalling,” said Severn. “I’ll beat you no matter which one you pick.” He grabbed a staff at random and headed back to where Caddaric was standing. Donovan spent a few more seconds examining the weapons before selecting the smallest dagger, and joining the two of them.

Caddaric had them stand a few paces apart and face each other. He raised his hand in the air and the students fell silent. “Begin!” he bellowed.

The two of them slowly circled each other, neither closing the distance between them.

“I didn’t think you were that dumb,” said Severn with a smirk.

“It’s all about speed,” said Donovan. “While you’re lumbering around with that tree, I’ll dart in and slit your throat.”

“I’m going to enjoy this,” said Severn.

Severn raised his right arm slightly and advanced towards Donovan. As soon as Donovan saw the movement, he drew back his arm and with a flick of the wrist threw the dagger at Severn. It hit him squarely in the center of his chest and bounced back to land near Donovan’s feet. Donovan raised his arms in the air and turned to face the stunned crowd.

Caddaric was about to declare Donovan the winner when Severn lashed out with his staff, hitting Donovan on the back of the leg, knocking him to his knees. Donovan barely stopped himself from toppling onto his face when Severn’s next blow struck him across the shoulder blades. He tensed up, back arched, but refused to fall onto his stomach. Severn continued to rain down blows until Donovan was prone on his stomach. Severn bent down beside him, and roughly flipped him onto his back.

“I warned you about playing games and you didn’t listened,” said Severn. “Now I have to make an example out of you.”

Donovan responded with a smile, despite the pain from lying on his back. “Here’s a lesson for you,” said Donovan. “Always know your opponent.”

Osmont’s Saturday classes had been spent indoors in an empty classroom for most of the winter teaching various unarmed combat techniques. With a well-practiced maneuver, Donovan grabbed Severn’s arm and pulled it across his body, knocking Severn off balance. He swung his right leg over Severn’s left arm and around the back of his head. He wrapped his other knee around his ankle. Applying pressure with his legs, he started cutting off the blood flow to Severn’s head.

It took Severn a moment to realize what was happening, but when he did, he refused to go down without a fight. He managed to pick his staff up off the ground, and holding it in both hands, he brought it down awkwardly onto Donovan’s nose.

Donovan nearly released the hold from the pain he was in. Blood started gushing as Severn ground the staff deeper into his broken nose.

Grasping at the ground beside him, Donovan’s fingers closed around the discarded dagger. He began striking Severn repeatedly in the temple with the dagger, opening a large gash, coating both of them with his blood.

Severn repositioned the staff onto Donovan’s neck and started pushing down with all his weight.

The two of them were locked in a stalemate. Waiting to see who would pass out first.

Severn must have realized that he was nearing unconsciousness because he released the staff and wrapped his hands around Donovan’s head. Flames erupted from his hands and the smell of burning flesh spread into the air. Donovan let out an involuntary scream of pain as he felt Severn’s hands burn their way into his face.

With no other options available to him, Donovan concentrated on the choke, until the flames ceased and Severn collapsed on top of him.

Caddaric helped roll Severn off of him, and Donovan rose to his feet. The other students recoiled upon seeing his gruesome visage, but Donovan wore his injuries with pride for the next several days until they healed themselves.

Chapter 21

Donovan received many different reactions over the next few days. Some students congratulated him for teaching Professor Severn a lesson, some called him crazy, but most moved away when he came near.

Headmaster Marrok suspended Professor Severn from his post for what had transpired between him and Donovan. Donovan’s joy at the news was short lived as Osmont told him that he was being forced to take over instruction of the class. Osmont spent the next several minutes chewing Donovan out over his stupidity, but mostly over forcing Osmont to take over the class.

Professor Severn had managed to teach Donovan a lesson. Sometimes the cost of victory is greater than that of defeat.

After the excitement, things quickly fell back into a routine. As classes were winding down, the professors’ piled on more homework and the students struggled to keep up, while finding time to start studying for exams.

All of the students in Professor Moncha’s class could now regularly start and put out simple fires, except for Donovan who still needed to be in physical contact with the object for it to work. While Donovan was still stuck playing with fires, the rest of the students had progressed to creating simple lights, and Donovan knew that it would be a struggle for him to even pass the course. It didn’t help that Ravyn could now create three separate lights at the same time, and change their colors and move them independently of each other. She was quick to remind everyone that she could do it by orbiting the lights around their heads when they were trying to study in their room.

The final week of class finally came, much to everyone’s relief. Most of the professors took pity on their class and spent time reviewing what they’d covered throughout the year. Exams were all scheduled for the Monday of the following week, and everybody was both dreading the day, but excited that their freedom was in sight. Few of them had been confined to a classroom for so many months, and they were all looking forward to returning to their normal lives.

On the final Friday of the year, they came outside for the final Martial training class of the year to find Osmont waiting for them.

“Everybody gather in,” said Osmont. “I don’t want to scream.”

The students clustered around him, casting glances around the courtyard to try and figure out what was happening.

“Today’s class has been canceled.”

The news was met with many smiles and joyous whoops. Osmont waited patiently until the class finally settled down again.

“I can’t blame you for that at all. You’re all hoping that I’ll leave it at that and let you go do some last minute studying before your exams on Monday. I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I have something that you need to do during this time.” The smile on his face told them that he wasn’t disappointed in the least. “You will all be in this courtyard at eight o’ clock tomorrow morning.” A chorus of groans nearly drowned him out. “You will be dressed appropriately for this fine spring weather that we’re having, plus a change of clothing. Nothing else will be permitted. I’ll will see you all in the morning.” Osmont headed inside, leaving them alone on the damp courtyard.

“What do you think that was about?” asked Kort.

“He can’t do that,” said Ravyn. “I’ve got a whole day of studying scheduled for tomorrow. He can’t do something like that at the last minute. I’m going to go talk to him.” Ravyn went flying off after him.

Everyone was either panicking about exams or excited about a surprise, except for Caddaric who stood there stoically for a moment before heading inside.

“We’re going to learn nothing standing here,” said Donovan. “Let’s head inside to get our things together before supper.”

Back in their room, Donovan tossed his cloak onto the bed and laid down on top of it.

“They can’t make us do anything on Saturday, can they?” asked Kort, sitting down at the table. “It’s a day off, right?”

“I think that they can do whatever they want,” said Donovan. “Besides, it could be something fun.”

“I’ve yet to do anything fun which involved getting up early on a Saturday.”

“Maybe we get a tour of the rest of Haven. I only saw a small part of it on my way back from the hospital, but it was pretty amazing.”

“On a Saturday, right before our exams. You’ve got to be kidding me. Besides, why would we need a change of clothes?”

Donovan got up and walked over to Kort’s bed. “Maybe they saw the mess in our rooms and are trying to get us to start cleaning things up ahead of time.” He picked up a handful of dirty shirts spread around the bed and tossed them at Kort.

“Don’t worry about me. It’ll take me no time at all to get my stuff packed.” He tossed a dirty shirt back at Donovan.

The dirty laundry fight continued until Ravyn entered the room several minutes later. After taking one look at the frustration on her face, both Kort and Donovan began bombarding her with clothes.

“Cut it out,” she said. “Those should be burned.” She gingerly held a pair of Kort’s pants between two of her fingers and dropped them an arm’s length away.

“What did Osmont have to say?” asked Donovan.

“Nothing,” she said. “He repeated the instructions and said that he had no more to say.”

“I guess we’ll just have to wait and see,” said Donovan.

“It’s completely inexcusable,” she said. “If Headmaster Marrok was in his office, I would have given him a piece of my mind. This is an institution of education and Osmont is disrupting my learning.”

Donovan and Kort tried to stay out of her way while they packed their clothes for the morning. After a quick supper and a few hours of studying, everyone went to bed so that they could face whatever Osmont had in store for them in the morning.

At eight the next morning, Donovan and Kort hurried outside to find that they were the last two students to arrive. Headmaster Marrok and all of their professors were waiting for them to take their place with the other students.

“Nice of you two to join us,” said Osmont.

“Is that everybody?” asked Marrok. Osmont gave him a nod before he continued. “I’m sure that many of you are wondering why you are out here on your final Saturday before exams, when you’d rather be stuck inside cramming information into your heads, which you’ll have already forgotten by this time next week. Well, the answer is simple. We do not want you doing that. Our main objective at Haven is to prepare all of our students for their lives once they leave Haven. It is only fitting that we do our best to test you in the same manner. Quite frankly, I don’t care what information you can recall for your exams on Monday. What I care about is which of your learnings you will be able to apply a year from now, or ten years from now.”

“Does that mean that there are no exams?” asked Kort none too quietly.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Ravyn. “Of course there will be exams.”

“But how can—”

“If you let me finish, I’ll do my best to explain,” said Marrok. “We have a tradition at Haven. Each year we cancel the final week of classes and send all of the first year students into the forest on a camping trip, without any of their books or notes.” This drew many whispered comments, but when Marrok raised his hand, they died out. “This week off gives the students a chance to relax and rest away from the rigors of their classes, and allows us to see what knowledge has remained in your heads after a week away.”

“There is some good news,” said Osmont with a wry smile. “This is normally a weeklong event, meaning you’d already be lost in the depths of the forest. As many of you may have heard, we have an influx of Clachwards in the area which is why we’re cutting the trip short.”

“You can’t send us out there with them,” said Caddaric. “They kill people.”

“Calm down,” said Osmont. “To the best of my knowledge, there has only been a single death related to them, and that was to an old lady who was frightened when she saw one wandering in her field. Look, I’m not going to lie and tell you that there are no dangers, but as of next week all of you will be on your own and acting as representatives of Haven, so you better be able to handle yourselves.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” said Caddaric. “You’ll be staying here and sleeping behind the safety of a wall.”

“Actually I won’t,” said Osmont. “Your professors will be out patrolling the woods. None of us want to be bombarded with your feeble attempts to pry information about the exams from us, so we’ll be keeping our distance and you will hopefully never see us after the initial trip into the woods.” Osmont let that sink in for a moment, but when the fear didn’t leave the students’ eyes, he continued, “Clachwards aren’t dangerous if you stay out of their way. If they do cause problems, then you can use light to move them away. By this point all of you should be able to create a light bright enough to keep them at bay, and if not, then keep a large fire burning. If you ever do get in trouble, then send a red light into the air and we’ll come to your aid.”

“What if there’s a Downfall tonight?” asked Caddaric.

“What about it?”

“I’ve been told that they hunt people down and attack them during it.”

“You should be careful not to attribute intentions to mindless automatons. Yes, there is some evidence that they act more aggressively, but if you stay out of their way then you will be fine.”

“There is one more thing before we head out,” said Marrok. “Since the intention of this trip is to prevent you from spending your entire time face down in a book, we’ll be checking your bags to make sure that you don’t have any schoolwork with you. Furthermore, we have ways to monitor what you are all doing. Any groups of students caught studying together will receive a penalty on their examinations. So carefully weigh the risks, before breaking this rule.”

“All right, girls come over to this side,” said Moncha. “Boys on the other.”

The girls lined up on one side of the courtyard while Professor Moncha and Mama B checked their bags while Professors Cleary and Higgins checked the boys’ bags. After their bags had been checked, they were each given a package of supplies. Poking through his, Donovan saw that there was a bedroll, a stack of sandwiches and water. Donovan grabbed a machete off a small stack and tied its sheath around his waist. He saw that he was one of the few students taking a knife.

“This is awful,” said Kort. “I was actually planning on studying this weekend and now this.”

“Look on the bright side,” said Donovan. “You weren’t going to study nearly as much as most of the other students so, relatively speaking, this helps you out.”

Kort stood there trying to make out what Donovan had just said, when Osmont called for them to follow him out the gate.

The students formed a long snaking line which followed him down the hill. Kort found himself between Caddaric and Ravyn on the path.

“Remember when we met coming up this path?” asked Kort.

“How could I forget?” said Ravyn. “You were the biggest buffoon that I had ever met.”

“He still is,” said Caddaric.

Kort stayed silent for a few moments before bursting out laughing.

“You’re a good man, Caddaric,” said Kort. “Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

“And you have improved a lot this year, but I’m still not going to invite you over for dinner again anytime soon.”

“Good because I wouldn’t come unless it was by royal decree.”

“I could arrange that, you know.”

“Look at you two, joking around like a couple of friends,” said Ravyn. “It’s amazing how much can happen in a year.”

Before they knew it, they were on flat ground again and heading into Kenelm Forest. Osmont lead them down into a steep ravine, and Haven was lost from sight. Following a twisting path through the woods, they lost track of what direction they were travelling. After three hours of walking, during which Cleary caught four students quizzing each other, who were all told that the transgression would be reflected on their final mark, Osmont led them to a large clearing in the woods.

“This is our designated meeting place,” said Osmont. “Before we let you go your separate ways, who has been camping before?” Just over half of the students raised their hands including, to Donovan’s surprise, both Caddaric and Delaney. “If you haven’t been camping before then I recommend you stay with one of these people who have, but it’s entirely up to you. None of you will be allowed back in Haven until after full dark tomorrow night. If you wish, you can meet us back here before dusk and we’ll lead you back, or you can make your own way back. Until then, you can do whatever you want to. The professors will be telling scary stories tonight at dusk in this clearing, if anyone is interested.”

Osmont struck up a quiet conversation with Professor Cleary while the students scattered to setup camp. Many of them tried to stay in the clearing but Professor Moncha quickly shooed them away.

Donovan, Kort, Delaney and Ravyn waited for Caddaric, but when he headed off with Clyde and his other cronies, they decided to find their own spot.

“Didn’t take him long to ditch us again,” said Ravyn, as they followed an old animal trail into the woods.

“Where do we want to camp?” asked Donovan.

“We can’t go too far,” said Ravyn. “I don’t want to get lost and get stuck in these woods.”

“You have nothing to worry about,” said Kort. “I have a keen sense of direction. I’ve yet to become so lost that I missed a meal.”

“That’s reassuring.”

“Good enough for me,” said Donovan. “We don’t have a tent, so I’d like to find somewhere with a bit of shelter in case it rains.”

“And a stream,” added Kort. “You can’t go camping without a stream nearby.”

The four of them continued to wander until Kort finally declared a spot adequate for their needs. They found a relatively flat spot of ground near the top of a small rise, with a creek running at its base. Ravyn and Delaney began clearing out all of the rocks in their sleeping area while Kort dug a fire pit. Donovan heading out to search for dry wood for the fire.

He bent down beside a fallen log to search for dry tinder when he heard voices in the distance. Tinder in hand, he headed towards the voices to see who their neighbors were. Cresting a small rise, he heard a familiar voice. Dropping to the ground, he quietly crawled forward until he could see Caddaric and his five cronies making camp.

“They think that this will keep us from studying,” said Caddaric. “They are sadly mistaken. I’m going to get the top marks in our class and this only helps me.”

“Do you have a way to sneak back into Haven?” asked Clyde.

“No, of course not,” said Caddaric. “I’ve known many wizards while growing up, and one of them told me about this tradition. Every year they surprise the students with it, and every year they come to the same clearing before leaving us on our own. So last weekend I left Haven to go for a walk and I stashed a copy of my notes in a hollow tree near the clearing.”

“That’s genius,” said Clyde. “Let’s go grab them so we can start studying.”

“Not yet,” said Caddaric. “The professors will stay near the clearing until after story time. So on our way back here tonight, we’ll get the notes.”

Donovan slowly eased his way backwards and went to tell everybody what he had heard.

Chapter 22

“There isn’t really a banshee around here, is there?” asked Brutus, head darting from side to side as they left the clearing after listening to the professors’ stories.

“It’s the witch you have to worry about,” said Clyde. “Summoning muck monsters and bringing trees to life. How do you avoid that?”

“You can’t be serious,” said Brutus. “If you hear the banshee’s song, then it’s already too late. You can run from a muck monster, and light trees on fire.”

“Light a tree on fire?” said Clyde. “When it has you wrapped up in its branches?”

“Will both of you be quiet,” said Caddaric. “They were just stories meant to scare you.”

“Well they worked,” said Brutus. “If I even see a white mist, I’m shoving you at it and running the other way.”

“Is anyone nearby?” asked Caddaric.

They spread out around him and couldn’t see any other students. Caddaric stepped past a forked tree which had been struck by lightning and found the fallen log where he had hid his notes. Reaching inside the hollow end, he withdrew the pack and slung it onto his back.

“Alright, let’s head back to camp and get some studying done,” said Caddaric.

***

“That was amazing,” said Kort. “How did they create that glowing mist during the banshee story?”

“Magic,” said Donovan.

“I knew that much,” said Kort. “But how?”

“I doubt it was hard at all,” said Ravyn. “Here, I’ll show you.”

The four of them were hurrying back to their campsite after listening to the professors’ stories. The sun had already set, so they were travelling by the light of a glowing orb which Ravyn had created. She altered their course so they’d walk closer to the creek.

She stopped beside the creek where a luminous white amorphous entity began to take shape beside them.

Kort pointed at it and would’ve ran away if Donovan didn’t hold him back.

“Settle down,” said Donovan. “Ravyn made it, right?”

“Yeah,” she said. “You could too with a little effort. Draw heat out of the air to create the mist, space a few faint lights behind it, and this is what you get.”

Kort calmed down, but still wouldn’t move any closer.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” asked Donovan.

“Yeah,” said Kort. “That will freak them out.”

“Will you, Ravyn?” asked Donovan. “Please for us. You’d only need to create it on top of the hill. As soon as they start yelling, you can let it go and run back to camp as if nothing happened.”

“You told us yourself that we’re more likely to get our faces smashed in than actually scare them off with our plan,” said Kort. “If you could do that, and one of us does the banshee’s howl, then they’re sure to be scared off.”

“Alright, but I’m only doing it to keep you two from getting hurt,” she said. “I still think it’s foolish, but clearly you two won’t be dissuaded.”

“We owe you,” said Kort.

“Who can do a good high pitched howl?” asked Donovan.

Everyone shook their heads, when a high pitched, mournful wail arose behind them. Turning, they saw Delaney standing there with a bright smile on her face.

“That was great,” panted Kort, “but next time warn me before you scare me half to death.”

They hurried back to their camp so they could get into position before Caddaric returned.

Donovan stacked wood in the fire pit and inserted the tinder in the open area beneath the wood.

“I don’t know when we’ll be able to sneak back here, but if you light the dry stuff on the bottom, everything should catch,” said Donovan. “I’ll signal you when Kort’s in position and we need the banshee.”

Donovan and Kort ran into the darkness. Climbing to the top of the rise where Donovan had spied on Caddaric earlier, they went over the plan.

“Ravyn will create the banshee right where we are,” said Donovan. “You circle around to the right by those bushes. That way we’ll at least be chasing them towards Haven. When they leave their camp, whether running away or chasing after you, I’ll run down, grab the notes, and run away from our camp.”

“Then we all meet back at our camp later for a good laugh,” said Kort.

“I’ll sign that,” said Donovan, holding up his right forearm.

Kort pressed his forearm against Donovan’s to complete the ‘X’ before heading to his spot. Donovan crouched down to wait.

A cool breeze reminded him that it was still spring, but he was glad to be surrounded by the sounds and smells of the forest. The birds had stopped singing when the sun had set, but he could hear a squirrel scurrying around in a tree above him. He could smell the rich soil and green grass around him, and had to resist the urge to lay his head on the soft surface and fall asleep.

He heard Caddaric and his friends coming before he saw them. Their loud voices ringing out into the darkness. He saw that Caddaric had a new bag hanging over his shoulder. He gave them a few minutes to settle down and start a fire before sneaking off to alert Ravyn and Delaney.

Crawling back up to the top of the rise, he signaled down to Ravyn behind him to do her magic. He immediately felt a chill in the air to his left. He risked a glance and saw a small patch of mist forming. Turning back to the camp below, he locked onto where the bag with the notes was sitting.

The mournful wail arose from behind him. Despite knowing its source, the hairs on his arms stood up. Below him in the camp, everyone froze, listening, before Tam pointed up at Ravyn’s banshee. Chaos ensued as everyone started to yell in fear, and scramble away.

Right on cue, Kort began thrashing around in the brush, and Brutus, Thurl, Tam, Bodhi and Clyde all ran off.

Caddaric drew a machete from its sheath and headed towards where Kort was making noise.

As soon as Caddaric left the camp, Donovan got to his feet, plunged down the rise into their camp, and grabbed the bag.

“Don’t kill me!” yelled Kort.

“Hey, get back here you cowards!” yelled Caddaric. “It was a prank.”

Caddaric and Kort emerged from the bushes, Caddaric still brandishing the machete.

“Let him go or I’ll burn your notes,” said Donovan.

“You don’t know what you’re doing,” said Caddaric. “Get out of here, both of you.”

“Then let him go, but I’m taking these with me.”

“No, you fool. I need those. It’s part of my plan. I—”

Caddaric was interrupted by the crashing noise of his cronies returning to camp. Their eyes went big when they saw Donovan and Kort standing there. Donovan locked eyes with Clyde before taking off with the notes slung over his shoulder.

“After him,” said Clyde. “He’s got the notes.”

The five of them went running after Donovan.

“Idiots,” said Caddaric.

“You’re the one who chooses to hang around with them,” said Kort.

“Not them. You and Donovan.”

“You’re just pissed that we messed up your plan.”

“What you don’t realize is that I included a bunch of errors in that copy of my notes, so they would do poorly on their exams.”

“Wait. You weren’t trying to help them?”

“No. They proved themselves to be false friends and I was trying to get back at them for playing me like a fool.”

“Don’t I feel dumb.”

“You look it, too.”

Meanwhile, Donovan was running for his life through the dark woods. With no destination in mind, he was following the path of least resistance, hoping to put some distance between himself and his pursuers.

The stars were out and the moon had risen which shone just enough light down through the foliage to navigate by, but he still kept stumbling over half buried tree roots on the trail he was following.

He stopped after five minutes of running. Taking a few deep breaths, he listened for pursuit and was shocked to hear someone close behind him. Taking off again, he leapt over a narrow creek bed and climbed a steep hill on the far side. The trees opened up on the other side of the rise and he sprinted down a gentle slope. Turning to check for signs of pursuit, he saw figures cresting the rise just as he entered the brush at the bottom.

Continuing in the same direction until the trees blocked him from their sight, he turned to his right and ran ten yards before diving over a fallen log. He squished himself against the log and waited.

It took a while for the blood to quit pounding in his ears, and even longer for his breathing to return to normal, but when it did he could hear movement through the trees.

“He’s around here somewhere,” shouted Clyde. “Spread out and we’ll find him.”

The sounds slowly faded away, but Donovan didn’t dare poke his head over the log. He heard a branch snap in the distance, then the measured pace of footsteps heading towards him. He waited until the last second possible to spring up from his hiding spot, intending to scare whoever it was before running.

He leapt up and saw a large dark shape blocking the moonlight. The Clachward reached out and grabbed his arm.

Chapter 23

A high pitched scream split the air.

“I think that was Delaney,” said Kort. “I’ve got to check on them.”

“I’m going after those guys to see if I can calm them down before they do something that they’ll regret later.”

“Good luck.”

“You too.”

Caddaric headed off in the direction that Donovan had run, machete in his right hand, and a small orb of blue light being guided by his left. Following the broken branches, he came to a trail. He couldn’t tell which way they had gone, so he chose a direction at random and began jogging down the trail.

The moonlight shining down from above turned the branches into dark, reaching arms. He couldn’t help but think of the story Professor Cleary had told them earlier about the tree coming to life and squeezing the life out of their helpless victims.

A branch snagged on his jacket, and he savagely hacked at the tree with his machete. It took a moment to calm down and continue along the path.

He heard a scream from off to his left. It didn’t sound like anyone who he was chasing but, after a moment of indecision, he headed towards its source.

He carved a path with his machete until he reached an area with little underbrush. Students cowered against trees in the area, staring transfixed at a Clachward that was standing in their midst, turning its head back and forth as if sniffing the air.

He stepped forward, his light held before him and stared at the Clachward. Jerel had described them to him, but he had never seen one before. He looked at its large, rocky body, searching for a nonexistent weakness.

The Clachward was taller than a man, and much heavier. The edges of the rocks forming its body looked sharp, as if they were freshly made, but the moss clinging to it must have taken many years to grow.

It turned its head towards him, and tilted it back slightly, before advancing straight at him.

He sent his dim light towards it, and it barely flinched as it continued its trek towards him.

He brought forth a new light, a vibrant yellow in color and as bright as he could muster. He sent it forward and the Clachward recoiled.

“Everybody get up,” said Caddaric. “We can hold it off with lights while we escape.”

“Where are we going?” asked a dark figure whose voice he didn’t recognize.

“The clearing. We’ll gather in the clearing. I don’t know how many Clachwards there are, but if we work together we should be able to hold them off.”

He backed the Clachward away until they got to their feet and headed for the clearing. They encountered several other groups of students on the way, some panicking, but most unaware of the Clachwards. They heard many Clachwards crashing through the brush, sounding menacing in the darkness as branches snapped and were crushed in their wake. A few Clachwards seemed to head straight for them, but they held them off with their lights as they quickly outdistanced them.

Leaving the dark forest, Caddaric was glad to be back in the moonlit clearing. A dark bank of clouds was building near the horizon, but they’d have time to get organized before the storm reached them. Many other students had the same idea and were already in the clearing.

“Everyone get over here,” bellowed Caddaric.

Relieved to hear someone of authority, everyone gathered around him.

“Everybody needs to remain calm. Yes, there are Clachwards wandering in the woods, but has anyone actually been attacked?”

By the dim light of several floating balls of light, he saw everybody shaking their heads.

“Good. Just because they haven’t attacked yet, doesn’t mean that they won’t. I’m going to split you all into groups to go collect firewood. As long as you watch each other’s backs then we should all be fine. Don’t abandon your friends. Hold them back with lights while you collect as much wood as possible. We’re going to build a circle of fires in the center of the clearing, so if they cause problems we can hide behind the fires.”

Caddaric quickly split them into groups of four and sent them to gather wood. He kept one group with himself who began clearing an area for the fires.

A few students continued to trickle into the clearing and were assigned tasks to keep them distracted.

Looking up from the pit he was digging with his machete, Caddaric saw a group of three Clachwards enter the clearing.

“Just focus on what you’re doing,” said Caddaric. “They aren’t a threat to us.”

Despite his reassurances, everyone kept giving them nervous glances as they wandered around the clearing. More Clachwards entered the clearing one at a time and began milling about. They turned their heads side to side as if searching for something which they couldn’t find.

The students slowly adjusted to their presence, and their terror turned to mistrust. Giving the Clachwards as wide a berth as possible, they made many trips into the woods, and amassed an impressive pile of wood.

Several students started stacking the wood into piles around the middle of the clearing. Others used their Gift to heat the wood to remove the moisture from it, but not enough to actually light it on fire.

The adrenaline slowly subsided and students began to tire. Caddaric called everyone together in the center of the clearing. After spending several minutes conducting attendance and asking if anyone knew where the missing students had camped, he sent out a few groups of volunteers to try and track them down.

As they were talking a single Clachward approached them. It appeared that it was intent to trample right through their midst, but when Caddaric walked up in front of it, it stopped. It tilted its head back, as if sniffing the wind, before standing there motionless, looming over him and unnerving the students only a few feet away.

***

“Ravyn! Delaney!” screamed Kort, as he scrambled back to where they were camping.

Cresting the rise, he nearly ran into Ravyn who was running up the other side.

“Where’s Delaney?” asked Kort.

“There was a Clachward,” said Ravyn. “She ran off towards the clearing where we’re to meet the professors before I could stop her. Where’s Donovan?”

“Dunno. They realized that it was a joke and started chasing him into the woods.”

“We should put up a red light and wait for a professor.”

“Didn’t you here that whole speech about us becoming representatives of Haven. We can’t expect someone to come along and help us every time we’re in danger. You told me that you wanted to become a War Wizard. What would a War Wizard do in this situation?”

“First off, I’m not a War Wizard. Secondly, shut up.”

“Think of this as a practical test. The Clachwards are only here to distract us. We need to stay calm and think this through.”

“You? Think this through? Are you sure you didn’t fall and hit your head?”

“Many times, but none recently. Look, if she’s running towards the clearing, then she should be fine, unless something happens.”

“That’s reassuring,” she said. Kort missed her rolling her eyes in the darkness. “I happen to agree. Donovan needs us more. The Clachwards seem to have an interest in him, and he couldn’t create a light to save his life.”

“He might have to.”

They headed in the direction that Donovan and Caddaric had headed earlier. They kept two lights floating ahead of them, one on either side of the path. They crossed through Caddaric’s camp and followed the snapped braches into the forest until they reached a narrow animal trail.

“This way,” said Kort. “He wouldn’t have wanted to accidentally run into anyone else while trying to lose them.”

They walked along the trail watching for signs of someone leaving the trail. Kort had hunted many animals with his father and brothers, and was searching for any spoor to indicate someone had passed this way. Between Donovan and his pursuers, he had no problems finding broken branches along the edge of the trail and kicked over rocks.

“We’ve got to go faster,” said Ravyn. “They would’ve been running and we’ll never catch them at this pace.”

“If we miss their trail, then we’ll never find Donovan at all,” said Kort.

He continued along the trail at a measured pace, before dropping to one knee. Ravyn couldn’t see what he was looking at, but he turned and left the trail.

“They went this way,” he said.

Ravyn had no choice but to follow behind as he led them down to the edge of a creek. The shallow creek flowed over a rocky bottom. The banks were a couple of feet high, but it was narrow enough to jump over.

“Wait here for a moment,” said Kort. “He might have tried to lose them in the creek.”

Kort headed off along the bank of the creek, sweeping his light over both banks, looking for any signs. His light slowly faded into the darkness.

Ravyn weaved her light around the trees on the opposite side of the creek. Having spent her entire life in a city, she had no idea what Kort was looking for. She began to go over the multiplication table in her head to help her relax. She was most of the way through it when she heard a set of heavy footsteps approaching from behind.

“Did you find anything?” she asked. She finished the multiplication table as the footsteps continued to advance. “Kort. What’s going on?”

Still no response.

“Kort? Stop trying to be funny.”

She waited until the footsteps came close before spinning around to scare him, and bounced off the chest of something that was hard and heavy. She stumbled backwards, slipped over the edge of the bank, and fell into the creek. She let out a cry of pain as she twisted her ankle on a rock, and fell onto her back in the water, with a splash.

Looking up she saw a large figure looming over her on the bank. Broad, with sharp edges, she recognized it from the descriptions that Donovan had given her of the Clachwards he’d seen. She was frozen in terror and couldn’t call Kort for help or summon her magic.

The Clachward just stood there, scanning the area. A ball of light flew at its head and it recoiled from it. It wasn’t a terrified motion, but rather a deliberate distancing of itself from the light. Every time the light moved closer, it moved an equal distance away.

“Are you okay?” asked Kort, slowly walking forward, carefully placing each step as he kept his attention fixed on the Clachward.

“I ... I think I twisted my ankle,” she said.

“Try not to move it. Can you manage a light?”

She summoned a bright yellow light, and sent it towards the Clachward. Kort let his light disappear as he climbed down into the creek.

“I’m going to pick you up and take you to a drier spot to look at your ankle.”

He bent down and picked her up in his arms. He set her down on the far bank while he climbed up, then proceeded to carry her away from the creek. He found a suitable tree to climb, he thought it might have been an apple tree but didn’t take the time to examine it in detail. He readjusted Ravyn so her arms were wrapped around his neck and her legs around his waist. With his arms and legs free, he slowly climbed until they were a dozen feet off the ground. He gingerly set her down with her back resting against the trunk and her legs resting on branches in front of her.

“You okay?” he asked.

She gave him a nod, and he climbed his way over to her foot.

“Let me know if it comes over here.” She gave him another nod. “I’m going to take off your boot. This might hurt.”

He loosened her laces as much as he could. She braced herself, but still winced as he pulled off her boot.

“It’ll be okay,” he said patting her calf. “My brothers and I have rolled our ankles many times. I’m somewhat of an expert at this.” He rolled down her sock, before pulling it off. “Now I just need to let it air out before I touch your disgusting foot.”

“Please. I’ve smelt some of your shirts and my foot smells like roses in comparison.”

“I think that’s manure you’ve been smelling, not roses.”

She gently began banging the back of her head against the trunk while laughing. “This isn’t the time for jokes. Someone could get seriously hurt.”

“That’s why it’s the perfect time for laughter. Now, tell me if this hurts.”

He slowly bent her foot back and she let out a yelp of pain. He spent several minutes bending, prodding and massaging her foot. He slide up her pant leg and held her calf while gently rotating her foot.

He mocked being blinded by the moonlight reflecting off her pale leg. “You know if you showed some more skin, the Clachwards would be afraid of the moonlight reflecting off it.”

“Now your jokes are getting bad. How’s the ankle?”

“Better than my jokes apparently. It looks like it’s only a sprain.” He removed his cloak and hung it over a branch. He tore a sleeve off his shirt and wrapped it tightly around her ankle. “It’s not too swollen at the moment. This will hurt, but I want to get it back in your boot before it does.” He put her sock back on, and carefully slide her foot back into her boot. He tied her boot up tightly to help support her ankle.

“Any sign of danger?” he asked.

“I haven’t seen a single Clachward since we climbed up here.”

“They must be afraid of you. How’s the ankle feel?”

“It actually feels pretty good at the moment. You have a surprisingly tender touch. You’d make a good Healer.”

“I wish I could afford to come back next year, but my family doesn’t have the money.”

“I had my mind set on becoming a War Wizard since I was accepted.”

“Is that what your parents wanted you to be?”

Kort climbed his way back to the trunk and wedged himself in beside Ravyn, and wrapped an arm over her shoulders.

“No, that’s why I wanted to do it, but I froze when I saw the Clachward. A War Wizard would never be afraid.”

“Everyone becomes afraid. It’s about learning to deal with it. The first step is accepting that nobody is perfect. I mean, look at me. I’m out here in the woods. My best friend is being chased by people who want to kill him. The woods are full of scary monsters. What am I doing? I’m sitting in a tree with the most intelligent and enchanting woman I’ve ever met—”

He was interrupted when Ravyn leaned in, resting her hand against his smooth cheek, and gave him a slow, probing kiss. Kort’s eyes went wide in shock before he relaxed and let his lips join the symphony.

Chapter 24

Donovan twisted around and fought to free his arm. With the grating sounds of ripping fabric, he fell free. Scrambling backwards he watched the Clachward stalk towards him.

His attempt to create a ball of light failed, just like every time he’d tried in Professor Moncha’s class. Every other student could summon a light to repel the Clachward and here he was, alone in a dark forest with none of his classmates nearby. He had to settle for scrambling away as fast as he could.

“What do you want?” he screamed at the Clachward. “Why me?”

It stared at him with its eyeless face and continued its relentless pursuit.

The thick underbrush kept tangling his feet and slowing him down, while his pursuer ripped through it as if it didn’t exist. He could feel its heavy footfalls behind him and he didn’t dare turn around, in case he tripped due to his inattentiveness.

He took a quick look around, trying to get his bearings. He had a vague recollection of the open slope he’d run through on the way here being on the far side of the Clachward.

Its pursuit was relentless yet measured. He thought about climbing a tree, but where there was one, there were many of them and he vividly remembered what they’d done to the last tree he’d climbed. He felt the reassuring weight of the machete bouncing against his thigh. Drawing it forth, he hacked his way forward as fast as he could. It was a dangerous gamble, and he kept expecting its massive hand to clamp around his neck at any second. Just when he thought that he might be able to outdistance his pursuit, he heard the crashing of something large moving through the trees ahead.

Not stopping to think about what he was about to do, he spun around and ran through the semi-cleared path he’d carved out a moment ago. If the Clachward could feel surprise, none showed on its featureless face or in its actions. They headed straight towards each other, the Clachwards arms outstretched, while Donovan pumped his arms at his sides.

Right before impact, he dove between its legs. Its hands narrowly missed snagging his clothing, as he skidded through its legs. Turning, its leg hit him in the ribs, whether intentional or by accident he couldn’t tell. Rolling to his feet, he headed for the slope near the creek, arm pressed tightly over his sore ribs.

The Clachward had torn the underbrush in its passing and he had a much easier time following its trail. Climbing over the fallen log, he made it back to the open slope. He didn’t see anybody in the area, and his instincts told him to keep running, but he had to try and warn Caddaric’s cronies in case they were still in the area.

“Hey!” he yelled. “If anybody can hear me, there are Clachwards in the area. Watch out for Clachwards!”

He stared up the slope and, as if on cue, Clachwards emerged from the trees ahead of him. They were spread out and not coordinating with each other. In the open area, he had more room to maneuver, and ducked and weaved his way around them as he made his way up the hill. He stumbled cresting the hill, and rolled partway down to the creek. He was just getting to his feet when he heard a familiar voice.

“Hey, we were looking for you,” said Kort.

It took Donovan a few moments to locate the source of the voice high up in a tree to his left.

“What are you two doing up there?” he asked.

Kort and Ravyn climbed out of the tree before responding, and Donovan would have sworn that both of them were blushing.

“I hurt my ankle,” said Ravyn. “We climbed out of the Clachwards reach while Kort tended to me.”

“I’m sure he did a great job,” said Donovan. “Can you walk?”

Ravyn took a few careful steps. “I’ll manage,” she said.

“Good because there are a bunch of Clachwards on the other side of that hill.”

Ravyn struggled to walk down the steep decline, so they ended up cutting across the face of the hill as they made their descent.

“I haven’t seen anyone recently,” said Donovan. “Is everyone okay?”

“Not sure,” said Kort. “We haven’t come across anyone either. Caddaric was fine last we saw him and was trying to find his buddies. We haven’t seen any signs of him recently.”

“Delaney?” asked Donovan.

“She was spooked by a Clachward and headed in the general direction of the clearing, but ...” said Ravyn, shrugging her shoulders.

“I guess that’s where we’re going then,” said Donovan. “Let’s find a spot to cross the creek.”

They walked along the bank looking for a narrow spot where Ravyn could step across or where the banks were low enough that she could easily cross. It would have been a nice night if it wasn’t for the Clachwards roaming around. It was a warm spring night, clouds were threatening to come in but until then there was plenty of moonlight reflecting off the sluggish creek.

The birds took flight from the trees.

“What the h—” said Kort, interrupted by a quivering of the ground.

They all were knocked to their knees when the quakes grew. Trees started swaying, then sharp cracks echoed as the first tree began to fall.

“Where do we go?” asked Ravyn.

“I ... uh,” said Kort.

They had all experienced earthquakes before, but never when they were in the middle of a forest. The decision was made for them, as the bank gave way beneath them and they splashed into the shallow creek, only to feel the ground give way beneath them. They fell through a mess of water, stones and mud, before landing on a hard, flat surface.

“Is everybody okay?” asked Kort groggily.

The fall had aggravated his sore ribs from when he’d collided with the Clachward’s foot. Donovan got to his hands and knees and vomited onto the floor in pain, each heave created a shooting pain in his side.

“We’ve got to move,” said Donovan, wiping his mouth. “More could collapse on top of us.”

The three of them dislodged themselves from the debris, and crawled away from the waterfall that used to be a creek above them. After taking a moment to collect themselves, Ravyn and Kort lit up the tunnel around them.

“Why ... why is there a cave here?” asked Ravyn.

“This is no cave,” said Kort, running his hand along a smooth limestone wall. “The walls are too flat to be natural. If it wasn’t for the water seeping in from above, the floor and ceiling would be too.”

They found themselves in a large rectangular tunnel. Over time, the tree roots and water from above had penetrated the ceiling, causing small sections to collapse into piles on the floor. A few roots snaked their way down the walls and had started forcing their way into cracks on the floor. The engineering of the tunnel was excellent to have held up so well, but they had no idea who could have carved it out of the solid rock beneath the forest.

They each sent their light the opposite way down the tunnel until they were only a pinprick of light in the distance.

“In that case, why is there a tunnel here?” she asked.

“Your guess is as good as ours,” said Kort.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” said Donovan. “There must be a reason why the Clachwards are in this area, and they need a place to take shelter during the day. This tunnel provides an awfully convenient solution.”

“Think of the time it would take to do this, let alone the money involved,” she said.

“Nothing compared to what is required to make all of those Clachwards, and who knows how many more could be down here.”

“I’ll take your word on that,” said Ravyn. “The important thing is getting out of here. One of you try boosting me up.”

Kort put his back against the wall under the collapsed ceiling. Donovan helped her climb onto his shoulders. Stretching as far as she could, she was still a few feet from the opening.

“It’s no good,” she said. “Even if you boosted me over your head, I wouldn’t be able to reach, and there’s no way either of you would be able to follow.”

“I think it’s time to call for help,” said Donovan.

They carefully set Ravyn back onto the floor. She created a small red light in the palm of her hand. The red glow painting sinister silhouettes onto her face. She closed her eyes to concentrate and it grew in intensity until they couldn’t look directly at it. She let it rise slowly in the air until it towered over the trees.

“Now we wait,” said Kort, lighting the area around them with a pale white orb.

They didn’t have to wait long until the moonlight shining through the opening above was blocked by a dark shape.

“Thank g—” said Kort.

A small section of the ceiling collapsed around the opening and a Clachward fell into the tunnel. It made a large splash when it hit the puddle that was forming on the floor.

Shocked by its sudden appearance, Kort lost his concentration and the tunnel fell back into darkness, the only light was from the pale moon high overhead, and then it too was blocked by a dark shape. The floor shook as the second shape fell into the opening a moment later.

“Get your light back,” said Donovan, surprisingly calm despite their circumstances.

Kort’s light flared back to life and they saw the two Clachwards climbing back to their feet. Kort shooed them back a couple of feet with his light until another fell into the tunnel in front of them. As the newest one got to its feet, it tried to move away from the light. Its large frame blocked the light from the two behind it and they began pushing it reluctantly forward towards the light.

“I say we run for it,” said Kort.

“No, we need to wait for help,” said Ravyn.

Donovan wasted precious moments trying to make up his mind, and a fourth dropped from above.

“We go,” said Donovan. Ravyn flashed him an angry glare which he tried to ignore. “If any come down the tunnel from the other way, then we’ll be trapped, and you’ll have to drop the signal in order to help hold them off. Look, I’m sorry. If I wasn’t the worst in our class I could actually help you too. Instead I’m just deadweight for you to protect.”

“I know I haven’t said this out loud, but your—” started Kort. As soon as he turned his head to face Donovan, his light began to dim.

“Your light,” said Donovan.

“Right,” said Kort.

“Ravyn, you’ll have to go first to light the way for us,” said Donovan. “Kort, you’ve got the rear.”

“Thanks for noticing.”

“What? It’s not the time for jokes.”

“I’ll keep making jokes until my cold corpse is lowered into the ground.”

“That could happen sooner than you’d like.”

“All the more reason to get it out of my system.”

“Boys!” said Ravyn. “Are we going or are you staying here to have a heartfelt moment.”

“I just wish it was brighter so I could stare into his lovely violet eyes,” said Kort.

The three of them retreated down the tunnel. They walked in a small pool of light, the rest swallowed by darkness. Their feet splashed in the occasional puddle on the floor, and they had to wind their way around long, pointed stalactites hanging from the ceiling, some of which hung down at head height. The air was stagnant and musty, and grew worse as they moved away from the opening.

The tunnel ran straight for a long time before reaching a tee intersection.

“Which way?” asked Ravyn.

They’d put some distance between themselves and their pursuers as they’d hurried down the tunnel. Kort abandoned his spot at the back to check out one of the branches with his light, while Ravyn checked the other one.

“Anything?” asked Donovan.

“A few openings on either side, before it turns to the left,” said Ravyn.

“This one runs straight,” said Kort.

“Let’s take the one with more options,” said Ravyn.

Kort retrieved his light and turned to follow Ravyn when Donovan noticed something on the wall.

“Hey, what’s that?” asked Donovan.

There was a symbol carved into the wall opposite the tunnel they’d come down. As Kort brought his light closer he got a better look at it. The carving was old, and the sharp edges had worn away, but Donovan was certain that it was the same symbol as the one on the necklace that he’d ripped off the man with Eamon over the winter break, a dagger wrapped in lightning.

“I’ve seen it before, but I never figured out what it meant,” said Donovan.

Fine limestone dust fell to the floor as Ravyn traced the symbol with her finger.

“I’ve saw this in a book,” she said. “I was studying for Professor Cleary’s exam. There was a history book in the library. Well, it was closer to a poetry book about the myths surrounding the creation of the world. This was the symbol chosen by the Zerenists, but why would it be down here?”

“They supposedly lived in the mountains for many years,” said Kort. “Maybe there are tunnels connected to Haven which no one knows about.”

“That seems unlikely after all these years,” said Ravyn. “Almost as unlikely as you remembering something from his class.”

“Hey, I studied ... once.”

“Imagine if you did it regularly,” she said.

Kort gave a slight shudder, but didn’t respond.

“Come on,” said Donovan. “We need to keep some distance between us and the Clachwards in case we need to backtrack.”

They paused at the first opening in the side of the tunnel. The opening was rectangular and they found the same worn carving in the wall nearby.

“It goes on for a ways,” said Ravyn.

“You check it out, but turn back after a couple of minutes,” said Donovan. “Kort, you check down the next opening. Both of you be careful.”

“You want us to leave you alone in the dark with the Clachwards behind us?” she said. “That’s not going to happen.”

“I’m no good exploring on my own. At least this way I can listen for them and call out if they get close. Now go.”

Reluctantly Ravyn turned to head down the side tunnel. Upon entering, she picked up her pace and began jogging, her heavy steps echoing in the confines of the tunnel.

As Kort headed down the next branch, Donovan found himself plunged into darkness, alone. He forced himself to take a couple of deep breaths and get his fear back under control. Crouching down near the edge of the tunnel, he pressed his left ear against the cold tunnel floor. As his heart stopped racing, he began to make out a series of sounds that were slowly growing louder. It sounded like a distant avalanche of rocks repeatedly bouncing off each other, thudding down the slope with every impact. He had no way to judge how far away they were, but as each vibration reached his ear, he wished that Kort or Ravyn would come running back, yelling that they had found a way out, but he had no such luck.

Ravyn made her way back first and reported that a few small square rooms opened off the tunnel, but the tunnel itself dead ended.

The two of them quietly stalked their way to the opening which Kort had headed down, and could see his light in the distance, slowly growing brighter. Donovan cupped his hand over his ear to help warm it up from resting on the cold floor while they waited for Kort.

“No luck,” he said, and they continued down the main branch.

After many tense minutes of travel, Donovan thought he saw something ahead.

“Are my eyes playing tricks on me, or is there a faint light near the top of the tunnel?” he asked.

Ravyn extinguished her light, and they could now all see a faint pool of light. Throwing caution to the wind, they raced down the tunnel and found another section which had caved in. Fallen rocks formed a mound a couple of feet high. Pale moonlight flowed in through a narrow slit near the ceiling.

“I think I can fit through the opening,” said Ravyn.

“It looks awfully tight,” said Kort.

“Let’s get Ravyn through and she can help the rest of us,” said Donovan.

They boosted her up, and after a few tense moments of shallow breaths and frantic wriggling, she was through.

“What’s up there?” asked Kort.

“Trees, bushes, dirt. You know, the usual.”

Donovan drew the machete from its sheath, and passed it through the opening, handle first.

“See if you can widen the opening,” he said.

Donovan and Kort took a couple steps away to avoid getting hit by falling debris. Kort sent his light down the tunnel, and they saw the Clachwards about a hundred yards away. The tunnel was so full of them that even when the first one attempted to recoil from the light, the momentum of the horde kept pushing it along.

“Can you hurry it up?” asked Kort. “We’ve got company.”

“After a few more seconds of muffled groans, Ravyn answered, “That’s as good as it’s going to get.”

“You’re going first,” said Donovan.

“No way am I leaving you down here with them,” said Kort.

“You’re a lot thicker than me,” said Donovan. “If you get stuck, I want to be able to shove your ample backside through.”

“Fine, but you better be right behind me.”

Donovan braced himself against the wall, and cupped his hands together to boost Kort up. Kort grabbed the edges of the opening and managed to pull his head through before his chest got stuck.

“A little help,” came his muffled cry.

With Donovan shoving, Ravyn pulling on his arms and Kort trying not to breathe, they managed to move him a few inches.

Donovan could hear the Clachwards closing in, but kept quiet and focused on getting Kort through the opening. With a herculean shove that cut clothing and flesh alike, Kort was through.

“Give me your hand,” said Kort, but he was too late.

A pair of rocky arms wrapped around his chest, and lifted him off the ground as if he weighed nothing at all.

“Go!” he yelled. “Get to the clearing.”

“Donovan!” screamed Ravyn, shoving her head through the opening.

Seeing Donovan in the Clachwards clutches, she lost control and her magic flared. A ball of light, the size of Donovan’s head, shot into the Clachward that was holding him. After a moment, it crumbled into dust and he was free.

Donovan scrambled down the dark tunnel, while Ravyn withdrew her head from the opening.

“Get the professors,” came his echoing scream through the opening.

Ravyn collapsed from exhaustion and lay still on the ground.

Kort tried to get his bearings as the first ball of light burst in the sky above them, signaling the start of a Downfall.

Chapter 25

Caddaric continued to find tasks to keep everyone occupied. The Clachwards were quite docile as students herded them away from the center of the clearing with orbs of light. They’d collected enough fire wood to keep the fires burning for several hours. Most of the students sat in front of the pile and used their magic to heat the wood and removed most of the water so it would burn easier when needed.

Each new student was directed to him so he could add them to the attendance sheet he was keeping in his head, and assign them tasks. Most of the students had found their way back to the clearing. Clyde and his other friends hadn’t returned, nor Kort, Ravyn and Donovan. He worried that they were in trouble, but unless someone sent up a signal, they would never find them in the forest.

He thought he heard a faint scream in the distance. “Keep it down,” he said. “I thought I heard something.”

Absolute silence spread through the clearing, only interrupted by the occasional gust of wind and the footfalls of the Clachwards. He couldn’t keep a smile from forming on his face, most of the professors couldn’t get the level of obedience that was just displayed.

He heard the noise again, and this time was sure that it was a person. Clyde ran into the clearing, screaming his head off like he’d been stabbed. The Clachwards became agitated and tried to head over to him, but the other students kept them back.

He continued to scream until Caddaric slapped him hard across the face, as he struggled to keep a neutral expression on his own face.

“What was that for?” said Clyde.

“For getting the Clachwards worked up,” said Caddaric.

Clyde took a look around the clearing for the first time, and jumped when he saw all of the Clachwards near the edge of the clearing.

“Now what’s your problem?” asked Caddaric.

“Quake ... tree ... Tam,” said Clyde, on the verge of panicking again.

“We felt the quake as well. It was one of the biggest I’ve experienced. So a tree fell on top of Tam?”

It took Clyde a moment to process the question before he started nodding vigorously.

“Is he just pinned under a tree, or is he injured?”

“Leg’s bad, but he’s okay.”

“Did you use a red light to alert a professor?”

He shook his head.

Caddaric paused for a moment. Despite their duplicity, he couldn’t leave Tam trapped under a tree. He was tempted to send a couple of other students with Clyde, but they were barely keeping their fear in check as it was. He was afraid that they’d lose it if they were sent out into the woods on their own.

Everyone had been content to follow his instructions, and he was afraid that if something happened while he was gone, they’d panic and forget the plan. The oddest thought struck him, and he wished that Donovan or Ravyn were here. Either would provide him an option which would make this an easy decision.

Caddaric put his arm around Clyde’s shoulders and they headed towards the woods together. He looked up before leaving the clearing and saw a dark bank of clouds closing in. A gust of wind struck them, bringing with it the scent of rain. A red light appeared in the eastern sky. There were only three people unaccounted for, but he could only help one group at a time. He silently wished them good luck before entering the woods with Clyde.

“Let’s try to get back before the storm.”

Clyde was surprisingly adept at navigating his way through the woods. They only had to stop once as he searched for clues of where they had to go.

They crested a hill and saw Tam on his back, right leg pinned under a tree. Brutus, Thurl and Bodhi were clustered around him, watching the dark forest.

“I’m pleasantly surprised to see you all still here,” said Caddaric.

“What does that mean?” asked Thurl.

“That most of the students freaked out when they saw a Clachward, and I’m glad to see that you stayed to protect your friend.”

“Clachwards. Where?”

“They were all over the clearing,” said Clyde.

“Are you telling me that you haven’t bumped into a single one?” They all shook their heads. “You must be the luckiest students at Haven.”

Caddaric bent down and felt Tam’s sweaty forehead.

“You’re burning up,” said Caddaric. “How are you feeling?”

“Cold. I can’t feel my leg.”

“That’s to be expected,” said Caddaric reassuringly. “You’ll be fine once we get the tree off of you.

“We tried to lift the tree, but it’s too heavy,” said Clyde.

“Thurl, your father’s a miner,” said Caddaric. “How would he lift a heavy rock?”

“Well, there are a few ways,” said Thurl slowly. “They could break it into pieces ... or they could lift it with pulleys, maybe a lever.”

“Good,” said Caddaric. “Which should we use here?”

“We don’t have a pulley or two. Chopping the tree would take time and couldn’t be good for the leg.”

“Then you and Brutus are in charge of finding a suitable lever,” said Caddaric, handing a machete to Thurl.

Bodhi and Caddaric found a large rock to use as a fulcrum, and rolled it back to the tree, while Clyde kept Tam distracted.

Once they had the lever setup, Brutus, Thurl, Bodhi and Caddaric took up positions beside it.

“Once we get it up, Clyde, you pull Tam out from under the tree. This will hurt, but you need to get him out. Okay, on three. One ... Two ... Three.”

The four of them pushed down on the sapling they were using as a lever. Tam let out a cry of pain and fell unconscious as Clyde pulled him out.

“Put it down.”

They all let out the breath that they were holding and dropped the tree back onto the ground.

“Legs don’t bend like that,” said Thurl.

“No they don’t,” said Caddaric. “We’re going to need a splint for his leg, and something to carry him on.”

Caddaric did his best to mesh the bones in his leg together before tying a splint tightly around his leg. They cut the lever in half, and tied a few saplings between the poles to use as a stretcher. Brutus and Thurl each grabbed an end, and easily hoisted Tam into the air. Caddaric walked beside Tam to make sure he didn’t fall off the stretcher, while Clyde lead the way back to the clearing.

They were nearly back at the clearing when a bright ball of light burst into a flower in the sky above them.

“Oh, no,” said Caddaric. “Not a Downfall.”

“What’s so bad ab—” said Clyde, but he trailed off as Caddaric raced ahead to the clearing.

The clearing was in chaos. The Clachwards were in a frenzy. Groups of them were ripping trees out of the ground and tossing them at random. A flash of lightning lit the clearing, and he saw a Clachward pick up a student on the far side of the clearing and toss her twenty feet away. She lay still in a crumpled heap on the grass.

The students were in various states of fright. Some cowered on the ground, hoping the Clachwards would leave them alone. A few stood in the center of the clearing, lighting the wood stacked in piles in a circle around them. One held a bright red light in the air over the clearing. Most were fleeing into the woods.

“Hey!” bellowed Caddaric. “Listen up! We planned for this and I expect for you to do your jobs.”

A few students were heartened by the authoritative tone, and started leading their fellow students into the center of the fires.

A student was trying to crawl away from a Clachward to his left.

“Alicia,” he said. He thought it was her but couldn’t tell in the darkness. “Alicia!” This time she raised her head to look at him. “Light. It’s the only thing that’ll stop it.”

He sent a light in between the two of them. In its frenzied state, the Clachward barely reacted to it.

“Alicia, help me.”

She added a second light to his, and the Clachward stopped its advance.

Caddaric ran over and help her to her feet.

“Head to the center of the fires,” he said. “There’s a gap on the far side.”

“Thank you.” She released her light, and fled towards the fires.

As soon as her light disappeared, the Clachward headed towards Caddaric. He dodged around it and moved towards Clyde who had emerged from the forest.

“He’ll be safest behind the fires,” said Caddaric. “The Clachwards are aggressive and it may take a few of us to hold them back.”

Bodhi, Clyde and Caddaric all summoned lights to keep them at bay while they travelled through the clearing and past the ring of fire. They gently set the stretcher down, and everyone turned to stare at Caddaric.

“If we keep calm and work together, we’ll get through this,” said Caddaric. “They are more interested in the students out there than those in here. We need to help get all of our friends in here. Now I don’t know about any of you, but I’m not going to cower behind these fires while my friends are in danger.”

Caddaric stepped through the gap in the fires, the heat kissing his skin as he passed. He paused to let his eyes adjust to the dark clearing. Clouds covered the entire sky, burying the moon. The occasional flash of the storm lit the clearing as bright as day before falling back into darkness. As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, scenes of horror took shape. A Clachward stepped on a motionless figure, causing a sickening crunch of snapping bones. Everywhere he turned, he saw another stomach churning sight. Two Clachwards picked up a dark figure and ripped it in two like a couple of kids with a wishbone.

Caddaric doubled over and nearly vomited. He was dry heaving when he heard steps coming up behind him. Turning his head, he saw other students leaving the safety of the fires to help their friends. He stood up and took a moment to steady himself before turning around.

“Keep each other safe, and don’t do anything stupid,” said Caddaric.

Caddaric watched a Clachward heading towards a small figure sitting on the ground, knees pulled up to her chest. He hurried over, flanked by Clyde and Brutus, and placed himself in its path.

“Help her up,” he said. “You got her?”

When he heard no response, he turned around to see Clyde and Brutus running towards the woods. He turned back only to be lifted off the ground in a rib crushing embrace. The air was forced from his lungs and he couldn’t cry out for help. His vision began to narrow and he heard a popping sound from his ribs. The last thing he remembered before blacking out was the smell of moss and mildew.

A bright flash erupted from nowhere and he was falling.

He opened his eyes to see Ravyn’s pale, round face. A look of concern plainly etched across it.

“I ...,” he croaked.

“Don’t speak,” she said. “Your ribs may be broken.”

“There’s an awful lot of them,” said Kort. “We better get going while we can.” 

Kort helped Ravyn back to her feet. She fought to keep her heavy eyes open, and nearly fell when he released her arm. With Ravyn leaning against his side, Kort reached down to grab Caddaric’s hand, and helped pull him to his feet. There was a pile of dust and small shards of rock on the ground where the Clachward had stood.

“Did you?” he asked, staring at the pile.

“Yeah, but I don’t have another one in me,” she said.

Most of the students had taken one look at the carnage and either ran for the woods or retreated behind the fires. The three of them were on their own.

“There are too many,” said Kort. “We’ll never find a path through them.”

“We have to try,” she said.

With Kort in the middle and the two of them leaning on him for support, they slowly made their way towards the safety of the fires. They continually changed course to avoid the closest Clachwards, but it wasn’t long until they found themselves surrounded, with no way out in any direction.

“It was nice knowing you two,” said Kort. “If a gap opens up, take it.”

He unslung both of their arms, and they wearily leaned on each other for support. Kort boldly moved ahead to the right.

“What?” said Ravyn. “No! Get back here!”

Kort ignored her and continued on.

The Clachwards ahead of them shifted their aim to the closest target and stalked towards Kort. A gap formed between two Clachwards and with a burst of speed neither knew they still possessed, they made it through the gap, narrowly avoiding the clutching arms.

Kort tried to dodge away from them, but there were too many. He tried juking to his right, but hit something solid and fell to the ground. He stared up at the immense, dark forms all around him. He whipped his head back and forth but couldn’t find an opening between them. He tried to summon a light, but couldn’t bring his racing thoughts under control. He closed his eyes and waited for the end.

“Come on, we have to get behind those fires,” said Ravyn.

“We can’t leave him,” said Caddaric.

“We can’t let his sacrifice be in vain.”

A small form raced out from between the fires. Delaney ran low to the ground towards the cluster of Clachwards. Lights flared in front of her and two Clachwards crumbled to the ground. Delaney threw herself on top of Kort and tried summoning a light. A light flashed between her and the Clachwards, but quickly dimmed, then went out.

A Clachward calmly reached down and picked her up. A second grabbed her head from behind. It slowly twisted her head around until a loud crack echoed throughout the clearing. They dropped her lifeless body to the ground and reached towards Kort.

Ravyn and Caddaric staggered towards the fires, tears in their eyes from witnessing what had just happened to Delaney when flashes of light began erupting behind them, casting long shadows towards the ring of fire ahead of them. They stumbled to a halt and turned to see what was happening.

Their professors, led by Headmaster Marrok, marched purposefully across the clearing. Osmont was strangely absent from the group. Marrok, who had always struck them as a gentle old man, strode across the clearing like a force of nature, Clachwards crumbling to dust before him.

Kort lay coughing in a pile of dust. He bore a couple of new bruises, but the professors had arrived before anything more serious happened. Delaney lay on the ground beside him, face peaceful as if she was sleeping.

In a matter of minutes, the professors had emptied the clearing. The students slowly emerged from behinds the fires when it was safe to do so.

“How many are here?” asked Cleary.

After a headcount, they discovered that nearly half the students had fled back into the woods. Marrok and Cleary stayed behind to guard the remaining students, while the rest went searching for the missing ones.

“This is my fault,” said Caddaric. “They were all here, and I allowed them to run off.”

“I doubt there’s much you could have done to stop them,” said Marrok. “Take heart in knowing how many you managed to help.”

“Excuse me, Headmaster,” said Ravyn. “Donovan was never here in the clearing. He became trapped in a system of tunnels to the east.”

“Tunnels?” said Marrok. “I know of no tunnels under these woods.” He gave Cleary an inquiring glance.

“I have not seen any records of tunnels in this area,” said Cleary. “Are you sure that it wasn’t a sinkhole he fell into?”

“No,” said Ravyn. “We were down there with him, but managed to climb out. Everything was too flat and square to be natural.”

“Interesting,” said Cleary. “Do you remember how to get there?”

Ravyn and Kort looked at each other, before both shook their heads.

“No worries,” said Cleary. “Osmont will find him. He’s one of the best trackers around.”

“I didn’t see him with the rest of you,” she said. “Where is he?”

“We saw a couple of red lights in the woods, and he went off on his own to find their source.”

“He’s out there alone?”

“Don’t worry about him. He’s a survivor.”

Many of the students who had fled the clearing hadn’t made it very far, and within a couple of hours they had accounted for everybody except Donovan.

“Everyone stay together,” said Professor Moncha. “We’ll be back in the safety of Haven in no time at all.”

“Donovan’s still out there,” said Kort. “We can’t leave him.”

“We are heading back together,” said Headmaster Marrok. “No exceptions. We’ll send out more people to find him once all of you are safe.”

Chapter 26

The Clachward crumbled under Ravyn’s assault and Donovan found himself free, running down the dark tunnel, not noticing the start of the Downfall. His shoulder bounced off a wall, and he nearly fell. He held back a cry of pain, and continued on at a slower pace. Reaching out, he trailed his right hand against the wall as he continued on. He felt the smooth tendrils of a tree root and jerked his hand away, before realizing what it was. Steadying himself, he kept his hand against the wall as his only point of reference.

He found himself in a deep and impenetrable darkness. The air was still, stale, heavy, and the sound of his footsteps fell dead around him.

Each time he felt an opening to his right, he paused to listen and searched for any sign of light. Not seeing any light, he continued on in the same direction that he’d been travelling.

The Clachwards trailing behind him sounded like an avalanche. The crunch of their steps continued to grow and he knew that he’d be crushed if they ever caught him.

The longer he walked along the tunnel in pitch darkness, the more he could feel the weight of the earth surrounding him. His other senses seemed to sharpen, almost painfully. The walls were smooth, the floor flat, and his way straight. Time and distance lost all meaning. He thought he could sense the tunnel before him and the intersecting tunnels coming up ahead, but dismissed it as fallacy.

His hand groped something slimy running along the wall. Pulling away, he tripped over something on the floor and scraped his knee. He stayed on his hands and knees for a moment, savoring the abyss, before the sound of the pursuing Clachwards jolted him into action. Climbing to his feet, he continued on. He didn’t know where he was, or where he was going. All that he knew was that he had to keep moving.

The tunnel continued to run straight, and he tried to figure out what direction he was travelling to keep his mind occupied. He thought he might be heading north, but had no way to know for sure. He got drowsier as he walked, but kept walking absentmindedly ahead. He was in such a daze that when the light that he’d been praying for appeared down the tunnel far ahead of him, he didn’t grasp what it meant for several seconds.

It glimmered, faint as a rising star trapped in a heavy fog. As he continued his approach, it grew into a silver flame, burning through the fog. It continued to grow into a dazzling light.

He kept up his steady pace until he entered a large cavernous room. Something incredibly bright shone from a top a marble pedestal near the center of the room. A high, arched ceiling stretched into darkness overhead. There was a small opening in the ceiling which let in a small pool of moonlight. A stalagmite rose up from the floor under the opening. It rose up at least fifty feet, its top capped in moonlight.

He didn’t know how long he’d been underground, but the steady moonlight told him that the storm was passing. Hopefully someone was looking for him, and would come to his aid at any moment.

His elation at seeing the light quickly deflated when he realized that he couldn’t escape the tunnels from this room. The walls were smooth, and he knew he’d never be able to climb up the inside of the arch to get to the small opening high above.

He circled the large room, and found no other exits. He was trapped.

Turning back to where he’d entered, he saw that none of the Clachwards had followed him into the room. He wasn’t sure if they hadn’t caught up to him yet, or if they were afraid of the light.

He walked over to the marble pedestal. The light on top was so bright that he had to shield his eyes with his hand as he approach. It struck a sharp contrast to the natural limestone of the rest of the room. A black, mirror-like, square plinth sat on the floor. A marble pedestal sat on top, coming up to Donovan’s waist. Shielding his eyes, he could barely make out the shape of a dagger carved into all four sides of the pedestal. The top of the pedestal had been carved into the shape of a human hand, palm facing upwards, fingers curled. A pendant hanging from a chain sat on the palm of the hand. The light radiating off it was so bright that he couldn't make out any details. When he turned back to the only exit from the room, he could see spots in front of his eyes.

There were no Clachwards in the room, but he thought he could see dark forms standing in the opening. In a moment of bravery, or maybe stupidity, he walked over to the exit. Pulling off his pack, he pulled out a stack of Caddaric’s notes. Crumpling them up into a ball, he pinched a corner between his thumb and index finger. Channeling his magic, the paper eventually caught fire. Holding his hand aloft, he saw Clachwards crowded in the tunnel as far as he could see by the meagre fire. Dropping the burning bundle before he burnt his hand, he stomped out the fire.

He gave the room a second, more detailed examination but didn’t find anything new. The sides of the stalagmite were sheer, but he thought he could climb it in a pinch. He stared into the small opening high above him, wishing that he had a way to reach it.

With nothing else to do until someone came and rescued him, he walked back over to the pedestal. He reached down and picked up the shining pendant.

The world went dark.

He felt refreshed, like he’d just woken from a long sleep. He blinked several times, but the light didn’t reappear. He slapped himself, fearing that he’d fallen into a dream. He set the pendant back down onto the pedestal and still it remained dark.

He felt a slight vibration in the floor and thought another earthquake was forthcoming. It took him several moments to realize that he could hear a noise coming from his right. It sounded like an avalanche of rocks.

The Clachwards had entered the room and were coming for him. He grabbed the pendant and hung the chain around his neck. He made his way over to the stalagmite and started climbing. Grasping for handholds in the dark, he slowly made his way up its side. He expected to feel a hand clamp around his ankle at any moment, but it didn’t come.

He could hear noise from all around him on the ground, but the Clachwards couldn’t climb up behind him.

He reached a point where the stalagmite had narrowed enough for him to wrap his legs around it. Shimmying upwards he neared the top. Reaching around for a handhold, he tried to hoist himself up, but the tip of the stalagmite broke off. The chunk of stalagmite ponderously fell past him, turning end over end, before crashing into the Clachwards below. He managed to retain a single handhold as the rest of his body dangled against the side of the stalagmite. He hung there, body bathed in moonlight, the floor lost in shadow far below.

Hanging there by a single hand, he wondered if it was worth going on. Even if he made it to the top, what was he going to do? Sit there until he starved? It would be so easy to just let go. The end would be quick, but he’d die with so many unanswered questions remaining.

He reached up with his other hand and found a handhold, and pulled himself up. The top of the stalagmite was now wide enough that, if he balanced himself carefully, he could sit on top of it.

He looked down at the Clachwards swarming around the base. They pressed themselves against the side. Reaching upwards, they tried to climb, but couldn’t pull themselves off the ground.

It sounded like the entire room was full of Clachwards. There heavy steps echoing off the walls in a dizzying cacophony of noise.

The Clachwards near the outside of the room kept pressing forward, crushing the closest ones against the stalagmite. As the sea of them kept pressing forward, some were thrust on top of their neighbors. These Clachwards walked over their brethren and pressed against the stalagmite. Over time, a pyramid of Clachwards slowly grew all around him.

Donovan brought his knees up to his chest, and rested his head on top. Closing his eyes, he waited for it to be over.

Chapter 27

Osmont saw a soft glow growing in the east. He’d been searching for Donovan all night, but had found no sign of him. Cleary had tracked him down to tell him that all of the students except for Donovan had been accounted for, and that he might be trapped underground, but try as he might he couldn’t find any way into the underground tunnels.

He couldn’t count how many Clachwards he’d run into during the night. Some industrious person who figured out a way to filter out the diamond dust from their remains would be able to make a fortune. About an hour ago things inexplicably changed. He was watching three Clachwards slowly heading towards him when they all disintegrated without warning. Since then he had found many piles of dust and stone, but no Clachwards walking around.

He arched his back and stretched it out, his spine making several popping sounds. He could see Carrick’s Stand rising above the trees to the south of him, and he thought he could see a light shining near the top of the hill. He shook his head and blinked several times, but the light remained. With no other leads to follow, he headed towards the towering hill.

It took him fifteen minutes to reach the base of the hill. The light was slowly fading, but he traced its origin back to an animal burrow on the side of the hill. Ten weary minutes later, he had climbed up to the opening. It would be a tight squeeze past several feet of dirt before he reached a large open area. The floor dropped off when the hole opened up. He dug out the dirt around the opening until he could pull himself through.

He set his pack on the ground beside him, and pulled himself head first through the opening until his hands couldn’t feel a floor ahead of him. Summoning a light, he suddenly found himself facing down at a large drop. A large stalagmite grew up from the ground below him, with a figure perched on top. He lowered the light until he could make out a familiar figure.

“Donovan!” he called. The figure didn’t move. He called twice more before the figure wearily lifted its head.

“I’m okay,” came the soft reply.

“How do I get down there?”

“Tunnel.” Donovan pointed to the south. “It’s a long way to the opening.”

“I want you to relax. I’m going to lift you with my magic.”

He focused on Donovan and willed him into the air, but he didn’t budge. He tried a second time with the same results.

“I’m too tired to use my magic right now,” said Osmont. “I have a rope which should reach. Tell me when you have it tied around you.”

Osmont wiggled his way back out of the hole. Opening his pack, he withdrew a large coil of rope. He had faced so many dangers out in the wild that he always carried rope with him when he went into the wilderness. He tossed half of the coil through the opening, before slowly letting out the rest. When Donovan called out that he was ready, he backed up to a large rock poking out of the hill. He quickly tied the end of the rope around the rock before he began to haul Donovan into the air. Each time he lifted him a few feet, he looped the rope over the rock. He stopped to rest once, but finally Donovan emerged from the opening.

“I’m glad to see you,” said Osmont.

“What happened?” asked Donovan wearily.

“I was hoping you could tell me.”

He helped Donovan to his feet, but Donovan was so tired that he could barely walk.

“I guess we do this the hard way,” said Osmont, slinging Donovan over his shoulder and heading for Haven.

***

“None at all?” asked Headmaster Marrok, sitting behind the desk in his office.

“None,” said Professor Cleary, sitting in a chair across from Marrok.

“I need to finish a letter to send to all of the students’ parents about what happened. Tell me the short version, and we’ll talk in more detail tomorrow after they’ve left.”

“Cleary and I found an entrance into the tunnels last night,” said Osmont, leaning against the wall near the door. “We went out early this morning to start exploring them, but they are more extensive than we imagined. When we found the room where Donovan was, we—”

“The room was under Carrick’s Stand, correct?” asked Marrok.

“Yes. A large chamber was hollowed out under the hill. We didn’t encounter a single Clachward while we were searching for the room. The room itself was covered in the remnants of hundreds of them.”

“Maybe even thousands,” said Cleary.

“How could someone make that many? It would take many lifetimes to create them all, and you could buy a kingdom for what it would cost.”

“We can’t even speculate on that,” said Cleary. “The Clachwards themselves are very durable magic. They could have been created millennia ago and been trapped underground ever since.”

Marrok raised a quizzical eyebrow, but didn’t say anything.

“Our initial theory is that they were trapped underground in these tunnels for numerous years,” said Osmont. “We think that earthquake from before the term started could have opened an exit from the tunnels and they have been slowly finding their way out ever since.”

“They are used to guard precious items,” said Marrok. “Why would they leave the tunnels?”

“That’s not precisely true,” said Cleary. “They were most commonly used to guard some sort of treasure, but they could be given any single command as long as it was simple enough for them to complete. I could show them a drawing of the king’s crown and tell them to bring it to me. They’d then aimlessly roam the land until they found the crown, at which point they’d try to take it, before bringing it to me.”

“The important question is not why they left the tunnels, but why did they all collapse,” said Osmont. “The magic that binds them together begins to unravel once they’ve completed their objective. The fact that all of them collapsed near the same time indicates that they must have fulfilled their purpose.”

“What was their purpose?” asked Marrok.

“There is only one thing of significance that I know of which occurred around the time of their collapse,” said Osmont.

“The pendant,” said Marrok.

Marrok stared down at the pendant laying on his desk.

The pendant looked simple enough on first glance. It had a basic chain with a dull metallic finish. The pendant itself was a ring, about three inches in diameter, with a dagger wrapped in lighting across its center.

“This was inscribed into the top of the pedestal,” said Cleary, reading a piece of paper which he withdrew from his pocket. “For this to be found, means that I have failed. Your foes is now free. I weep for the future.”

“It’s more than a coincidence,” said Osmont. “We all know this symbol. They haven’t been around in a long time. In the last year we’ve found previously unknown tunnels with this symbol carved all over the walls, the pendant, and this hanging around someone’s neck.”

He walked over to the desk and dropped the necklace that Donovan had acquired that winter.

“Three things doesn’t make a conspiracy,” said Cleary.

“How many times have you seen this outside of a book?” asked Osmont. “Have you heard of anyone coming across this? I’m telling you that this signifies the return of an ancient order that hasn’t been seen in a thousand years.”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” said Marrok. “I need something concrete. You two need to go out and find something more before I can do anything.”

Osmont looked back and forth between the two of them before answering. “We’ll do our best, but we cannot afford to wait too long before taking action.”

“I need you both to promise me that you’ll make this a priority despite what’s going to happen,” said Marrok.

“Wait,” said Cleary. “What’s going to happen?”

“Your word.”

“You know my opinion,” said Osmont. “I wouldn’t let this go even if you told me to.”

“Fair enough.”

“I need to go through the old prophecies again, with this in mind,” said Cleary. “It may explain a few things which have been puzzling me.” Cleary looked at Osmont’s resolute face before turning back to Marrok. “Whatever the outcome, I will not give up on it. Now, what do you think is going to happen?”

Marrok stared down at the pendant on his desk and wouldn’t make eye contact when he replied. “I knew there were Clachwards in those woods, and the potential dangers they posed. I put tradition ahead of our students’ safety, and thirty students died because of my arrogance. I cannot, in good conscience, remain at my post as Headmaster.”

“With what’s going on, we need you in charge more than ever,” said Osmont. “You cannot abandon us.”

“You were there. Thirty dead. I cannot return after that. Who would send their kids here?”

“We all bear responsibility for what happened. I can’t tell you what to do, but I’m asking you as a friend to take some time to think about it before making your final decision.”

“I doubt that I will change my mind.”

“Just think about it,” said Osmont. “Those thirty deaths were a tragedy which you could have prevented. If I’m right, then you staying here could save the lives of thousands.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” said Cleary. “We need to keep things quiet while we gather more information. Donovan can never know.”

“He’ll find out eventually,” said Osmont.

Cleary’s response was interrupted by a knock on the door.

“Enter,” said Marrok.

Donovan opened the door and froze when he saw the three of them in the middle of their discussion.

“Hi,” said Donovan meekly. “I found your note when I woke up and I—”

“I’m glad you came,” came Marrok’s cheery reply. “Please have a seat.” He pointed to the empty chair beside Cleary.

Marrok hid the pendants in one of the drawers in his desk while Donovan crossed the room. Osmont retreated to lean against the wall.

“I don’t mean to be rude, but I have some last minute studying to do for my exams,” said Donovan sitting down.

“You won’t need to worry about your exams,” said Marrok. “Osmont found you yesterday morning and you’ve been unconscious for a day and a half.”

“Wait”, said Donovan, doing the math in his head. “That means I’m missing my exams.” He hopped out of his chair.

“Please sit down and let me explain,” said Marrok.

Donovan slowly lowered himself back into the chair.

“We feared that you had overused your magic and wouldn’t wake in time for your exams. It would be unfair to the other students to let you write the same exams as them at a later date, and unfair to the professors to create new exams just for one student. I’ve already talked to all of your professors and they told me that they expected you to pass their class, albeit just barely in some cases. You will receive a passing grade in all your classes and be able to return here next year if you desire. I will warn you that some of the specializations that you can enter in your third year look at cumulative grades. So missing these exams could impact your future opportunities, but we’ll discuss that at a later date if it’s pertinent.”

“I don’t think I’ll be coming back,” said Donovan.

Marrok gave Osmont a sharp look when Donovan said that.

“I sincerely hope that you reconsider,” said Marrok. “That’s all that I wanted to talk to you about. Is there anything you need from me?”

“Last night ... I mean the night before last. There was a pendant that I found. I didn’t see it in my room and I was wondering if you knew what had happened to it.”

Silence hung in the air before Marrok finally broke it.

“Can you describe the pendant?” Marrok silently studied Donovan’s face as he replied.

“No. It was so bright that I couldn’t look directly at it.”

“You had it with you,” said Osmont. “We would like to study its properties to make sure that it’s safe.”

“You took it from me?”

“You must understand that we would be to blame if it had any detrimental consequences,” said Marrok. “It is standard practice for our Artificers to study a newly discovered item before we release it.”

“I’ll get it back?” asked Donovan.

Marrok studied Donovan but didn’t answer.

“By law the pendant is yours, but I urge you to let us study it before we return it to you,” said Osmont.

Chapter 28

“Wait, what happened to them?” asked Kort.

“I was sitting there, balanced on top of the stalagmite, and they were swarming around it,” said Donovan. “They were forcing their way up the sides and I thought it was over. I closed my eyes and must have fallen asleep.”

The four of them sat at a table enjoying their final meal at Haven. Free from the stress of exams, they’d wasted away most of Tuesday morning before packing up their belongings so they were ready to leave in the morning. They headed down to the hall to enjoy the last meal that Mama B had prepared.

“Then what happened?” asked Kort, shoveling mashed potatoes into his mouth.

“I woke up. There was a pile of dust on the ground and shards of rocks. Osmont was calling down to me from the hole in the ceiling.”

“What I don’t understand is how he managed to find you,” said Ravyn, slicing a piece of roast beef.

“He never told me. I assumed that he’d searched the whole forest until he found me.”

“If you were searching for a lost boy, would you have dug your way into an animal burrow?”

“Come on,” said Caddaric. “This is our last night together. Let’s enjoy each other’s company.”

“I’m going to miss this,” said Ravyn. “The classes, eating together, everything. In a few days I’ll be home alone with my parents. My mother will have already planned my studies for the entire summer, until I can escape and come back here.”

“I wish that I’d only have to study,” said Caddaric. “My mother will have missed me so much that she won’t let me out of her sight for the entire summer. I’ll be trapped with her in a swelteringly hot room playing music, or trying on whatever clothes she thought would look good on me when we attend the next ball. It would be a blessing to escape and quietly read a book. All of you are welcome to come and visit me at any time. I’d appreciate the distraction.”

Everyone made noncommittal noises which told him that he’d be on his own for the summer.

“I can’t wait to get back to the farm,” said Kort. “Fresh air and sore muscles. I’ll probably never read another book in my life.”

“How can you say that?” asked Ravyn. “You’ve spent the last year learning to read, just to toss it aside.”

“You know that I can’t afford to come back here. It must have been hard enough working the farm without me, let alone trying to pay my tuition on top of it.” He could see tears beginning to form in her eyes and continued in a softer tone. “This year was special. I’m never going to forget it or anyone that I was lucky enough to have met. I’ll do whatever I can to come back, but it’s unlikely that I’ll be able to. You have to understand. I’m not choosing to stay away. I don’t have the choice to come back.”

They ate the rest of their meal in an uncomfortable silence. Donovan finished off the last chicken thigh on his plate and excused himself to get a second plate of food. When he returned, everyone was mechanically eating the food on their plate.

“You know what I’m going to miss?” said Donovan. “The food. Even if we come back next year, we won’t have Mama B taking care of us.”

“Don’t tell my mom, but I finally found someone who can cook better than her,” said Kort.

“What’s the future hold for the great Donovan?” asked Caddaric.

“You’re coming back next year, right?” asked Ravyn.

“I ... I don’t know,” said Donovan. “Whoever abandoned me here left me with enough money to afford to come back. I don’t know if it will do any good. My magic is never going to be as powerful as any of yours, so it seems a waste to come back here when I could be spending that time finding my family.”

“Don’t give up on yourself,” said Kort. “I’m sure you’ll be able to create a light in a few years.”

“Ah, thanks. Right now I want a quiet break to recover from this year. Maybe I’ll find something to do in the city.”

“There’s always a spot at our table if you decide to head out my way,” said Kort.

“That means a lot to me.”

“Speaking of spots,” said Kort. “Who got the highest marks?”

“Not me. I only passed my classes because of a technicality. Who would have thought that there was a reward for becoming trapped underground by a horde of rock creatures?”

“I wish I had that option. On second thought, some things are even worse than studying.”

Ravyn and Caddaric exchanged a smile with each other before Ravyn answered. “We talked it over and decided not to let anything get in between us again, so we’re not going to share our results with anyone.”

***

Caddaric left the dorm and headed through the quad to the spot where he and his friends had beaten Donovan so many months earlier. Leaving the path, he pushed his way through a thick bush to see them all standing there. He’d asked his former friends to meet him in this spot, and they had come. Brutus, Thurl, Bodhi, Tam, and Clyde all stopped their conversation when they heard him rustling through the bush.

One of the professors had healed Tam’s leg, and the five of them stood there, relaxed as if the events from the weekend had never happened.

“There’s the man of honor,” said Clyde. “Without your leadership, many of us wouldn’t be standing here.”

“Speaking of standing, how’s the leg?” asked Caddaric.

“As good as new,” said Tam, doing a little jig.

“Thank you all for coming,” said Caddaric, stepping in front of the group. “I’m sure that you all recognize this spot. I made a mistake while standing right here many months ago. I’ve admitted my mistake, and tried to atone for it. Before we head our separate ways, I want to give everyone an opportunity to clear the air.”

“This has been an amazing year,” said Clyde. “I count you all as the best friends that I’ve ever met, and I hope that this is the start of something great. I assume that we’re all welcome to visit you with our families over the summer.”

“It warms my heart to hear that you want to spend more time with your prissy prince, but I can assure you that my family has high standards for who they spend their time with.”

“Is this about us running away?” asked Clyde. “We’re not as noble and brave as you are. You should take it as a compliment.”

“I’d rather live surrounded by true friends, than be surrounded by a bunch of sycophants who’ll leave me as soon as things get difficult.”

“You can’t blame us for being cowards.”

“No, I cannot, but I can blame you for being false. Do you know what’s worse than being surrounded by cowards? Being surrounded by people pretending to be your friends.”

“False?” said Clyde in mock innocence. He made a big demonstration of walking up to each of them in turn and demanding that they admit to their duplicity. When everyone denied it, he turned back to Caddaric. “See, none of us are false.”

Caddaric slowly walked forward until he was standing uncomfortably close to Clyde. “Do you deny pretending to be my friend in order to gain my family’s influence?” He walked over to Tam, who towered over him. “Do you deny calling me a scared little boy who would have had his teeth knocked out if it wasn’t for you? Well, I’m standing here right now, and I still have all my teeth. Is there something that you’re going to do about it?”

Tam averted his gaze, before turning and fleeing towards the dorms.

“Now, does anyone have anything to say or do before we leave?” He walked over and got in their faces one at a time, and each of them backed down and left without saying a word.

***

Donovan climbed through their window and onto the roof. Tying a spare sheet to the gargoyle, just like he had done during the night of the ball, he carefully leaned over the edge of the roof to help everyone up.

The four of them climbed their way to the top of the roof and sat down. The night was clear. Countless stars shone down, reminding them of their place in the universe. It was a crisp night, and they were all bundled up against the cold breeze.

“Thank you all for coming,” said Donovan, setting his lute case down beside him.

“I’m glad we’re doing this, but did we have to do it up here?” asked Ravyn, who clung tightly to Kort, who didn’t seem to mind.

“None of us know her beliefs, but she was so sad and afraid, that I think she’d want us to remember the good times. The best time that I had with her was sitting right here.”

“I took these from Professor Moncha’s room,” said Kort, showing them five plain, white candles.

“How could you ruin a—” started Ravyn.

“Only good memories,” interrupted Donovan. “What did you have in mind?”

“They are so much like our own lives,” said Kort. “Small, fragile, and will only burn for a short time. Delaney has went to a dark place where we cannot help her, but the least we can do is provide her with some light in the next world.” A single tear rolled down his cheek, and Ravyn was openly crying.

“That’s beautiful,” said Caddaric. “I didn’t always help her when I had the chance, but I want to do what I can now.”

Kort stood the candles on the roof in a square. He melted the bottom of the candles with his Gift, until they stuck to the roof. He took the fifth, and largest candle and stuck it in the center.

Kort lit a candle with his magic.

Donovan reached out to grab the wick on the closest candle and lit it as well.

Ravyn and Caddaric took turns lighting their candles.

The four of them, as one, lit the final candle.

They all sat there, watching the flickering lights.

“I wouldn’t be here without her,” said Kort quietly. “I wish she hadn’t saved me.”

“She made her choice,” said Caddaric, “don’t lessen it by second guessing if it was right.”

“She never said a word, but she filled all of our hearts,” said Ravyn. “That’s something we could all learn from.”

“I never heard her talk,” said Donovan, “but I did hear her sing.”

Donovan took out his lute and began playing the same song that Delaney had sung on that distant night. His voice was choked with emotion, so he didn’t try to sing, but he kept playing until long after all of the candles had burned themselves out.

***

“Bend your elbow a bit more,” said Osmont.

Donovan and Osmont stood out in the courtyard, running through the final Vanora that they’d be doing together for a long time. Donovan made the adjustment and tried the motion again.

“Better,” said Osmont.

“What does a professor like you do over the summer?” asked Donovan.

“Research and exploration, mostly. I’m heading out tomorrow. Depending upon what I find, I may not be coming back here.”

“Where you going?”

“I meeting up with Jerel, and we’re going to be digging through the Royal Library. What we find will determine where I’m heading next.”

“Speaking of Jerel, did he find anything about Blood magic in the library?”

“Enough to convince us that we cannot unravel the symbol on your chest. At this point, Eamon is our only link to finding a way to undo it. I’m assuming that you’re still planning on trying to meet him.”

“I have to. I need to know.”

“I am going with you.” Osmont held Donovan firmly by both shoulders and stared into his eyes. “There are dangers that you’re not aware of. You need someone who knows the world to come with you. I promise not to do anything to keep you from meeting Eamon, but I’ll make sure you get there safely.”

“Okay,” said Donovan. “I’m going no matter what happens. If you’re still here, then you’re welcome to come with me.”

He released Donovan’s shoulders to shake his hand.

“Thank you,” said Osmont. “You don’t know what that means to me.”

They stopped their stretching to watch a group of older students leave through the gate. Donovan had said his emotional goodbyes to his friends, and they had left Haven earlier that morning. With nothing waiting for him outside of its wall, Donovan had decided to spend a few more hours at Haven before starting his solitary journey.

“Something has been bugging me,” said Donovan. “The morning you found me underground in that chamber. How did you find me?”

Osmont took a long time to answer.

“I saw a bright star in the sky. It led me right to you, and I don’t intend to ever lose you again.”
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Except from Tin Thoughts

The first note rang out into the air, loud and brash. Donovan intentionally plucked the out of tune string, and his lute let out a wail which made the hairs on the back of the neck stand up. The note pierced the conversations around the room, struck the far wall, and rebounded. When it came back to him, Donovan added a deep beat, like a horse galloping in the distance, it was a sound that was felt, more than heard, in the noisy room. He let the horse continue to gallop, letting out an inhuman scream every few strides, until most of the heads in the room had turned towards him. He silenced the strings, and the audience quieted in turn. Donovan allowed the scowl to leave his face, and smile slowly replaced it.

He let the silence stretch out for a moment longer than was necessary. He waited until he saw the first hand reaching for a drink before launching into “Breaker.” The song was about a dangerous section of water near the southern edge of the continent, where the currents were strong, and the ocean hid many dangers. The music embodied the crashing waves with the subtle undertones of the lamenting sailors. Donovan chose this as his first song because it started fast and heavy, and only grew faster. His fingers flew over the strings, sweat began dripping down his brow, yet he managed to keep the smile on his face as he surveyed the crowd.

Donovan had spent the first part of his summer wandering around Kendra. Classes didn’t resume at Haven until the fall, not that he was sure he would be resuming his studies. He was a poor wizard, the weakest in class, despite his best efforts. His Gift seemed to express itself in different ways than the other students, but no one could explain to him why it was different. Maybe it was the Blood Magic, they would say, yet none could explain how it would affect his Gift as such.

Eleven months ago, he had turned up at Haven, alone and frightened. An intricate symbol had been carved into his chest, over his heart, which he’d been told was Blood Magic, not that any of the wizards at Haven claimed to know much about it, since its use had been forbidden centuries ago. Eleven months later and the cuts looked as if they had been made mere hours ago. It siphoned energy from him, sustaining its magic in perpetuity, unless he could track down whoever had created it, and get them to undo their work. Donovan had no recollection of events previous to the first night he appeared at Haven, and no one knew if the Blood Magic had a more nefarious purpose than blocking his memories.

He spent most of his nights playing his lute. He needed time to forget, so he could finally remember.

The song finished in a flurry. The notes so fast that he’d mess them up if he tried to think about them while he played. He drew a couple of deep breaths while the audience applauded. He’d chosen that song to get their attention. Now he had to keep it.

The first dozen chords rang out, true and steady. A few people began singing an old drinking song while he played, and more joined in with every chord. There were many variations to the words, but most of the people of Kendra favored one version, and they sung it loud to drown out any opposition. Donovan had learned the tune the first night he’d played at The Engorged Liver, but he still didn’t know its true name.

With no recollection of his family, he’d turned to his one true love. He’d played for free the first night to a small smattering of people, but now made a fair wage playing to a packed house every night. He didn’t play for the money. He played to pass the time until he would begin his quest anew. He would track down his family to find out who he is and why they had abandoned him.

His only lead was a man named Eamon. Eamon had left him a couple of notes the previous year, along with the lute he was currently playing. His final note told Donovan how to contact him when he was in Lornell in August. Lornell lay far to the east, in what used to be Deogal lands. The lawless, border town had grown over the years, and Donovan was curious about the business Eamon was conducting there.

Scanning the crowded room, Donovan saw the usual mix of people crammed into every available chair, except for a lone figure sitting at a table in the corner of the room. The figure had his back to Donovan. He had a shaved head and a stocky build. When he turned his head to the side, Donovan saw a narrow braided beard hanging from his chin.

Donovan finished his song and took a break. Walking over to the bar, he ordered a cider. He took a sip to ease his sore throat. The cider’s aroma was a welcome relief from the stench of humanity filling the room.

“We’ve got a lively bunch tonight,” said Aine, one of the servers at The Engorged Liver.

“I’m not going to complain if they want to sing the songs for me,” said Donovan.

“My ears wish they wouldn’t.”

“It’s your ears or my throat.”

Donovan downed the rest of the cider. He surveyed the room, paying attention to everyone’s demeanor, their conversations and, most importantly, the state of their drinks. He tried to adapt his song choice to the state of the room, but it was difficult when everyone was in a different state of inebriation. He set his mug down on the bar and returned to his stool on the small stage.

His gaze drifted to the figure in the corner who had turned around, and was watching the stage. Something looked off about his face. Donovan thought that his eyes might be too far apart, but couldn’t tell for sure at this distance.

They locked eyes.

Donovan was the first to blink, and he looked down at his lute. He pretended to make a couple of small adjustments before he started to play a ballad. He got a third of the way through the song before being interrupted.

“Play something good, not that sissy stuff,” came an obviously drunk voice from the middle of the room.

Donovan ignored him and continued to play and sing.

“Oi!” came the voice again.

Donovan searched the crowd until he found the speaker. A large, burly fellow sat at a table, red faced with a trail of liquid running down the front of his shirt.

“Play something else,” he said, banging his empty mug on the table.

Donovan continued to ignore him, when a mug came flying at the stage. Donovan kept playing as it sailed towards his head, and didn’t react as it brushed the edge of his ear, before smashing on the wall behind him.

Donovan finished the song as the man got up and walked towards the stage.

“You deaf boy? I told you to play something else.”

“I was just about to, before you interrupted me.”

“You sassing me? I won’t let a boy sass me.” He lifted his leg to step up onto the stage.

“You can say whatever you want from down there, but the stage is mine,” said Donovan calmly. “If you step up here, we will have problems.”

Donovan set his lute into its case beside him on the stage, and waited to see what the man was going to do next. Judging by the smiles and laughter from the crowd, Donovan knew how ridiculous of a sight this must be. Donovan thought that he was seventeen, but didn’t know for sure without his memories. He was small for his age, and here he was, facing down a man nearly a foot taller than himself and at least a hundred pounds heavier.

“I’m being paid to entertain the crowd,” said Donovan. “So you can either go sit down and let me play, or take a step forward and I’ll give everybody a show that they weren’t expecting.”

The man hesitated, clearly surprised by Donovan’s attitude. Donovan watched the man’s eyes twitch back and forth as he tried to think of a way to save face.

“Is there a song that you want to hear?”

Donovan saw his body relax, and he took a step backwards.

“Thomas’ Tramp.”

“As you wish.”

Donovan gave him a smile and carefully retrieved his lute from its case. When he looked up again, he saw that the man had already retreated back to his seat.

Donovan played for the next hour before thanking the crowd, and beginning to pack up his lute. Several patrons stopped by for a quick word and dropped an iron penny or two into an old hat that he’d placed on the stage. Donovan was just closing the clasps on his lute case when he sensed someone standing nearby. Looking up, he saw the man who’d been sitting in the corner table standing a few feet away.

Donovan got a better look at him up close. He was four and a half feet tall and muscular, with a shaved head and a long, narrow black beard done up in a single braid. His face was broader and flatter than a normal man. Donovan thought that he might be a dwarf but wasn’t too sure.

“Sorry, but I have to go,” said Donovan, collecting the money from the hat and transferring it to his pocket. He was pleased to see a couple of crescents among the pennies.

“You’ll have time to listen to me,” he said.

“I’ve heard it before, and it’s rarely true,” said Donovan, picking up his lute case and turning to head up to his room.

“Can’t you spare a couple minutes?”

Donovan headed for the hallway leading to the stairs.

“My name’s Tuff.”

Donovan heard heavy footsteps follow him up the stairs. He walk to the end of the hallway, and unlocked the door to his room.

“Boy. You will show me respect.”

Donovan turned to face Tuff.

“If you want my respect, then earn it,” said Donovan. “You can start by not calling me boy.”

“Donovan. Yeah, I know your name and a lot more besides. Does that surprise you?”

Donovan gave him a shrug, and opened the door to his room.

“That’s it,” said Tuff. He raised his right hand and pointed it dramatically towards Donovan, palm first.

Donovan watched his eyes widen and he stared down at his hand. Tuff looked back at Donovan, and thrust his hand forward again, with a similar lack of results.

Donovan bent down beside his bed and slid the case underneath. Tuff followed him into the room and stood uncomfortably close beside Donovan.

“What did you do?” asked Tuff. “How?”

“It’s not polite to enter someone’s room without permission,” said Donovan.

“What are you going to do about it? Use your magic? I forgot, you barely have any.”

Donovan raised his left hand slightly, and the knife that he had pulled out of the sheath behind his back prodded Tuff between his legs.

“You have one chance to leave the room whole. Otherwise you’ll lose some of your dangly bits.”

Tuff stared down at him for a moment before bursting out laughing.

“Osmont was right when he said that you’d face down a bear with nothing but a piece of string, and still expect to survive.”

“I thought you’d be more attached to your dangly bits,” said Donovan, raising the knife higher so the tip of the blade dug painfully into Tuff’s pants.

“Be careful with that. Those things don’t grow back.”

Tuff stood on his tiptoes and slowly backed away from Donovan.

“Better,” said Donovan. “Now what were you saying about Osmont?”

“He’s the reason I’m here. He didn’t think he’d make it back in time and didn’t want you travelling to Lornell on your own.”

“So he sent a strange man to be my escort?”

“You take that back before I give you a whooping.”

“You don’t think that you’re strange?” Donovan stood up, picked up the pack which was hanging on a bedpost, and slung it over his shoulder.

“Strange, I’ll give you, but don’t call me a man again. While I may travel your lands, I was bred and raised in Kern.”

“My apologies. I wasn’t sure if calling you dwarf was offensive.” Donovan ushered him out of the room. Donovan stepped out into the hallway, before closing and locking the door. “As I said earlier, I have places to be and I don’t need a chaperone.”

Donovan left Tuff standing there as he headed downstairs and out into the busy streets of Kendra. He wove his way through the crowd and headed for the keep sitting atop a hill, towering over the rest of the city.
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