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Living Words

Sasha L. Miller



Chapter One
 

 

 

The house that loomed before him wasn't really threatening. It was in the middle of the prosperous, bustling town, with cheerful paint and a garden that was greener and healthier than any Guylian and Justain had passed on their journey through town. The windows were washed, with homey, colorful curtains showing through the glass. The porch was sturdy and didn't shake under their weight, and really, Guylian shouldn't be fighting back panic at the prospect of using the polished brass doorknocker.

 

Justain had no patience for him though, and Guylian's fingers gripped the strap of his bag tighter as Justain knocked loudly, three times. Guylian ducked his head to study the tops of his shoes, worn and flecked with mud from the journey. If he wasn't looking up, he didn't have to see Justain's scowl or the face of the man who might possibly become his new teacher.

 

Might possibly, but wouldn't if Guylian screwed up. Justain sighed impatiently, and Guylian noted the irregular flecking the mud had made when it had been flicked around by the laces of his boots. Justain reached for the knocker again, mumbling something derogatory under his breath.

 

The door opened before he could actually knock again, and Guylian made the mistake of looking up to watch Justain's hand fall back to his side. Hastily, he looked back down, but not before he managed to get an eyeful of the beautiful young man who answered the door.

 

"About time," Justain barked, stepping forward and into the house. Guylian blushed furiously - surely this couldn't be the mage he was supposed to learn from. He was young, nearly as young as Guylian if appearances were anything to go by.

 

"Good to see you too, Justain."

 

Guylian snuck another look, unsurprised but unnerved all the same to find the mage's eyes on him.

 

"Come on, inside," the mage coaxed. "Before the pixies get out."

 

"Pixies?" Guylian asked, startled but stepping forward just the same. "Pixies don't exist."

 

"Hmm." The mage winked, shutting the door behind Guylian. He didn't elaborate, and Guylian glanced around, half-wondering if this mage was insane.

 

"Justain, get out of my kitchen!"

 

Guylian watched, completely at a loss as the young mage wandered away. He disappeared into the room at the end of the hallway, skirting a heavy wooden table that jutted out into the hallway dangerously. Guylian frowned fretfully, wondering if he should follow—but no, he hadn't been told to, and the mage had made no indication he should do anything but not stand outside.

 

"It was a long trip," Justain grumbled, entering the hallway again with a thick chunk of bread in one hand and a goblet of dark wine in the other. Guylian straightened, trying to look inconspicuous and probably failing miserably.

 

"Long enough you couldn't send me a note saying you were coming?" The mage asked, nudging Justain out of the way. He gave Guylian a thoughtful look and Guylian resisted the urge to fidget, half-sure there was something he was supposed to have done that he hadn't.

 

"Is he your apprentice, Justain?" The question was gentler than Guylian had expected it to be, but was plenty enough to make his shoulders tense even more.

 

"Yes," Justain snarled, and Guylian dropped his gaze to the pretty hardwood floor he was standing on. He couldn't apprentice with this mage; he'd spill something or put a scratch in the lovely furniture or floors or worse, kill the garden.

 

"You don't have an apprentice now, do you Macati?" Justain asked, his intent obvious in his voice and Guylian wanted to melt into the pretty hardwood floors in shame. Macati wouldn't want an apprentice who couldn't learn from Justain, one of the masters of the kingdom.

 

"You…" Macati began, but trailed off, and Guylian could feel the weight of his gaze. "You're staying the night, at least. I'll set you up in the work room."

 

"I planned to start back tonight," Justain replied, in that tone of voice that brooked no argument.

 

"Hah," Macati scoffed, and Guylian glanced up, startled. Justain and Macati were staring at each other unwaveringly. "It's three day's travel to get here. I think you can spend one evening in a real bed before heading back."

 

Justain's eyes narrowed… but then he sighed, waving his hand dismissively. "Fine."

 

Guylian stared. Justain never backed down. On anything.

 

"Guylian, go with him and make sure things are set up properly," Justain ordered grumpily, taking a heavy sip of his wine. 

 

Guylian flushed as Macati focused on him again, tamping down on the urge to run outside and give up on this "becoming a proper mage" business.

 

"Upstairs," Macati directed, gesturing for Guylian to precede him. Guylian nodded clumsily, his fingers clenching another increment tighter about the strap of the bag he carried. The stairs were also beautiful; hardwood that matched the hallway floor, polished to a shine that gleamed under the sunlight streaming through the windows that climbed the wall with the stairs.

 

The second floor turned out to be one large room—the work room, as Macati had called it. It smelled of pine and burnt wood, and the ceiling sloped up with the roof, peaking lengthwise over a long worktable. There were windows set into the ceiling, illuminating the entire room, and bookcases that lined the short span of wall that existed before the ceiling started slanting up.

 

Macati laughed quietly, and Guylian blushed, stumbling into the room further to let Macati finish his climb. Macati stepped up, giving him a gentle smile that only made him blush more. Glancing around the room again for something to look at other than Macati, Guylian jumped when Macati whistled softly.

 

And then he had to duck, as something small and glittering fell out of one of the roof windows, and then flew straight at him. Straightening carefully, Guylian tried to calm his heartbeat as he stared at the small, winged, and still glittering creature perched on Macati's hand.

 

It looked exactly how any child's book would depict a pixie.

 

Guylian stared in disbelief, taking a step closer thoughtlessly. Pixies were completely mythical creatures. The closest things to them were faeries, but faeries were the size of a small baby, not as small as a dangerously pretty mage's fist.

 

Macati tilted the creature towards him invitingly, and Guylian hesitated. He was being stupid and rude. It wasn't real though, Guylian realized after a second. The foot was unraveling, back into ash and some sort of plant material.

 

"Can't let the pixies out," Macati said lightly, giving the construct a boost into the air. It flew back over to one of the windows in the roof, pressing its tiny hand against the glass.

 

"How practiced are you at magic?" Macati asked, crossing the room swiftly to the table. He started shutting ingredient boxes and spellbooks, sending dust into the air to sparkle in the beams of sunlight shining through the roof.

 

"Um," Guylian managed, but didn't know how to answer that. Though it would help if he could figure out whether staying with Macati would be better than staying with Justain.

 

"How long have you been with Justain?" Macati asked, stacking books together efficiently. He glanced over at Guylian curiously, not looking annoyed or malicious as he carried a stack of books over to a plush armchair, shoved into the corner between two bookshelves.

 

"Two months," Guylian replied quietly, his shoulders sagging. Only two months, and Justain was already desperate to get rid of him. Macati let out an impressed whistle, and Guylian flushed, wondering how much more wretched this could get. He'd tried his best to please Justain, but he seemed to be unable to do anything right.

 

"Can you do growing spells?" Macati asked, and Guylian nodded. He wasn't an idiot, and anyone who could read could do growing spells. "Good. Pillows? I have a spell…" Macati trailed off, looking thoughtfully around the room. "Plant base, so green bookshelf…" He wandered towards the opposite end of the room, and Guylian blinked, noticing the different colors on the bookshelves for the first time.

 

Blue would be for water-based spells, green for plant… gray for either air or metal, the red for fire, of course—

 

"Here," Macati announced, shoving a spellbook at him. Guylian jumped, startled, accepting the spellbook without thinking about it. "Just read it, you'll get pillows."

 

Guylian nodded dumbly, glancing down at the page. The spell was written out in thin, spidery script, on a page that had obviously seen better days. It was a plant-based spell… Guylian read through the spell quickly, easily translating the ancient Civomic in his head. It would work, but he could cut out that extra phrase… and it would be cleaner if it were all in one tense—and Macati was watching him, probably waiting to see what he could do.

 

Beginning the chant slowly, Guylian took care to pronounce the strange syllables properly. He debated for half a second leaving the spell the way it was—it would work—but in the end he gave into the part of him that insisted on doing it properly, the way the original spell casters would've done it.

 

The pillows grew from one of the ivy plants that ran along the tops of the bookcases, and Guylian finished the spell quietly, glancing up to see thick, fluffy pillows drooping from four spots. Macati was watching him speculatively, and Guylian blushed, shutting the book carefully.

 

"Do you do that often?" Macati asked. Guylian shrugged, wishing he'd just left the stupid spell alone. Or that he had managed to keep Justain from trying to get rid of him. Hunching his shoulders a little, Guylian wondered how much effort it would take to make himself part of the floor.

 

Macati made a thoughtful noise, but didn't push it. Instead, he turned back to the table and started chanting himself. Guylian listened intently, quickly translating what he could catch as the table transformed itself into a wide bed. Curious, he wouldn't have thought to use "fergaso" as an adjective—

 

"Fetch the pillows, would you?" Macati asked, straightening the sheets that now covered the table-turned-bed. Guylian nodded, moving to collect the pillows. They were soft and fluffy, and Guylian happily hid behind the armful as he carried them over to the bed. But then he had to let them go, and Guylian regretfully noted that he was much closer to Macati now.

 

Macati smiled encouragingly at him, sitting down heavily on the bed and flipping through his book carelessly. "Aren't you curious about the pixies?"

 

Guylian startled, having forgotten about the constructs. Macati whistled, and three of them flew down from the ceiling. They really were ingenious, lovely little creatures. Guylian stepped closer, again attracted to the fascinating creatures, and then there was nothing else to do but fully approach Macati or look even stupider by hanging back.

 

"They're nice," Guylian murmured, his eyes steadfastly trained on the pixie on Macati's shoulder.

 

"But?" Macati asked teasingly, a flick of his fingers sending a pixie flying towards him.

 

"But they're not real," Guylian replied quietly, relaxing his grip on his bag to hold out his hand to the pixie construct. It landed daintily on his fingers, tilting an exquisitely expression-filled face towards him.

 

Macati laughed—a light, happy noise—and Guylian snapped a startled, guilty look at him as the pixies around him took flight.

 

"What makes you say that?" Macati asked, his tone almost playful and Guylian looked away, focusing on the pixie still perched lightly on his hand. It was fluttering its wings, looking poised to take off like its fellows had.

 

"You're right, of course," Macati continued when Guylian couldn't find the right words to reply with. "What gave it away?"

 

"Pixies don't exist," Guylian replied, earning an affronted look from the construct. Really, the level of detail was amazing. Guylian wondered for a moment if he would ever be able to duplicate this work.

 

Definitely not, seeing as he couldn't manage to keep an apprenticeship for more than two months.

 

"Anything besides that?" Macati asked shrewdly, watching him curiously. Guylian glanced up, his eyes landing on the fraying pixie. A bit more of its foot was spotting gray and green, and more dust, with less sparkle, leaked from it than from the other pixies.

 

"Oh." Macati stood suddenly, startling Guylian into taking a step back and the pixie on his hand into flight again. Whistling softly, Macati held out his hands to the fraying pixie, smiling ruefully as it landed awkwardly on one foot.

 

"I knew I shouldn't have rushed that last one," Macati said, giving Guylian a wink. Guylian blushed, his curiosity about the pixies growing. Ash wasn't a normal base for animated constructs.

 

"Here, hold this for me," Macati instructed, holding out the pixie. Guylian hastily lifted his hands, his blush intensifying when Macati's fingers brushed his. Macati left him with the fraying pixie, crossing the room to pull another spellbook out of the stacks he'd moved from the table. "Now where…" he mumbled, flipping through the dark blue book quickly.

 

"All right, Guylian," Macati began, and Guylian nearly dropped the pixie as his name fell from Macati's lips. "Can you tell me what the base is?"

 

Guylian frowned, ducking his head to study the pixie. Two bases, like he'd thought earlier—plant and ash. But Macati had asked about the base, as though there was only one.

 

"Plant…" Guylian offered, trailing off. Macati nodded, but waited expectantly. "…and ash?"

 

"Exactly!" Macati declared happily, causing the pixie to ruffle its wings agitatedly. Guylian blushed, ducking his head to stare at the pixie again.

 

"Would you like to see the spell I used to make them?" Macati offered, and Guylian nodded quickly before he could talk himself out of it. Macati smiled happily, tilting the book towards him.

 

An elegant facsimile of a faceless pixie stared up from the left page, and the words of the spell were drawn in a beautiful script across the right. Guylian frowned, unnerved by the picture. Why didn't it have a face?

 

"Creepy, isn't it?" Macati made a face, and Guylian nodded wordlessly in agreement. He much preferred the version he was holding.

 

"One of my previous apprentices was more interested in scribing than in learning magic," Macati explained, tilting the book so Guylian could better see it. "I've adapted the spell a little," Macati ran his fingers down the margins of the spell side of the book, over the cramped scribbles jotted down in the free space.

 

"See here—nium instead of niax, to give more shape to the brow," Macati explained, and Guylian nodded; it made more sense grammatically too. "And this section to form the mouth. If you look, it even opens."

 

Guylian blinked curiously at the pixie, who obediently opened its mouth. Guylian smiled faintly at the lack of teeth, wondering how much work Macati had put into this spell. Macati smiled brilliantly, touching his fingers to the top of the pixie's head.

 

"I still haven't figured out the hair," he confided, and Guylian nodded, wondering how Macati had managed eyes. The pixie's gaze followed Macati's hand as he retracted it, and Guylian desperately wished that Macati had been his first teacher, and that he wasn't going to mess this up as badly as he'd messed things up with Justain.

 

"So what do you think I did wrong?" Macati asked, flipping the page and displaying the next two pages of neat, elegant script offset by cramped scribbles in the margins. Guylian shrugged, looking away. It was a complicated spell, and he'd only been officially apprenticed for two months. There was no way he should know what Macati had done wrong.

 

Macati started to say something more, his eyes fixed on Guylian curiously, but heavy footsteps sounded on the stairs. Guylian jumped, nearly dropping the pixie as Justain came into view. He gave the pixie Guylian was holding a dark look before scowling at Macati.

 

"Your kitchen tried to attack me," Justain announced stiffly, looking extremely displeased. There was a smoldering burn on the shoulder of his vest. "And I don't know what you did, but I can't break it."

 

Macati laughed, setting the book down on the bed next to him. "All right, all right. I'll feed you, as long as you promise not to eat me out of house and home this time."

 

Justain snorted, crossing his arms over his massive chest and giving Macati another dark look. Guylian set the pixie down on the bed next to the spellbook, earning a sad look and a rustle of wings from the construct.

 

"Are you hungry, Guylian?" Macati asked, smiling gently at him. Guylian shrugged, rubbing his fingers together to try and get the sparkling dust off. "You can stay up here and look at the spell more, if you like."

 

"I—yes," Guylian agreed, not looking at Justain and really only looking at Macati's hands because he couldn't bring himself to look higher.

 

"Alright," Macati agreed easily. "Just come down if you get bored."

 

Guylian nodded, listening to Justain's heavy footsteps clunk down the stairs, followed by Macati's slipper-softened steps.

 

When he was sure they were gone, he sat down gingerly, watching the pixie curl up contently. Its entire leg was spotted green and gray, and Guylian wondered how long it had before it completely disintegrated. Given the rate of decay, probably at least another hour. Macati must have been working on the pixies when they arrived.

 

So it was probably their fault he'd hurried the last pixie. It gave him a mournful look as Guylian tugged the spellbook closer. If Macati had been rushing, he'd probably put the closing on a little fast and the spell was unraveling since it hadn't set.

 

Justain could talk for hours. Well, he could talk for hours if he was drunk or if he had someone he wanted to talk to. He never talked to Guylian for hours—the most he managed was half an hour before he realized who he was talking to and got cranky again. But he'd probably talk Macati's ear off, and the pixie would be little more than dust before Macati came back to take care of it.

 

Skimming his fingertips down the page face, Guylian scanned across the spell, his lips quirking into a smile. Macati had written it. The words were elegantly scripted across the page, but it had all the overtones of Macati's voice. There were a few odd word choices, and Guylian's fingers itched for a pen to write in the better words, but he wasn't going to impose on Macati's hospitality more than he already was by reading the spell.

 

The closing was standard, with a few oddities to hold the ash and plant bases together. Probably Macati had stumbled or skipped a word there, finishing the pixie for a moment before it started to lose cohesion.

 

Guylian laid his hand flat on the bed next to the pixie, willing it to climb back onto his palm. It did, after a moment, limping across the bedspread and leaving smudges of gray dust behind. Guylian lifted it, cupping free hand around it gently to make sure it didn't fall.

 

The pixie tilted its head curiously at him, its mouth twisting into a tiny pout. Guylian smiled, and quietly started to speak in Civomic, letting the spell unfurl without much thought. Justain would skin him if he caught him doing this, so hopefully no one would notice until after they'd left.

 

The spell was short and to the point, and the pixie grimaced as he murmured the last few words to hold it together as it was. He couldn't fix it—the spell was too complicated for him to completely fix the pixie, but he could halt the degeneration until Macati got back to it. The pixie didn't move, just stared at him expectantly from its perch in his hands.

 

"That's all I can do," Guylian told it quietly, well aware of how silly it was to be talking to the construct. It probably couldn't understand him. The pixie smiled at him though, and Guylian again marveled at its eyes—a pale blue color, they were the most realistic eyes Guylian had ever seen on a construct.

 

The spell would probably tell him how. Guylian moved to set down the pixie, but was startled when it took flight instead, flying straight for his face. It settled down on his shoulder, scooting across the fabric of the shirt he wore to hook its arm around his collar. Guylian froze, afraid to move, but the pixie didn't let go or do anything unpleasant.

 

Guylian tried shrugging, but it still didn't move. Not wanting to hurt it more, Guylian sighed and decided to let it be for now. Hopefully it would get bored quickly and fly off before Macati or Justain came back.

 

Smiling faintly, Guylian tugged the book close again, and bent over the book to begin dissecting the spell.

 

*\^/*

 

It was some time later that Guylian was woken. He hadn't meant to fall asleep. The spell was fascinating—every time he read through it, he figured out another piece of the puzzle; he even had an idea of how to fix the stubborn pixie still clinging to his shirt-front. Except then he'd laid down because it was hard keeping upright and tense so the pixie didn't get scared or squished or accidentally hit by his tied back hair.

 

The pixie had switched from his shoulder to sitting perched happily next to the book he was reading. And then his eyes had drooped… and it really was little wonder he'd dozed off. He and Justain had been traveling for what felt like ages but had really been only a few days.

 

"Up, up, you lazy apprentice," Justain grumbled, shaking his shoulder more vehemently. Guylian blushed as comprehension finally hit home—he'd fallen asleep, practically on Macati's spellbook and Justain was disgruntled.

 

"Sorry," Guylian instantly apologized, his hair tumbling to fall about his face. Groping blindly for the ribbon, Guylian shoved to his feet (careful still of the spellbook spread open on the bedspread). Justain eyed him critically for a long moment before gesturing to the stairs.

 

"Go get something to eat," he ordered, and Guylian nodded, glancing back at the bed in a failed attempt to find the ribbon he'd tied his hair back with. It wasn't there, and he gave up, giving in to Justain's impatience and heading for the stairs quickly.

 

The pixie landed on his shoulder as he crossed the room, and Guylian hesitated at the top of the stairs. Surely Macati didn't want them to come downstairs. Not after his comments at the door about letting the pixies out.

 

Guylian gently scooped the pixie off his shoulder, a laugh startled out of him as he found his ribbon, artfully wrapped around the little construct. The pixie winked, awkwardly jutting a hip out and Guylian smiled at it, amused before he remembered that he was supposed to be getting out of Justain's sight. Hesitating, he tried to give the pixie a boost into the air, but it didn't take off and instead wrapped a tiny hand around the ring he wore on his left hand.

 

"All right," Guylian mumbled, starting down the stairs. The pixie tilted its head curiously at him, before fluttering back up to his shoulder and settling down with an arm hooked around his collar again.

 

Going down the stairs quickly, Guylian blinked as he stepped into the hallway. The bright sunlight from earlier had faded, and looking outside showed the beginnings of evening falling quickly.

 

"I hope you're not a picky eater," Macati spoke up from behind him. Guylian whirled, startled, and the pixie tightened its grip, tiny fingernails digging into the skin above his collarbone briefly. "I didn't know I was going to have guests, so there's nothing special prepared."

 

"Okay," Guylian replied dumbly, hesitating before walking towards the doorway Macati was standing in.

 

"Justain eats like he's starving," Macati groused, stepping back as Guylian approached. Guylian entered the kitchen slowly, wondering when he was going to get yelled at for bringing the pixie downstairs. The kitchen was brightly lit between the fire crackling merrily in the corner and the half-dozen lamps scattered around the room. They weren't lit by fire, and Guylian wondered how that worked.

 

"Have a seat," Macati directed, and Guylian nodded quickly, moving to take a seat at the table tucked into the corner near him. The rest of the room was taken up with counters topped with thick wood and shelves stuffed with mostly unrecognizable jars and vegetables.

 

That he couldn't find his way around a kitchen was just one more reason Justain was looking to get rid of him.

 

Sitting down glumly, Guylian wondered what Justain had told Macati. Probably he'd tried to gloss over Guylian's faults, but there was no way he couldn't have slipped up. Justain liked to rant about everything that Guylian did wrong, at least once a week.

 

That he hadn't in a while just meant he'd been storing it up.

 

"So did you give the pixie your hair ribbon or did he steal it?" Macati asked, taking the other seat at the tiny table. Guylian smiled faintly, a blush rising to his cheeks.

 

"He?" Guylian asked, avoiding the question. He probably shouldn't have let the pixie keep it.

 

"They're male. I think," Macati confirmed, smiling as he picked up the thick, crystal goblet in front of him. "Eat, or I'll think Justain's been starving you."

 

"He hasn't," Guylian automatically denied, glancing down at the prepared plate in front of him. A bowl of greens, a few rolls and another bowl filled with steaming soup were arrayed in front of his chair. Another goblet, matching Macati's, sat off to his right, filled to within a centimeter of its brim with the same dark colored liquid.

 

Picking up a roll, Guylian hesitated, glancing at Macati. "Do they eat?"

 

"I think so," Macati answered slowly. "They're the first prototypes I've had come out successfully. Try giving him a bit of your roll."

 

Guylian nodded, tearing off a small corner and holding it up to the pixie. The pixie snatched it away, and Guylian tried to watch out of the corner of his eye as the pixie made a face and threw it to the table. Macati laughed delightedly, setting down his wine goblet and leaning forward.

 

"He doesn't have teeth," Guylian pointed out, tearing off another chunk of the bread. He ate it slowly, wondering if he could get the pixie to try the soup. The broth at least, the pixie could probably handle.

 

"They are part plant. Their intake might be limited only to sunlight," Macati suggested, holding out his hand to the pixie. He whistled at it softly, and Guylian blushed when the pixie did nothing but cling to his collar more tightly.

 

"Huh." Macati flashed him a smile, sitting back. "How did you get him so attached?"

 

Guylian shrugged, glancing down at his plate. Macati probably wouldn't be pleased to hear he was mucking around with spells in his house, without permission. Macati sighed quietly, and Guylian flinched, nearly squishing the soft roll in his fingers. Why couldn't he ever manage to do things right?

 

"Guylian." Macati's voice was gentle again, and Guylian obeyed the unspoken command to look up. Macati didn't look upset, at least, and Guylian set the bread back down before he could further mangle it.

 

"Are you…" Macati began, but trailed off. He looked vaguely frustrated, and Guylian hunched his shoulders, sure that somehow it was his fault. The pixie fluttered away, and Guylian watched it land on the table next to his wine. It peered curiously into the cup, all its weight on its good leg.

 

Macati was studying the pixie closely now, and Guylian wasn't sure if he was glad that his attention was diverted, or nervous that Macati would figure out he'd tampered with the pixie.

 

"Oh," Macati exclaimed softly, a smile stretching across his face again. "You put the spell on hold."

 

Guylian blushed, keeping his eyes on the pixie. "Can you fix him?"

 

"I don't know," Macati answered honestly. "I'm going to try, but I haven't had much experience with that sort of thing."

 

Guylian nodded, hoping that Macati actually did try and managed it.

 

"But," Macati began slowly. "We have something to talk about." Guylian steeled himself, nodding slowly. It wasn't like Justain had made a secret of his intentions, after all.

 

"Would it upset you, to apprentice with me instead of Justain?" Macati asked after a long, tense moment. Guylian shrugged. It wouldn't be any worse, hopefully, and Justain obviously didn't want him.

 

"Guylian." Macati sighed again, and Guylian risked a glance up. Macati was watching him carefully, and he smiled reassuringly when Guylian met his eyes. "Sound more enthusiastic, please? I don't want to think I'm pressuring you into anything."

 

"I like the pixies," Guylian offered, his eyes drifting over to where the pixie was systematically pulling the greens out of their bowl and arranging them into a little nest on the tabletop.

 

"That's good," Macati replied encouragingly. "I don't do the conventional apprenticeship, to warn you. I teach spells and components of spells as I encounter them. I do a lot of diverse work for the town and for my own interests, and between the two I cover nearly everything you need to know."

 

"Okay," Guylian mumbled, trying to quell his nerves.

 

"You seem to have a good grasp on Civomic—were you learning before you and Justain connected?" Macati asked, giving him an expectant look as he took a sip of his wine.

 

Guylian shrugged, nodding slightly.

 

"Did you have a teacher before Justain?" Macati probed, snickering as the pixie's nest fell apart. It shot him an affronted look before sitting down dejectedly in the center of its mess.

 

"Not really," Guylian replied absently, pushing some of the greens closer to the pixie. It fluttered up and away though, moving to land on his shoulder again, and Guylian blushed. Hopefully it would leave him in peace when he went to sleep.

 

"Justain taught you that much?" Macati asked, sounding slightly incredulous. Guylian blushed, accidentally looking up and meeting Macati's eyes.

 

"I read a lot?" He offered, and Macati nodded thoughtfully.

 

"All right. You're welcome to read anything upstairs; the work room is where I keep most of my spellbooks," Macati said slowly. "I haven't had an apprentice in a while, though I'm afraid my record isn't great. I've scared off three so far."

 

Guylian stared, a little startled. Macati seemed nice enough—surely Guylian would be the one to run Macati off, not the other way around?

 

Macati laughed, smiling ruefully. "The first was nice enough, but she found a teacher closer to home. The second… well, he wanted to be a scribe, not a mage. And the third…" Macati's face darkened a little. "We had a disagreement, and it was not something I was willing to compromise on. So he left."

 

"Oh," Guylian mumbled, picking at his roll again. Macati made a face, leaning back in his chair. He really was pretty, and Guylian was going to kill himself if he kept thinking that because he nearly inhaled the little piece of roll he was eating. At least Macati didn't seem to have noticed, lost in his own thoughts.

 

"I don't require you to do anything special," Macati spoke up again, leaning back in his chair and sipping at his wine. "I know the baker makes his apprentices do all the chores or some such nonsense, but I don't do that. I expect you to contribute, but it's a responsibility shared, not thrown entirely at you."

 

"Okay," Guylian accepted, working on the soup.

 

"What else…" Macati mused, tapping his fingers against his cheek. "Um… the house doesn't really have a lot of space, so you'll either have to bunk with me or I can set you up in a corner upstairs. You don't really get to sleep in either way."

 

Guylian nodded, blushing even as he decided that he'd be sleeping in the work room or outside, but not in Macati's bed.

 

"Any questions?" Macati asked, and Guylian shook his head, more preoccupied with not spilling soup on himself than trying to think of questions. It wasn't like he'd ask them if he had them, anyway.

 

"I'm sure you'll think of something eventually," Macati allowed, smiling at him again. Guylian nodded obediently, continuing to eat his soup. At least how Macati described it sounded nothing like what he'd had with Justain. Macati lapsed into silence, content to sip at his wine and look thoughtful, and Guylian settled his gaze on the tabletop, trying hard not to panic over picking Macati.

 

Justain would've been even more miserable to live with if Guylian had chosen to stay with him, after all. Macati seemed nice enough, and he did interesting magic. This way he could continue to learn, and maybe at some point he'd manage to get enough of a foundation in magic to be called a mage.



Chapter Two
 

 

 

Macati stifled a yawn, murmuring a quick fire spell to light the stovetop. Setting the kettle on the dancing flame, he pulled out a few tea cups and ducked into the pantry to find the leftover pastry he'd bought a few days ago.

 

That would serve well enough for breakfast, if Justain and Guylian ever woke up. He'd have to go out and restock his pantry later today—Justain was leaving, but Guylian was an extra mouth to feed. He could give Guylian a tour of the town and maybe take care of that little job for the baker.

 

He'd need to pin Guylian down on his expertise. There had to be a reason Guylian was still apprenticing when he could handle Civomic as well as he did. Macati had only ever met one other person who could reword a spell that quickly and she'd had years of practice.

 

Macati sighed as the tea kettle whistled. He also needed to come up with something to tell the villagers, since he'd sworn he'd never take another apprentice after Tlory. He didn't care what Tlory thought, but he should probably warn Guylian, especially since Tlory would likely be unpleasant about it.

 

Macati poured the water into the tea pot and dropped the tea ball into the hot water, smiling faintly at the familiar scent. A creak on the stairs warned him before Justain came into view, his traveling bag slung over his shoulder.

 

There was no sign of Guylian, which meant he was either hiding or still asleep.

 

"Of course you're awake," Justain grumbled, dropping his bag and lumbering into the kitchen. He didn't say anything more as he sat down heavily at the table, looking for all the world like he might fall back asleep then and there.

 

"You could have stayed asleep," Macati said, sitting down across from him and pouring them both tea. "Is Guylian up?"

 

"No, he'll sleep for a few more hours if you let him," Justain said grumpily, pulling his tea closer to him but then ignoring it for the pastry Macati had set out.

 

"I take it you said your goodbyes last night, then," Macati said, knowing Justain had done no such thing. Justain would sneak out of here without another word to Guylian if he could.

 

"I—dammit, Macati, the boy doesn't even like me," Justain grumbled, looking thoroughly put out. Macati laughed at him, sipping at his tea. Justain had always been predictable, even in the days of their apprenticeship together.

 

"I think he thinks more of you than you think he does," Macati said, smiling as he waited for Justain to unravel that.

 

"You're not funny," Justain said, pointing at him with a bit of pastry. "It's too early for your shenanigans."

 

"Just say goodbye, Justain," Macati badgered. Guylian would probably appreciate it. "Be nice about it, too."

 

"I don't like you," Justain muttered, taking a massive bite of the pastry. "I don't want to wake him up."

 

"So hang around until he does wake up," Macati said, shrugging. "You can do a teleport spell if you're that worried about getting home."

 

"I hate teleporting," Justain said, and Macati rolled his eyes, taking a large swallow of his tea before standing up.

 

"I'll wake him, then," Macati said. "He should get used to the early hours anyway."

 

Justain snickered, but didn't say anything, applying himself to his breakfast with enthusiasm. Macati shook his head, a little exasperated, but he left Justain to his meal.

 

Justain hadn't really changed in the years since they'd graduated from the apprenticeship they'd shared for four years. He was still loud, impatient, grumpy, and ate everything in sight. It wasn't that surprising, given Guylian's demeanor, that Justain's first apprenticeship had failed. What was surprising was that Justain had even taken an apprentice in the first place, and that Guylian had lasted a whole two months with Justain.

 

But Guylian was obviously good at magic, and his interest was undeniable. He didn't seem too fond of people, but his reaction to Macati's work room and the pixies spoke volumes.

 

Climbing into the work room, Macati wasn't surprised to find Guylian fast asleep. He wasn't an early riser, then, which wasn't going to be fun for him. Macati grinned, crossing the room quietly, only to pause when he reached the bedside.

 

The pixie was curled up on the pillow next to Guylian's head, its wings fluttering with Guylian's every breath. Macati laughed quietly, reaching out and nudging it awake. It stretched, yawning wide, and blinked at him with sleepy eyes.

 

"Shoo, go on," Macati waved his hand at it, not wanting it to get hurt if Guylian woke up abruptly.

 

The pixie made a face at him but obediently fluttered into the air, settling on top of the headrest. Macati shook his head, wondering if fixing the pixie was too advanced a project to give to Guylian.

 

Gently shaking Guylian's shoulder, Macati nearly laughed when Guylian just groaned and pulled the blankets over his head.

 

"Time to get up," Macati tried, giving Guylian another shake. "Come on, things to do—"

 

"Oh." Guylian sat up abruptly, scraping his loose, dark hair out of his face. He looked half-dazed and startled, and Macati grinned, leaning away from the bed.

 

"Sorry, no sleeping in," Macati said cheerfully, amused when Guylian just stared at him blearily for a moment. The pixie fluttered over and landed on Guylian's shoulder, hooking its arm into the collar of Guylian's shirt. "Get dressed and come say goodbye to Justain before he leaves, all right?"

 

Guylian nodded, tucking back the covers and climbing out of bed slowly. Macati left him to it, making a note to set up a smaller bed in one of the corners of the work room later today—he couldn't keep converting the main table into a bed for Guylian, and he didn't really think Guylian would be happy sharing Macati's bedroom.

 

"You spelled the door," Justain accused grumpily as Macati came back into the kitchen.

 

"What, that?" Macati said, grinning because Justain really was predictable. "It's just a simple locking spell Justain, surely your master taught you about those."

 

"And you wonder why I never come visit you," Justain grumbled, assuaging his annoyance with another chunk of pastry.

 

"You never come visit me because you hate interacting with people and I always make you do that," Macati countered cheerfully, resuming his seat at the kitchen table. "Just like I never go visit you because you live in the recesses of that forest."

 

"Fat lot of good it did me," Justain muttered, looking utterly put-out. "I still managed to get an apprentice and now I have to deal with you—"

 

"Your life is so difficult," Macati sympathized, picking up his tea cup. Justain glared but didn't protest, sitting back in his chair and making it creak in protest at the mistreatment.

 

A moment later Guylian appeared in the doorway, looking only slightly more awake than he had upstairs. He was dressed neatly and his hair was pulled back with a ribbon that the pixie on his shoulder was tugging at gently, casting furtive looks at Guylian to see if he noticed.

 

"Sit down, have some breakfast," Macati invited, smiling. Guylian nodded, taking the seat between Justain and Macati.

 

"I'll be going then," Justain said, standing up and giving the pixie on Guylian's shoulder an amused look—well, what passed for an amused look on Justain's face. He hesitated, then looked squarely at Guylian. "Goodbye, Guylian. Good luck."

 

"Thank you," Guylian said quietly, and Macati didn't know if it was quiet because of his normal shyness or because he'd just woken up. He looked a little surprised, probably that Justain had stuck around this long.

 

"Have some breakfast, we're going into town in a bit," Macati instructed, following Justain out of the kitchen and dispelling the lock on the door.

 

"You owe me one," Macati informed Justain as they reached the door. "A big one, remember that."

 

"Yeah, yeah," Justain muttered. "Take care of him, he's a good mage when I'm not around."

 

Macati rolled his eyes, giving Justain a last wave before he shut the door. Justain's impatience wasn't exactly conducive to him being a good teacher. Especially with a student as skittish as Guylian obviously was.

 

Returning to the kitchen, he found Guylian slouched sleepily in his seat, slowly eating what Justain had left of the pastry. He either wasn't a morning person or he'd not gotten much sleep last night. Macati smiled a little, sitting down across from Guylian and pouring him a cup of tea.

 

"How do you take it?" Macati asked, drawing Guylian's attention.

 

"That's fine," Guylian said, and his eyes were a bit more alert even if his voice was still quiet and sleepy. Macati nodded in appreciation. Tea was best without anything added to distract from its flavor, in his opinion. Guylian was the first apprentice to agree with him about that.

 

"You have good taste," Macati said with a smile. He slid the cup across the table to Guylian, who smiled faintly as he took it but didn't reply. Macati stifled a sigh; until he drew Guylian out of his shell a little, conversations were going to be nonexistent, it seemed.

 

"All right, so today we'll just get you familiar with the house and the village and get you settled into the work room more comfortably," Macati said, cradling his tea cup in his hands as he spoke. Guylian nodded attentively and the pixie sitting on his shoulder mimicked the motion, blinking its pale blue eyes at him.

 

"There's a small job in town that I'll take care of while we're there; you can observe. Once you get some experience, I'll have you take on some of the less complicated jobs the villagers come up with," Macati said, deciding that the more he told Guylian, the more comfortable Guylian would be. Magic was probably a good topic to get him talking too.

 

"I might have you help me with some of the more complicated work too, though it's rare that they come up with anything that's too difficult." Macati paused, taking a drink of his very cool tea. It still tasted good, so he didn't bother to warm it back up.

 

"Do all villages do that?" Guylian asked quietly, not quite looking at Macati. Like he thought Macati would be displeased by him asking questions.

 

"Contract for spells?" Macati asked. "It's more common in the cities, but yes. It helps if there's a mage in residence. The spells I do are mostly functional—today I'm going to spell the baker's oven to maintain a certain temperature. Last week I helped purify a well that had gone foul. It's not the primary means for me to earn money, but it's one way."

 

Guylian nodded, tucking back a loose strand of his hair and nearly knocking the pixie off his shoulder accidentally. He steadied it absently and Macati smothered a smile. He would have Guylian work on it, if Guylian was as advanced a student as he appeared to be.

 

"I should probably start with a tour of the house, shouldn't I?" Macati asked, standing up and picking up the dirty dishes. Guylian moved to help, carrying his dishes to the sink.

 

"This is the kitchen," Macati said, giving a grand, sweeping gesture around the little room. Guylian almost smiled—almost—and Macati grinned, deciding that was the first thing he wanted to teach his new apprentice—how to smile.

 

"The kitchen and the bathroom both have running water, if only because my teacher had it and I got used to it," Macati said, showing Guylian quickly how the tap worked. "The water will come out hot here and in the bathroom if you use the right knob, so you don't have to heat it yourself."

 

"A spell?" Guylian asked, creeping closer to the sink. Macati almost laughed, because that would get Guylian's attention.

 

"Yes." Macati tapped the knob. "It's embedded here. Remind me later and I'll show you the spell upstairs."

 

Guylian nodded, giving the tap a last lingering look as Macati stepped away from the sink.

 

"That's the pantry in there. You're more than welcome to anything I've got in there. I don't keep much food around in the summer, it spoils too quickly," Macati said, making a face. "Which is part of why we need to go into town. I wasn't expecting guests and Justain eats more than any one person should be able to without exploding."

 

Guylian smiled briefly at that. No doubt he was well aware of Justain's eating habits, though Macati was curious as to how he kept himself fed, buried in that forest like he was. And how he'd come across Guylian, but he wasn't going to ask his new apprentice that. Somehow, he didn't think that would be a pleasant topic.

 

"This is the bathing room." Macati opened the little door off the kitchen. "Standard issue, I suppose. Questions?"

 

Guylian shook his head, peering into the bathroom briefly but making no comment. The fixtures were a pale blue, spelled by Macati's first apprentice after she'd proclaimed that the bathroom was too dull. Macati had sworn off female apprentices after she'd spelled all the curtains in the house to match each other.

 

"This is the parlor," Macati said, gesturing to the room off the front hallway. "I don't normally have many guests, but if anyone comes looking for my services or anything like that, you can set them up here."

 

The parlor was bright and cheerful, cozy and practically untouched because Macati never went in there. The furniture was a matching set of wicker furniture he'd commissioned from the farmers to the west edge of the village whose crops he'd strengthened after a particularly long drought. He'd gotten quite a few bits of furniture from them for that.

 

"That door," Macati said, gesturing to the closed door set beneath the stairs, "is my bedroom. You're always welcome to go in there, but I promise it's rather boring. Let's see, upstairs is the work room, which you've seen. Downstairs is a tiny little root cellar that I barely use. Outside are the gardens, which you can explore later… That's really it. Any questions?"

 

Guylian shook his head, and Macati really hoped he opened up more soon. He could only take the one-sided conversations for so long.

 

"All right. Let me just grab a few things and then we can head into town," Macati said, going into his bedroom. Guylian didn't follow, probably waiting for him in the hallway. Moving quickly, Macati collected a purse, a small pouch of chalk, and a knife that was probably unnecessary, but who knew what spells he might be called on to cast.

 

Guylian was indeed waiting for him, studying the hardwood floors with an intensely thoughtful look. Good thoughts, Macati hoped, and not thoughts about how talkative and flighty his new teacher was. The pixie had disappeared too, and Macati wondered what Guylian had done to make it let him go.

 

"Ready?" Macati asked rhetorically, heading for the door. Guylian nodded, falling into step behind him. "Do you know anything about locking spells?"

 

"A little," Guylian admitted, following him outside. Macati paused on the stoop, making sure the door latched firmly before turning to Guylian.

 

"Tell me what you know," Macati instructed, figuring the best way to get Guylian talking was to get him used to talking.

 

"They're two-part spells," Guylian offered, blushing faintly. "The base is usually whatever is being locked."

 

"Good," Macati said approvingly. "So the base if we're locking the door is?"

 

"The door—wood, so plant," Guylian replied promptly, and Macati grinned.

 

"Exactly." Macati turned to the door and rattled off his standard locking spell, slowing the Civomic words down so that Guylian could catch some of it. If not all of it, Macati thought as he turned back to Guylian.

 

"So?" Macati asked cheerfully, gesturing for Guylian to walk with him down the sidewalk.

 

"You locked it with fire," Guylian said slowly, his cheeks taking on that charming pink tint again. "'Fire that doesn't burn'?"

 

"That's the literal translation," Macati allowed, a little impressed. That wasn't the standard translation, but it was formally correct. "Lightning is really what happens if someone tries to force the spell. Though not very strong lightning."

 

Guylian nodded, glancing around nervously as they left Macati's yard and reached the packed dirt path that would lead them into the center of town. No one was out this early, though Macati thought he saw a glimpse of his neighbor across the way bustling around behind her house.

 

"Did you manage to catch what the key to the spell is?" Macati asked as they walked. Guylian was curiously taking in each house they passed and Macati made a note to explain who lived where on their way back through.

 

"A series of knocks," Guylian replied absently, his attention obviously diverted by a brightly flowering crabapple tree. "Three-two-four-one."

 

"Excellent," Macati praised, pleased. It had taken his second apprentice a whole month to figure that out, and she'd had the bonus of seeing him unlock the door a number of times. The would-be scribe hadn't ever figured it out.

 

Tlory hadn't either, but Tlory had never really been as interested in magic as he'd wanted Macati to believe. Macati sighed—that was something he was going to have to bring up to Guylian before they reached the main streets of town, because Tlory hadn't left town and he always tried to get back into Macati's good graces whenever they met.

 

It was probably too much to hope for that getting a new apprentice would make Tlory leave him be, and probably worse to hope that Tlory wouldn't try to provoke Guylian or drive him off.

 

"We'll go to the baker's first," Macati spoke up after a moment of fruitlessly debating how to bring up Tlory without making Guylian worry. "Also, there's—" Macati sighed, tearing a hand through his hair restlessly. "I hate to bring this up, but my last apprentice still lives in town. He might try to give you a hard time."

 

Guylian tensed, an unhappy look flickering across his face before it disappeared. His shoulders were still tense, and Macati sighed, wishing he'd let Tlory leave town like he'd threatened to.

 

"I'm sorry," Macati apologized, frowning a little as he tried to come up with a way to make Guylian relax again. "He works at the tavern in the afternoons and evenings, so we may not even see him."

 

Guylian nodded, but none of the stiffness left his shoulders and Macati sighed. Well, warning him was better than letting him be accosted out of the blue by Tlory.

 

"The baker's is on the left," Macati directed, stepping closer to Guylian to guide him across the street. Guylian nodded again, flushing a little as they made their way across the trodden path. "The shop with the muffin sign."

 

It was early enough yet that there were only a few people out. There was smoke curling skyward from the bakery and from the doctor's apothecary down the street, and most of the shops were open despite the lack of clientele. Macati gave it another half an hour before things picked up.

 

Guylian fell a pace behind as they approached the baker's, but Macati didn't call him on it, just led the way into the sweet-smelling shop.

 

"Macati! I was beginning to think you'd forgotten me," the baker proclaimed jovially, dusting his flour-covered hands on the front of the apron stretched across the wide expanse of his belly. "And who's this now?"

 

"I couldn't forget you, Werin," Macati assured, amused when Werin's blatantly curious stare made Guylian flush and stare at his shoes again. "Where would I get my bread then? This is Guylian; he's apprenticing with me."

 

"Oh-ho!" Werin proclaimed, his eyebrows raising. "Another one! Macati, you rogue, you said never again!"

 

"I made an exception," Macati replied, nearly rolling his eyes. He liked Werin, but too often it seemed the man forgot how to speak in anything except excited statements. "Shall I renew the spell on your oven now?"

 

"Right this way, gentlemen," Werin said, gesturing towards the back room. It was noticeably warmer this way, the heat that was normally contained by Macati's spell work emanating out into the small room that housed the massive baking oven.

 

"The wife'll be mighty pleased you stopped by," Werin said, giving him room to enter the room. "Though not so pleased to miss out on meeting your new pupil."

 

"She's still visiting her sister?" Macati asked idly, smiling as Werin nodded and enthusiastically updated him on his wife's sister's baby. Guylian looked a little overwhelmed as Werin continued to talk, but Macati listened intently. He liked knowing what was going on in his village.

 

"But now I'm rambling. The wife'll have my head to know I talked your ear off and didn't leave you time for the casting," Werin rumbled, and Macati grinned. Carill was the sweetest, gentlest woman in the village. The worst she'd do was sigh and look disappointed, but that was enough to inspire guilt in even the most innocent parties.

 

"You can tell me more when we're done," Macati assured him, even though Guylian looked distinctly uncomfortable at that. Perhaps it was just the talk of babies.

 

"All right, Guylian," Macati said as Werin turned back to the rolls he'd been making at the work table set up in the center of the shop. "This spell has three bases and two purposes."

 

Guylian nodded, casting a last nervous look back at Werin before focusing on him. Macati smiled, drawing out his pouch of chalk.

 

"It's not a complicated spell," Macati continued, crossing over to the oven and kneeling down. "See here, this design?"

 

On the side of the cast-iron oven was a small, faded spell circle, folding together the symbols for fire, water, and metal. A thick smudge ran through it—the reason Macati had to re-cast the spell—but the symbols were clearly visible.

 

"What is it?" Guylian asked softly, looking perplexed. Macati sat back, startled—given Guylian's fluency with Civomic, he'd expected Guylian to know the basics of spell circles.

 

"It's a spell circle," Macati said, sitting down cross-legged next to the oven. This close it was hot, but bearable for a few moments. "Each element has its own symbol, and it's sometimes easier to bind a spell to an object when you start with a physical representation of the spell. I'll show you the basic symbols later, but for now just know that this circle represents fire, water, and metal."

 

Guylian nodded, almost reaching out to touch the spell circle before thinking the better of it. The oven was hot—Macati could hear the fire cracking and popping noisily inside the cast-iron cavern.

 

"The purposes of the spell are twofold, like I said," Macati said, explaining even as he pulled out a piece of chalk and began to re-draw the spell circle. The white chalk was bright and vivid against the blackened side of the oven, and Guylian's eyes watched every line intently.

 

"One, to keep the temperature of the oven at a steady level," Macati said, drawing the final line in the circle. It was a little lopsided but it would do—it was just a point of focus, after all. "And two, to keep the heat contained within the oven during the summer."

 

"A time component?" Guylian asked curiously, his gaze shifting to Macati. "How?"

 

"Listen," Macati said with a smile, and started chanting the standard spell he'd tweaked for Werin and his wife. Guylian tilted his head, his expression shaping into one of intense concentration. Macati noted with amusement that all the tension that had stiffened his shoulders at the mention of Tlory had slipped away.

 

The spell really wasn't that complicated, so Macati finished it quickly. Guylian looked baffled and Macati nearly laughed.

 

"Did you catch it?" Macati asked, smiling slowly when Guylian shook his head, still looking utterly confused. "I come back when it starts getting cold and remove the second component from the spell."

 

"That—" Guylian began, but cut himself off. "That makes sense."

 

Macati laughed, standing up and dusting off his pants. Already it was noticeably cooler in the room, and he offered a hand up to Guylian, who flushed a little but took it.

 

"Come on, let's go collect our reward," Macati said with a wink, letting go of Guylian's hand to lead the way out to the main part of the bakery. It was still empty, but Werin was carefully rearranging the bread on the shelves, which meant someone had stopped by while they were busy in the back room.

 

"You should be all set," Macati informed Werin with a smile.

 

"Wonderful!" Werin proclaimed, turning towards them with a beaming smile. He gestured towards the packed shelves. "Take your pick, Macati, and do be generous. You've a young apprentice to feed too!"

 

Guylian predictably turned a little red at that, but Macati just laughed. "I'll only hold you to half the payment period, Werin. I wasn't expecting to get an apprentice when I struck the bargain with you."

 

"Nonsense!" Werin declared, moving around them to the work table where he had two trays of rolls set up and another three empty trays waiting. "Four weeks, no less!"

 

"At most three," Macati bargained, even though he knew Werin could afford to give him four weeks of free bread, apprentice or no.

 

"I must insist, Macati. Four weeks!" Werin was nimbly forming more rolls as they argued, and Macati smiled, wondering if anyone ever won, bargaining against Werin. "The wife would have it no other way."

 

Especially when he brought his wife into the situation. If she were here, she'd be the one quietly insisting that Macati get all four weeks worth of free bread.

 

"Fine, fine," Macati said, giving in. "You know I'm just going to have to do a free casting for someone to make up for this, right?"

 

"That is the entire point!" Werin proclaimed with a smile. "Take your pick, Macati. All fresh-baked this morning."

 

Macati shook his head, but went about picking out some bread. Guylian trailed behind him, looking overwhelmed again. It was probably good for him though, and Werin was friendly enough. Werin wrapped and bagged Macati's choices for him, after which Macati handed the bag off to Guylian with a wink.

 

"So," Macati said as they left the baker's shop. "What do you think of Werin?"

 

"He's…" Guylian paused, blushing a little as he squinted into the sunlight. "…enthusiastic."

 

"The very definition," Macati said with a laugh, leading Guylian towards the next shop.

 

"Does he always call his wife, 'the wife'?" Guylian asked hesitantly, his eyes on the ground.

 

"To her face, even. She thinks it's endearing," Macati replied, gesturing to the next little shop. "That's the miller's. I don't normally stop by there, but Lily would be hurt if I left her out of the loop about you."

 

Guylian nodded, sneaking a quick, nervous look at the mill. Macati mentally revised the list of places he wanted to stop at—he wanted to show Guylian around and introduce him, but he didn't want to overwhelm the poor boy too much. So just a few more places—they could come back and finish the introductions after a few days without too much fuss.

 

*\^/*

 

Macati waved cheerfully to a pair of elderly matrons who were making their way down the other side of the thick dirt road that cut a swathe through the center of the town. They waved back, calling greetings before continuing on their way.

 

It was insane. Macati seemed to know everyone. Worse yet, he seemed intent on introducing Guylian to everybody. Guylian was beginning to regret picking Macati—Justain hadn't been the best teacher, but his house had been fairly remote. He'd met more people in this one morning than he had in his entire two-month stay at Justain's.

 

That everyone expressed some degree of surprise or shock that Macati had taken another apprentice wasn't helping matters. Guylian wasn't… he'd never be a good apprentice and he'd already botched things by practically rebuffing everyone he'd been introduced to. He was abysmal at small talk.

 

Macati seemed mostly amused at least. And he was better at explaining magic than Justain was—Guylian had seen dozens of spell circles in Justain's house, but he'd had no clue what they were.

 

"Come on, let's go home," Macati announced, smiling at him knowingly. Guylian blushed—Macati would probably be happy to spend another few hours out and about, talking and chatting with his fellow villagers.

 

"We'll come back in a few days," Macati continued, clapping him on the shoulder. Guylian nearly tripped over his feet, startled. "Don't worry, they'll forget about you as soon as Carill comes home with news of her sister's baby."

 

Guylian nodded, hoping that Carill came home before they left the house again. He was tired of being stared at and smiled at and asked how he liked it in their little town.

 

A door opened nearby, and Guylian wouldn't have taken any notice of it except for the way Macati tensed, hesitating before picking up his pace a little. Guylian glanced to the left, briefly noting the sign with a foaming tankard set into the yard in front of the house, before his attention was snared by the young man in the doorway.

 

He wasn't particularly noteworthy. His hair was brown, short and curly. His clothes were rumpled, either from lack of care or from being slept in. The way he was looking at them, however, made Guylian's stomach lurch as he remembered Macati's warning from earlier.

 

Macati's last apprentice. He was scowling at them something fierce, but he made no move to leave the doorway he was leaning against. Guylian looked away, curling his arms more tightly around the purchases Macati had collected along their trip.

 

He'd done nothing to the man, Guylian told himself, staring at the ground until Macati slowed down and his shoulders relaxed a little. There was no reason the former apprentice would start anything with him. Macati didn't say anything as they left the center of town behind, just continued to lead the way back to his house.

 

Guylian followed behind, hoping that Macati's plans for the rest of the day didn't include introducing him to anyone else or really, leaving the house again. At least Macati hadn't tried to introduce him to his former apprentice; Guylian wasn't sure how he would've handled that.

 

From what Macati had said, they hadn't had an amicable parting of ways. Guylian wondered why the man was still hanging around after Macati had ended his apprenticeship—if… well, when Macati got sick of him, he'd probably slink off and pretend he'd never tried his hand at magic.

 

Maybe this was the former apprentice's home town? That would explain why he was sticking around despite being run off from Macati's. Guylian sighed, wishing again that he could just learn everything on his own. Surely that was easier than dealing with anyone, even if it might leave gaps in his knowledge. Like the spell circles.

 

Macati paused as they reached a crossroads and Guylian caught up to him before he realized Macati had stopped. Macati gave him a slightly sad smile before taking a few of the purchases he'd made from Guylian's arms.

 

"How did you learn Civomic?" Macati asked, gesturing for Guylian to start walking again.

 

Guylian shrugged, wondering if Macati would press the issue. Justain hadn't; he'd just heaved a giant sigh and moved on to his next question.

 

"I'd like to get some baseline of what I'm going to need to teach you," Macati continued when Guylian didn't speak up. "Have you been studying it very long?"

 

"My aunt taught me," Guylian finally admitted, his voice quiet though he'd meant to say it louder. "When I was little."

 

"Your aunt was a mage?" Macati asked, glancing at him curiously.

 

Guylian shook his head, wondering how much he'd get away with before Macati figured out who he was talking about. "She just loved the language." And refused to speak in anything else; Guylian had spoken Civomic before he'd spoken English.

 

He wished he could use Civomic again without the fear of accidentally setting off a magical reaction.

 

"Not Diana Fyrate?" Macati asked, looking curious. Guylian shrugged, blushing because of course Macati would know—his aunt had been famous for her eccentric love of a living language. Especially considering that she hadn't a bit of magic in her.

 

Macati whistled low, shaking his head. "No wonder you know it so well. You learned from the foremost expert. I wouldn't be surprised if you're better at creating and correcting spells than I am."

 

Guylian's cheeks got even hotter and he shrugged again, not really knowing how to reply to that. Even if he knew Civomic better than Macati, he wasn't better at magic. And he most certainly wasn't better at interacting with people.

 

"So I probably won't need to spend much time teaching you Civomic, then," Macati interpreted. "That means we can get right into the spell work. Did you do much magic before you were apprenticed to Justain?"

 

Guylian shook his head, wondering how to tell Macati he hadn't done much magic with Justain either. Justain had tried to re-teach him the basics of Civomic and gotten frustrated with him, despite Guylian doing everything perfectly. Or perhaps because Guylian had managed it perfectly.

 

"Okay, well, we'll just start fresh then," Macati decided. "Whatever Justain's taught you, forget it. I'm sure he went backwards from any prescribed method of teaching anyway."

 

"Okay," Guylian accepted, a little of the tension leaking from his shoulders as they reached the short row of houses that included Macati's. None of his neighbors were out, thankfully—no doubt Macati would have dragged him off to meet more new people.

 

"We'll start with spell circles, I think," Macati said, leading the way to the front door. He knocked out the unlocking pattern quickly, cradling his packages with one arm. "Unless you don't know all the spell bases?"

 

"I do," Guylian murmured, a little startled when his pixie dove at him when he walked in the door. It made an awkward landing on his shoulder, nearly tumbling off before righting itself. Then it wrapped an arm around a loose lock of his hair, tugging sharply before settling.

 

"Excellent," Macati declared, smiling at him brightly. "Why don't you head upstairs. I'll put these things away and join you in a minute."

 

Guylian nodded, handing over his packages awkwardly. Blushing when his hand accidentally brushed Macati's arm, he made as quick an escape as he could upstairs. Slumping into one of the chairs that were set up around the table-cum-bed, Guylian tried to relax and not think of the hundred and one reasons that this apprenticeship was going to go as badly as the last had.



Chapter Three
 

 

Macati looked up as the tiny wall clock chimed seven o'clock. His lips quirked into a smile—Guylian hadn't even noticed the chime, and his tea cup was still mostly full from the last time Macati had refilled them both around two.

 

A wrinkle of concentration creased Guylian's forehead as he meticulously drew out a complicated spell circle on the parchment in front of him. He was labeling each section with careful, neat handwriting, and Macati couldn't help the rush of fondness that flooded through him. It had been ages since he'd had anyone up here, and longer still since he'd had a student as focused as Guylian.

 

Guylian's dark, wavy hair had come loose again, the fault of the pixie that had adopted him and kept stealing his hair ribbons. His was intent on the paper in front of him, worrying his bottom lip thoughtfully as he added the fire symbols to the circle.

 

It really was unfair, Macati thought wryly. He finally had a smart, capable, talented, and hard-working apprentice, and he was going to botch the entire thing by inappropriately lusting after said apprentice.

 

It was doubly hard to keep his hands to himself when Guylian was so obviously in need of at least a hug, and probably much more. He was skittish and shy and utterly lacking in confidence and if Macati ever found out who was responsible… well, he'd probably indulge in at least one act that would get his mage's license revoked.

 

It had been three weeks since Justain had disappeared back into his secluded forest. Three weeks, and Guylian was as reticent as ever. He barely spoke and the only thing that got him talking was magic. Even there he always deferred to Macati's opinions over his own. It was frustrating, but Macati hadn't figured out how to get him to… to see that Macati wasn't all-knowing and all-powerful.

 

"Come on, let's break for dinner before we forget again," Macati announced cheerfully as soon as he saw Guylian's pencil leave paper. He didn't want to ruin Guylian's work, and he knew from experience how easy it was to startle Guylian when he was truly concentrating on his work.

 

Guylian flushed adorably, setting down his pencil and rubbing at his eyes. He hadn't been sleeping enough, Macati knew, but he wasn't going to tell Guylian off for staying up to all hours of the morning reading whichever spellbook caught his fancy from cover to cover. He also wasn't going to let Guylian sleep it off—he'd set their working hours; Guylian got to read and sleep around that time.

 

"Can I see?" Macati asked, shifting his chair closer to Guylian's part of the long work table.

 

"It's not done," Guylian said reluctantly, which likely he meant he'd changed something in the design and he was afraid Macati would get upset.

 

"That's all right," Macati coaxed, smiling winsomely. "I'm curious to see what you made of Kylier's fifth air set."

 

"Oh." Guylian hesitated a moment more before sliding the paper towards Macati.

 

Macati let his attention be diverted, studying the paper so he wouldn't study the way Guylian's hair tumbled about his face. As he'd thought—Guylian had indeed made enhancements to Kylier's fifth air set, with minor changes to the corresponding plant and water sets to offset the changes.

 

"Excellent," Macati declared, earning a fresh blush as he handed the paper back to Guylian. "You corrected the energy transfer problem and enhanced the integration between air, water, and plant with the same solution and without losing any functionality. What made you think of that?"

 

"The baker's spell," Guylian said absently, studying his drawing critically. "It combined air and fire sort of like this."

 

"Much, much more simply," Macati said with a smile, marveling again at Guylian's ability to observe simple magic and take to a much higher, more complicated level. "Good work, apprentice-mine."

 

Guylian jerked his head up at the epithet, but he didn't protest it, just turned a faint red. Macati smothered a smile—Guylian did that every time he called him that, and he'd been dropping it into their conversations intermittently for the last few weeks.

 

"Do you fancy full-out effort for dinner or shall we make do with yesterday's leftovers?" Macati asked, standing up and stretching the kinks out of his shoulders. Perhaps he'd give up on working for the evening and take a long bath after dinner. That sounded pleasant.

 

"Um," Guylian said, looking up from where he was studying his diagram once more. "Whichever?"

 

Macati laughed, certain that translated into whichever took the least amount of time.

 

"How about I go make something and you stay here and work?" Macati suggested. "I think I need to walk away from this spell for a while before I try to work out the power fluctuations."

 

"Oh, but," Guylian protested, standing up quickly and nearly knocking over his chair. "I should help."

 

"You can prepare dinner tomorrow," Macati said, holding up a hand to forestall Guylian's further protest. "Finish the diagram and you can work on Kysera after dinner."

 

The pixie perked up from where it had been half-drowsing on Guylian's shoulder and tugged at the collar of Guylian's shirt. Guylian smiled faintly, reaching up and scooping Kysera into his hand.

 

The other pixies had disintegrated a week or so after Macati had created them, but something about Guylian's holding spell had kept Kysera whole. Macati had given the pixie to Guylian to do with what he would. Guylian had so far restored the frayed leg, though the skin color was a slightly different color, and given Kysera a set of tiny, perfect teeth.

 

"I'll come get you when dinner is ready," Macati said, pausing a moment to straighten up the books and papers he'd been working with. Heading downstairs, he smiled when he heard Guylian murmuring quietly to Kysera.

 

Making his way into the kitchen, Macati surveyed the room absently before deciding to cook the fresh chicken he'd gotten from one of the farmers for repairing the fence around his fields.

 

Add in roasted potatoes, a side of greens, and some of Werin's bread, and that would make a decent meal. He could also open one of the new white wines he and Guylian had earned by creating a chill room at the vineyard for some of the more sensitive wines.

 

He could probably start sending Guylian out to do some of the odd jobs on his own. Perhaps interacting with other people without Macati as a buffer would open him up more, or at least give him a bit more confidence about his spell-casting.

 

Macati ducked into the pantry, grabbing three large potatoes and debating over wine for a moment before picking out one of the smaller, more expensive bottles. Tonight seemed like a good night for a bit of indulgence. Maybe he'd even break into the chocolate cake Werin's wife had baked them.

 

Humming quietly under his breath, Macati poured himself a glass of wine and started preparing dinner.

 

Guylian was excellent at magic, and he soaked up everything Macati taught him like a sponge. Unfortunately, his skills in the kitchen were abysmal—no matter how simple the meal, Guylian usually managed to muck things up somehow.

 

Which must have driven Justain insane; he frequently had complained about cooking during their apprenticeship together, though at least he was less prone to burning things than Guylian was. Macati had resorted to trying to keep Guylian doing the meals on days they were eating leftovers, or he cooked with Guylian to make sure nothing went wrong.

 

Macati fired up the oven with a quick fire spell, wondering if Guylian would do better if cooking were more like spell-casting. Perhaps he could devise a way to get the two concepts together; then he wouldn't have to worry about his house burning down every time it was Guylian's turn to cook.

 

Macati fetched the fresh chicken from his cold box and arranged it in a shallow metal cooking pan. Picking a knife out of a drawer, he started cubing the potatoes and adding them to the pan around the chicken.

 

Another thing he needed to work out was how to get Guylian to stop thinking he was the end-all, be-all of magical knowledge and expertise. Flattering, yes, but not very productive. He needed to make a mistake, one that Guylian couldn't help but see was his fault.

 

Ducking back into the pantry, Macati snagged an onion and a few carrots before returning to the kitchen. A dangling spell might work. He'd have to plan that carefully and make sure the spell that followed it wouldn't react poorly. Though now that he thought of it, he did have a short book somewhere on practical jokes that could be performed with dangling spells. None of those would be harmful.

 

That would make good bath-time reading, Macati decided, slicing carrots quickly and adding them to the pan. The onion followed, and Macati added a bit of spice before popping the pan into the oven.

 

Scooping up his glass of wine, Macati leaned against the counter and took a sip, smiling at the light, crisp flavor. The vineyard job was high on the list of his favorite jobs right now.

 

Savoring the wine and the quiet kitchen, Macati reluctantly turned his thoughts to the biggest problem he had with Guylian's apprenticeship. It really was unfair—his first three apprentices hadn't inspired the same feelings in him that Guylian did.

 

Josli, the would-be scribe, had been lazy and spent so little time working on magic that Macati had mostly just been frustrated and annoyed with him. It had been something of a relief when Josli had run off to the city for an apprenticeship with a scribe in spite of his parents' wishes for him to become a mage.

 

Haelis had been a good apprentice—a bit pushy, but she'd liked magic when she wasn't desperately homesick. Macati had taken pity on her three months into the apprenticeship and sent her home to apprentice with a mage who had formerly worked at the palace and had moved to her hometown for peace and quiet.

 

Tlory had seemed like he was going to be a repeat of Haelis, without the homesickness, since he lived in town. Except after a few weeks it had become obvious that Tlory's interest hadn't been with magic, but in what magic could do for him.

 

Guylian wasn't like any of them. He was painfully shy, extremely interested in magic—especially the most impractical magic, like the pixie construct. He wasn't Macati's prettiest apprentice either—Haelis had had half the town pining after her.

 

Guylian wasn't ugly though—he had beautiful dark hair and bright, intelligent blue-gray eyes, and Macati didn't care that his nose was slightly crooked or that his jaw as a little too wide for his face. None of that kept him from getting the urge to pull Guylian close, to sink his fingers into the tangled waves of Guylian's hair and kiss him senseless—and worse.

 

Only that it was completely wrong kept Macati behaving, and he didn't know how long that would prove an impediment. He was Guylian's teacher—he couldn't take advantage of Guylian like that, but it was damnably hard to keep that in his head.

 

Neither could he say that making any move on Guylian wouldn't completely destroy the bit of trust he'd cultivated with Guylian in the weeks since Justain had shown up on his doorstep.

 

He would just have to ignore it and not give in to anything more than casual, normal touches. Sighing, Macati set down his glass of wine and headed back to the pantry to fetch the bread and loose greens to go with dinner.

 

He couldn't stifle his curiosity about Guylian, though. Even if he was resolved to keep his hands off until after Guylian earned his mage's license, he wanted to know more. Why was Guylian so skittish and shy? From the way Guylian had spoken of his aunt, Macati couldn't believe it had anything to do with her.

 

From what Macati knew, however, she'd died nearly a decade ago.

 

Which left Guylian where for the last ten years? And how in the world had Justain managed to pick him up?

 

Setting the bread and greens on the table, Macati moved to the counter, collecting a cutting board and knife for the bread.

 

He could write Justain—Justain was considerably less annoyed about receiving correspondence than he was by dealing with people in person. He might have all the answers, and Macati sighed, wishing he'd pressed Justain for answers when he'd dropped off Guylian.

 

At least if he phrased the questions as things he needed to know to handle Guylian, Justain would answer. If only to try and head off any attempts on Macati's end to send Guylian back to apprentice with him.

 

Not that Macati had any intentions of letting go of Guylian, not until he had to. Which would be depressingly soon, if Guylian kept up his rate of learning.

 

Traditional apprenticeships took two or three years, depending on how smart the apprentice was and how quickly they learned. Guylian might complete his studies within a year, taking only that long to get the practical experience he'd need before Macati unleashed him into the world.

 

Where Guylian would go after his apprenticeship was another good question. He wondered if Guylian had thought about that yet, but that wasn't a subject to bring up until Guylian was either more comfortable here or was closer to the end of his apprenticeship.

 

Taking another swallow of his wine, Macati pushed thoughts of Guylian away and set the table. He'd take the night off from worrying and work out as much as he could tomorrow. Sitting down at the table, he pulled his wine glass closer and instead focused on the spell whose energy fluctuations were currently baffling him.

 

*\^/*

 

Guylian had finished his diagram and was trying to determine what to try out on Kysera later when Macati reappeared. Kysera wasn't being helpful; the pixie had been enthusiastic about getting teeth and having his leg fixed, but nearly every suggestion Guylian had come up with today had been shot down with an affronted or disgusted look.

 

So far he'd suggested hair, new clothing that wasn't his hair ribbons, and changing Kysera's eye color. And when he'd asked about giving Kysera new clothes, slightly exasperated—he was sick of losing his hair ribbons—Kysera had just looked at him smugly before flitting over to curl up on his shoulder.

 

"Dinner's ready," Macati said quietly from behind him, and Guylian jumped. Despite knowing Macati was coming back, he never paid enough attention and always missed it when Macati climbed the stairs. "Did you finish the diagram?"

 

"Yes," Guylian said, steadying Kysera before the pixie could tumble off his shoulder or dig into his shirt. He had a number of stretched out shirt collars from when he'd startled abruptly and nearly dislodged Kysera.

 

"May I see?" Macati asked, giving him a teasing smile as he climbed the rest of the way into the work room.

 

Guylian nodded, shrugging a little. Why Macati thought he needed to ask was beyond him, but Macati always asked. Macati crossed the room to the work table and gingerly picked up the diagram of spell circles Guylian had spent the day constructing.

 

"Excellent," Macati praised, giving him another smile and setting him to blushing. It wasn't that impressive; Guylian had practically copied it from the book, with a few minor changes to make it work better.

 

"Actually," Macati said thoughtfully, still studying the diagram. Guylian valiantly resisted the urge to fidget—of course he'd done something wrong. He really should just leave established spells alone, since they worked; they didn't need modifications to make them better. "This would be an excellent start to your first grimoire."

 

"My first grimoire?" Guylian repeated faintly. Macati wanted him to write a grimoire?

 

"Yes," Macati confirmed, flashing him a smile. "I can show you mine, if you like. It's much more rudimentary than this, but the first few are practice really. If any of yours turn out well, you can send them off to the Guild for the Supervision and Dissemination of Magic and Spells and they might publish your work."

 

Guylian stared, wide-eyed. His spell work, published? Perhaps Macati was thinking of the far, far-away future. Macati laughed, interpreting the look on his face correctly.

 

"I'll show you some of the crap they publish as well. One of my grimoires is public, and a number of Justain's are as well," Macati said, peering around the room thoughtfully. "They're in here somewhere. I'll find them for you tomorrow."

 

Guylian nodded, a little confused. Macati set the diagram down, gesturing vaguely towards the stairs as he turned around.

 

"Come on, dinner," he directed, and Guylian obligingly headed downstairs. The kitchen smelled wonderful, and Guylian felt a little guilty as he sat down at the small kitchen table. He should be able to cook like this for Macati, since Macati cooked like this for the two of them.

 

"Oh, you haven't even tasted it yet," Macati chided cheerfully, clapping him on the shoulder as he pushed Guylian into the kitchen.

 

"It smells good," Guylian said, unsurprised to find the table set nicely, food laid out and wine already poured.

 

"Then why the sad look?" Macati asked, his hand sliding away as he moved to take his usual seat. "Try the wine, it's delicious."

 

"I can't cook like this," Guylian admitted quietly, sitting down and making sure Kysera wasn't going to fall. Macati laughed quietly, not mockingly, and served himself some of the chicken set in the center of the table.

 

"You'll learn," Macati said confidently, despite that Guylian had nearly burnt the house down a handful of times and had made astounding messes most of the time. "And if not, then I'll handle the cooking and you can handle the cleanup. It's not really a big deal."

 

"All right," Guylian said quietly, resolving to work harder at cooking. It shouldn't be that difficult—thousands of other people did it without mishap every day.

 

"Have you decided what you're going to do with Kysera tonight?" Macati asked as Guylian helped himself to the chicken and roasted vegetables.

 

"No," Guylian said, smiling a little. "He doesn't like any of my ideas."

 

"And what were your ideas?" Macati asked curiously, cutting into his chicken and taking a small bite.

 

"Oh, um." Guylian shrugged, dropping his gaze to his plate. "I wanted to try the hair." Which was presumptuous since Macati hadn't figure out hair for the original spell.

 

"You'll have to let me know how you planned to do that," Macati said without any trace of annoyance or anger.

 

Guylian nodded and then made himself keep going because Macati would press. Macati was excellent at being pushy without being rude and Guylian couldn't figure out how he did it. "Then I suggested clothes."

 

Macati laughed delightedly. "Missing your hair ties?"

 

Guylian nodded, eating one of the carrots on his plate. It was delicious, spiced with things he'd never be able to name or use.

 

"And then I offered to change the color of his eyes," Guylian finished the list, reaching for his wine glass. "He said no to all of them."

 

"You could try giving him a voice," Macati suggested. "I don't know that he'd be able to speak, but then he could at least make noise."

 

That… was a good idea, actually. Guylian set down his wine glass untouched, reaching up and scooping the sleeping pixie off his shoulder. Kysera blinked at him wearily, yawning as Guylian set him down on the table.

 

"Would you like a voice?" Guylian asked, feeling a little silly. Kysera was a construct, and it was one thing to talk to him when he was alone, but another altogether to do it with an audience.

 

Kysera perked up, nodding a few times. He tugged at Guylian's index finger before turning to stare curiously at the cooked chicken. Kysera didn't eat—either he sustained himself with sunlight like Macati had first theorized or the hold spell kept him from needing sustenance.

 

"Can you do that spell?" Macati asked curiously. Not doubtfully—he never asked that question doubtfully—which was nice, if a little unnerving.

 

"I think so," Guylian muttered. It wouldn't be too difficult—a spell with a plant and ash base, include songbird references in the Civomic… he'd have to write it out to be sure, but he could give Kysera a voice without too much trouble.

 

"Well, if you need my help, don't hesitate to ask," Macati offered, smiling encouragingly. "And save whatever spell you use, I'd like to see if it could be incorporated into the original spell."

 

Guylian nodded, flushing a little. If Macati was going to be looking at the spell… he'd have to be more careful with it.

 

"Thank you," Guylian said belatedly, distracted as Kysera began to unstealthily make his way towards the chicken, still obviously fascinated. Guylian reached out and scooped him up before he could get too close; he wasn't sure how hot the pan was or how fireproof Kysera was.

 

Kysera pouted at him, eyeing the chicken unsubtly as Macati snickered.

 

"It's hot," Guylian said, lifting Kysera to his shoulder again. Kysera shook his head at Guylian sadly, but clambered over, settling in familiarly.

 

"Tomorrow I think we'll go into town again," Macati said, sipping at his wine. Guylian nodded, fighting the urge to fidget. He liked apprenticing with Macati, even if he was still too pretty for Guylian's peace of mind. The trips to town were his least favorite part, however. Everyone wanted to talk to him or talk to Macati, and he'd much rather spend his apprenticeship squirreled away in Macati's work room.

 

"We can get you the material you need to begin a grimoire and check for new jobs," Macati continued thoughtfully. Guylian nodded, working on eating his dinner as Macati talked. "I think you're ready to start handling some of the smaller jobs on your own."

 

Guylian choked on a swallow of wine—which was excellent, light and sweet with a crisp edge—coughing and making his eyes water. Macati laughed quietly, looking far too amused by Guylian's reaction. Guylian set down his wine glass before he spilled it. Macati wanted to have him interact with people without him playing buffer?

 

"You're far enough in your studies that you can handle a few small spells on your own," Macati said, still smiling. "But that's not to say—if I give you anything you don't think you can handle, let me know and I'll help."

 

Guylian nodded, suddenly not very hungry anymore. But… this was a good thing, right? A step towards earning his mage license, even if he'd only been officially apprenticed to Macati for less than a month. Justain hadn't even let him cast spells under supervision after two months of studying with him.

 

"What do we need for a grimoire?" Guylian asked, trying to distract himself before he thought too hard about dealing with the townsfolk on his own.

 

"A blank book and some nice ink," Macati said, cutting himself a chunk of bread. "My teacher bought me a nice set when I started my first grimoire. We'll stop at the book shop and I'll let you pick something out."

 

Guylian nearly protested, but Macati raised his eyebrows challengingly, obviously expecting it, so Guylian just nodded. He'd just pick out the cheapest book and ink set he could get away with tomorrow. Pushing his hair out of his face, Guylian focused on his food. Maybe there wouldn't be any jobs Macati thought he could handle when they went into town.

 

Somehow he doubted that, though. His luck was never that good.

 

*\^/*

 

Macati woke before Guylian, as usual. Puttering around the kitchen slowly, he made a pot of tea and contemplated leaving Guylian to sleep for a while longer. He would probably need all the sleep he could get, since Macati was dragging him into town today.

 

He'd let Guylian sleep until he finished his breakfast, and then he'd get the unfinished spell set up for later. It probably wasn't fair to set Guylian up after the unpleasant day he'd have in town, but Macati would just as soon have done with it. Perhaps it would sink in better if Guylian was already off-balance from a day in town.

 

Brewing a fresh pot of tea didn't take long, and Macati made a quick breakfast of fruit and more of Werin's delicious bread before heading upstairs to wake Guylian.

 

Guylian's bed was set up in a corner of the work room, tucked in next to the tiny set of drawers that Macati had conjured for him. There was, predictably, a stack of books next to Guylian's bed, the top one set at a cockeyed angle to the rest.

 

Kysera was sleeping next to Guylian's head, curled up in a tiny ball with his wings fluttering gently behind him. Macati nudged him awake first, jostling the pixie with the tip of his finger. Kysera startled away from the touch, rolling across Guylian's pillow and yelping quietly as he tumbled off the bed.

 

Macati snickered quietly, making Kysera scowl adorably at him. Kysera picked himself up slowly, shaking out his wings before flying to an out-of-the-way spot on Guylian's headboard.

 

Guylian was still asleep, curled on his side facing the room. One of his hands was shoved beneath his pillow, the other curled against the sheet, barely peeking out from under the blanket that covered him.

 

Macati hesitated, his fingers twitching to push Guylian's hair out of his face, but in the end he managed to just reach out and shake Guylian awake. Guylian stirred, his eyes blinking open blearily.

 

"Time to get up," Macati said, amused when Guylian nodded sleepily. "Breakfast is downstairs, go eat."

 

Guylian nodded again, pushing back his blankets and standing up slowly. He yawned and waited for Kysera to land on his shoulder before heading downstairs to the kitchen.

 

Macati waited until he could no longer hear Guylian's steps on the stairs before rattling off the first third of the spell he'd chosen last night for his demonstration. That done, he began scouting for his grimoires.

 

One—the published one—was actually in the stack of books next to Guylian's bed. The rest were still shelved, and Macati picked out the first two he'd written, setting them on the work table.

 

Cracking open the first one, he winced at the handwriting but flipped through the pages curiously. It had been long enough since he'd written this—five years or so—that he didn't remember many of the spells he'd included in it. Many of them could be easily improved, he noted with amusement. Guylian's first grimoire would be ten times better than his.

 

He spent long enough reading through his first, atrocious spells that Guylian came back upstairs, looking only barely more awake. Macati smiled sheepishly, shutting the book and putting it down on the table.

 

"Get dressed quickly," Macati directed, heading towards the top of the stairs. "We should get going."

 

"Okay," Guylian accepted quietly. At the very least, taking Guylian into town this early would keep him too sleepy to be worried about casting on his own.

 

"Meet me downstairs," Macati said, waiting until Guylian nodded before heading down the stairs. He collected his coin purse and a light jacket, and slipped a few pieces of chalk into one of his pockets.

 

Macati waited patiently in the hallway, but it wasn't long before Guylian made his way down the stairs slowly. Kysera was nowhere in sight, and Macati wondered as usual how Guylian managed to get the pixie to stay when he was as attached to Guylian as he was.

 

"Ready?" Macati asked. Guylian nodded, gathering his hair back and securing it with a dark blue ribbon. A bit of a shame, and Macati would be willing to take Kysera into town if it meant Guylian's hair wasn't pulled back.

 

The trip into town was mostly quietly. Guylian was never much for conversation and he was even worse during the hour after he woke up. The streets were mostly deserted too, but Macati waved cheerfully every time he recognized someone.

 

He steered Guylian into Werin's shop first, since almost everyone left messages with the baker or his wife if they were looking to secure mage work. Werin was bustling about the shop, checking underneath each shelf for some reason. His wife, a short, sweet woman, was sweeping up the mess of flour that covered the floor.

 

"Good morning, Macati!" Werin greeted loudly. "And the apprentice!"

 

"His name is Guylian," Macati reminded Werin fruitlessly. For whatever reason, Werin was set on calling Guylian "the apprentice," though occasionally he switched it up with "Macati's apprentice." Guylian didn't say anything, just flushed and ducked his head to stare at the floor.

 

"What brings you to my humble shop this morning?" Werin asked, ignoring Macati's words.

 

"Carill's fruit pasties, of course," Macati said, giving Werin's wife a bright smile. "And to see if anyone had any work for us."

 

"What kind did you want, Macati?" Carill asked, smiling sweetly at him as she handed the broom off to Werin. Werin picked up where she'd left off, sweeping rather more vigorously than she had and sending up a cloud of flour.

 

"Apple or raspberry," Macati replied promptly. He wasn't that fond of raspberry, but Guylian was. Carill nodded, scooping up an empty paper sack and gingerly picking her way through the spilled flour to the display case with the pasties.

 

"Nella wants something done at her house," Carill said thoughtfully, filling the sack slowly. "I think to do with her garden and the abysmal state it's in."

 

That was useful, since they needed to go to Nella's shop for the supplies for Guylian's grimoire.

 

"Fenral wants a magic cold box for his shop, like the one you did up at the vineyard," Carill continued. "One of those would be nice here, when you have the time."

 

"Yes, ma'am," Macati agreed. Carill rolled her eyes, picking her way through the cloud of flour dust towards them. She handed the sack to Guylian, patting his cheek gently and smiling sweetly at him.

 

"You're going to have a lot of requests for those, I think," she said to Macati as Guylian flushed. "Keira wants one, but she's hesitant about hiring you since Tlory's there most of the time."

 

"Ulgh," Macati muttered, making a face. "I'll talk to her and work something out. It's not right to ignore her because she hired him."

 

"That's a good boy," Carill praised, making Macati flush a little. "That's all I heard. Werin dear, anything else?"

 

"No, wife, your memory is as impeccable as ever," Werin proclaimed, pausing in his vigorous sweeping to beam at her adoringly.

 

"How's your sister doing?" Macati asked curiously, ignoring the way Guylian fidgeted uncomfortably. He could set Guylian to doing the cold box spells—Guylian had seen him do the spell at the vineyard, so he could probably do it on his own. Macati would do the spell at the tavern though. He wouldn't subject Guylian to Tlory.

 

"She's on bed rest until the babe's born," Carill said sympathetically, shaking her head. "Poor thing's going to go crazy."

 

"Doesn't she have two months to go?" Macati asked, horrified. He wouldn't be able to stand that. Thankfully, he'd never get pregnant, but two months of bed rest…

 

"Two and a half, but it's likely going to be an early birth with the trouble she's had," Carill said, frowning unhappily. "The midwife thinks that if she can make it at least another six weeks the baby will be all right."

 

Macati nodded, wishing in vain that he could perform healing magic. But that required a different living language than Civomic, one that was vastly more complex and harder to learn.

 

"If there's anything I can do, don't hesitate to ask," Macati said, even as he drew a blank. Perhaps he and Guylian could create a puzzle box or other trinkets to amuse Carill's sister while she stayed in bed.

 

"Thank you, Macati," Carill said, smiling. "I'll let you know."

 

"Good," Macati said, letting Carill kiss his cheek. "We should be going—and you should probably take that broom away from your husband before he hurts himself."

 

Carill laughed, squeezing his hand briefly. "All right, but if you're still in town at lunchtime, drop by and we'll feed you."

 

"Yes, ma'am," Macati said, amused when Carill turned to Guylian and kissed him on the cheek as well.

 

"And I want to hear more about you, young man," she admonished, making Guylian's cheeks color. He nodded but didn't say anything, so Macati took pity on him and led the way from the shop before Carill could talk them into a second breakfast for a chance to learn more about Guylian.

 

"Let's go see Keira next," Macati decided. Hopefully Tlory would be asleep still and they wouldn't have to deal with him at all. Guylian just nodded, either still half-asleep or still discomfited by Carill.

 

Macati led the way down the street to the tavern. There was smoke coming from the chimneys, so someone was awake. Climbing the two wide steps, Macati opened the door and stepped into the empty tavern.

 

The place was a mess—unusual, because as far as he knew, Keira had her staff do the cleaning at night, after the last drunk had been tossed out. Except, on closer inspection, half the tabletops were clean and a bucket of water sat on a dirty table midway through the room.

 

Then the door to the kitchen opened and Tlory entered. He stopped when he saw them, scowling fiercely.

 

"What do you want?" Tlory asked flatly. His glare slid over to where Guylian stood, and Macati barely resisted the urge to step between them.

 

"I'm looking for Keira," Macati said as neutrally as he could manage. Tlory looked like he was going to argue, but in the end he just clamped his mouth shut, turned sharply on his heel, and walked back into the kitchen.

 

Macati relaxed a smidgen, not daring to look at Guylian. He didn't want to see how much his tension with Tlory was affecting Guylian.

 

A moment later, Tlory reappeared, Keira trailing behind him. Her gray-streaked hair was tied back in a messy plait that fell nearly to her waist and she was wearing a wet apron over her clothing.

 

"Hello, Macati," she greeted dryly, shooing Tlory towards the unfinished tables. "What can I do for you?"

 

"Carill told me you were interested in a cold box," Macati said, doing his best to ignore Tlory the way Tlory was ignoring him. It was unusual behavior, and Macati wondered if it was Keira's presence that was causing it.

 

"Come out back and we'll discuss it," Keira said brusquely, collecting a tray of used mugs from the end of the bar. "My best dishwasher's down with that nasty flu going around town."

 

"I can come back later," Macati offered, but Keira shook her head, beckoning him forward.

 

"I can work and talk," Keira said, disappearing into the kitchen. Macati smiled, because that was typical Keira. Macati skirted through the tables to the kitchen, unsurprised at the noise and bustle that filled the little room. Keira and a pale, skinny girl were both washing dishes and lining them up to dry on the long table set in the center of the room.

 

Scooping up a spare dish towel, Macati set to drying dishes, frowning when he realized Guylian hadn't followed him into the kitchen.

 

"My head cook has that damn flu too," Keira grumbled, frowning as she scrubbed at something obscured by soap bubbles. Macati nearly stuck his head back out into the main room, but to walk away would be rude… even if he hated the idea of leaving Guylian alone with Tlory. Nothing good would come of that.

 

"That the same thing Lamir had?" Macati asked, hoping that Guylian could hold his own against whatever Tlory tried.

 

"Yes," Keira said, snorting when she looked over to find him drying dishes. "Thanks. I don't need anything fancy. Just something for food storage and maybe room for some of the better wines to chill."

 

"Did you want it back here or outside?" Macati asked, glancing around the cramped kitchen.

 

"Actually, both places if you can. A smaller one in here would be useful, maybe replace one of the cabinets," Keira said thoughtfully, glancing around the room. "I'll ask Renni where it would be most useful in here when she's on her feet again. The outside box would need a lock and be sturdy enough to keep out foragers."

 

"I can do that," Macati agreed. "Does 20 silver and a pot of your venison stew sound fair?"

 

Keira laughed, smiling at him over her shoulder. "You'll get the first pot next time I get my hands on the meat."

 

"Excellent," Macati said, smiling in return. "How about I come back in a week or so to do the spells? Then you'll get a chance to ask your cook where to put it."

 

"Sounds good," Keira said, her hands flying as she washed the mugs hidden in her dishwater. "Thanks, Macati."

 

"No problem," Macati said, setting down his dish towel and the last mug he'd dried. "See you next week."

 

Keira waved at him with a soapy hand, but Macati barely saw it as he let himself back into the main tavern room.

 

Guylian's head jerked up as he entered the room, but he barely met Macati's eyes before his gaze fell to the floor again. Tlory shot him a disdainful look, stepping away from Guylian and the bar, heading back to his dirty tables without a word.

 

"Time to go," Macati said lightly, walking over to where Guylian stood. Guylian stepped away from the bar, falling into step with him as they left the tavern.

 

"Are you all right?" Macati asked cautiously as they left the tavern. "Tlory didn't—he wasn't rude to you, was he?"

 

"No," Guylian said, a brief frown flickering across his face. "I should have gone with you, I'm sorry."

 

"It's all right," Macati said, hesitating. He wanted to know what Tlory had said, but did he want to force Guylian to tell him? "What did Tlory have to say for himself?"

 

"Not much," Guylian said, glancing back towards the tavern with an unhappy look on his face. He sighed, and Macati resolved to not let Guylian near Tlory again. "He wanted to know if I liked apprenticing with you."

 

"Ah," Macati said. So Tlory was trying to get rid of his fourth apprentice?

 

"And he said there were better mages in the city and that you would just string me along a few months before turning me out on some trumped up accusation," Guylian blurted out in a rush, half mumbling as he stared at the ground.

 

Macati whistled, a little surprised that Guylian would admit all that to him. Perhaps Guylian trusted him more than he let on?

 

"I won't," Macati said after a moment, steering Guylian down the path to the book shop. "Though if you want to go study in the city, I can give you a recommendation—"

 

"No!" Guylian said sharply, coming to an abrupt stop. Macati stopped too, startled. He'd never heard Guylian yell before.

 

"I mean, no," Guylian said more quietly, his cheeks turning pink. "You're a good teacher."

 

"You're a good student," Macati said, offering Guylian a small smile. "I'm sorry you had to put up with Tlory."

 

That just seemed to make Guylian more miserable. Macati sighed, reaching out and setting a hand on Guylian's shoulder. Guylian's shoulders sagged under the touch and Macati only barely resisted the urge to do something stupid like pull Guylian into his arms and comfort him.

 

He really, really needed to write Justain and figure out what he could about Guylian before he did something stupid.

 

"Come on," Macati said after a moment, trying and failing to come up with something to make Guylian feel better. "A few more stops and we'll head home."

 

Guylian nodded, not looking very happy about that either. Macati sighed, wondering if he'd ever manage to get anything besides magic right when it came to Guylian.



Chapter four
 

 

 

Guylian followed Macati into a quiet shop, feeling thoroughly guilty. He shouldn't have listened to Tlory—he knew better. Tlory reminded him so much of Kara Lee that it was scary, but he'd learned that he couldn't believe the things she'd said either.

 

He also shouldn't have told Macati. Macati was quieter, more restrained in his greetings to the townsfolk they passed. So he'd offended Macati or upset him and that wasn't right. Macati was a good teacher, thoughtful and smart and patient of all of Guylian's awful quirks.

 

It was worse because Guylian didn't know how to fix it. He wasn't good at saying the right thing or cheering people up. He'd never really had to before; his aunt had seemed perpetually cheerful and no one since she'd died had ever needed him to cheer them up.

 

"Good morning, Nella," Macati greeted, approaching the counter of the shop where a young woman lounged. She was probably in her late twenties, with stark black hair pulled back from a high forehead, sharp green eyes, and faint smile lines around her mouth.

 

"Good morning, Macati," she replied, smiling easily. She nodded to Guylian. "Macati's latest apprentice."

 

"Guylian," Macati supplied, glancing back at him with a soft smile. "Actually, he's half the reason I'm here."

 

Guylian straightened, confused until he realized they were in the book shop. Half of it seemed devoted to books, the other half to inks, pens, and various types of paper.

 

"First grimoire?" Nella guessed, leisurely making her way around the counter. "Did Haelis get that far?"

 

"No, I held off with her," Macati said distractedly. Guylian bit his lip, wondering who Haelis was—though that really was obvious. One of the other former apprentices.

 

"So your first student's grimoire, Macati?" Nella asked, grinning suddenly. "Best make it special, right?"

 

"And by special, you mean expensive," Macati said dryly, shaking his head.

 

"Expensive is special," Nella said primly. "Here, leave that on the counter." She took the bag from the bakery from Guylian and set it on the counter before turning to lead the way across the shop. She stopped in front of a tall bookcase filled with thick, finely bound tomes. "This is the selection I have right now, but if nothing catches your eye I can special order from my suppliers in the city."

 

"For an additional charge," Macati said, teasingly. "I'd choose something waterproof if I were you."

 

Guylian blinked, flushing a little as Nella's attention switched from Macati to him.

 

"This one—" Nella snagged a book with a smooth, dark blue cover and shiny gold accents, "– is waterproof, fire-resistant—"

 

"Spelled," Macati said, shaking his head. "You don't want a spelled grimoire. It's possible any spells placed on it will interact poorly with your spells."

 

"Okay," Guylian accepted, edging closer curiously despite himself. Nella sighed, putting the book back and picking out another, this one with a black cover and silver accents.

 

"This one isn't spelled," Nella said, thrusting the book into his hands. "Feel the smoothness? The cover's been specially treated to be water repellant. The paper's a fine grade, quick to absorb ink with a minimum of streaks."

 

Guylian nodded, cracking open the cover carefully. The very first page had an ornate border drawn around the outside and a small box in the center of the page with the words, "This book belongs to" followed by two blank lines. The rest of the pages were completely blank.

 

"Any other colors?" Macati asked, and then paused. "Any cheaper with the same water resistance?"

 

Nell laughed and pulled out a few other books—one light blue with gray trim, a maroon book with gold clasps, and a forest green book with silver stitching.

 

Guylian listened intently as Nella described the various highlights of each book, nodding as Macati interjected questions. The black book was obviously the most expensive—the cover and trim were much nicer than those on the rest of the books.

 

"So, apprentice-mine," Macati began, startling him into nearly dropping the books Nella hand stacked in his arms. "What would you like?"

 

"Um," Guylian managed, juggling his hold on the books. Glancing down at the load in his arms, he bit his lip. He should pick one of the less expensive books. "Can I—I like the black one."

 

"Good choice," Macati said, giving him a cheerful smile. Guylian relaxed a bit, because Macati smiling like that was right and he hadn't made a fuss over Guylian's choice.

 

"No, excellent choice," Nella said, grinning at him as she put back the rejected books. "You'll need ink, as well? Standard color set?"

 

"Yes," Macati said, looking amused. "Since it's good, absorptive paper, we don't need the quick-dry ink, right?"

 

"Ah, but I recommend it," Nella said happily, ushering them over to a desk that held all manner of inks, each in a pretty glass bottle. "You never know when quick-dry ink will come in handy."

 

"Of course," Macati said, winking at Guylian behind Nella's back. "All right. One of each color and three of the black. Throw in a set of those nice calligraphy pens, as well."

 

"Oh, good idea," Nella said, deftly collecting a selection of inks. She knelt briefly to pull out a small wooden box, divided into nine sections by tiny slats of wood. She tucked three bottles of black and one each of the red, blue, green, orange, yellow, and a pretty dark purple into the box.

 

Nella shoved the box into Macati's hands and ducked around them to select a small black case.

 

"How's this set?" Nella asked, cracking it open to display a set of four calligraphy pens.

 

"Perfect," Macati decided after a moment's inspection. "That's everything we need too."

 

"You're no fun," Nella companied, but obligingly led the way back to the counter.

 

"So how much is this going to cost me?" Macati asked with a theatric grimace as Guylian carefully set the blank book on the counter.

 

"My mother's coming to visit," Nella said bluntly. "Fix my garden."

 

"Done," Macati said promptly, snickering. "When is she coming?"

 

"Two weeks," Nella said, making a face as she carefully wrapped Guylian's book—his first grimoire, and that was a pleasant thought. He was going to write a grimoire.

 

"She's staying for a whole month, which is terrible," Nella continued, tying off the paper wrapping she'd given the book. "You know how she is. I'll have to all but close down to pander to her."

 

"You could always set Gerin to try his hand at courting her again," Macati suggested teasingly, and Guylian unsuccessfully smothered a smile at the look on Nella's face.

 

"I don't think so," Nella said, fetching a sack from somewhere behind the counter. She carefully stacked the book, inks, and pens inside. "I don't want Gerin for a stepfather."

 

Macati laughed, picking up the sack of pasties from the bakery and gesturing for Guylian to take the stationary supplies.

 

"We'll get your garden done before your mother comes," Macati promised. "Thank you, Nella."

 

"You're welcome. See you around," Nella said cheerfully. "Don't be a stranger, Guylian."

 

Guylian flushed, nodding awkwardly before following Macati out of the shop. Macati paused thoughtfully, looking up and down the street before heading back the way they'd come.

 

"Nella moved here five years back to set up her own shop against her mother's wishes. Her mother's a traditional sort—she wants grandchildren and thinks Nella should find a husband to take care of instead of a business," Macati said as they walked. "So when her mother comes to visit, Nella tries to make sure there's as little as possible for her mother to find fault with."

 

"Including the garden?" Guylian puzzled out, shifting the bag in his arms and making the ink bottles jostle inside their box. He wasn't sure why Macati always told him about the villagers they met, but he'd gotten used to it.

 

"Yes, though that was more accidental than part of the design," Macati said, grinning sheepishly. "I wanted to try some new healing spells and Nella let me use her garden," Macati paused, gesturing Guylian down a side street. "Her mother made a surprise visit a few days later and was impressed, so Nella tries to keep the garden in good shape when she knows another visit is coming."

 

"Healing spell?" Guylian asked, smiling awkwardly as a pair of middle-aged women waved and called greetings from the doorway of a tiny shop.

 

"Yes," Macati said, flashing him an amused look as he returned the greeting. "I was planning to show you this afternoon, actually. It's a good example of an open and on-going spell."

 

"Is it—plant only?" Guylian asked. Macati gave him an inquisitive look, pausing in front of another small shop. "You can't do healing spells on animals, not in Civomic," Guylian explained further, only half-remembering the details as to why. He'd read a stuffy, long-winded explanation at some point in the last few years.

 

"You're exactly right," Macati said. "Plants are different, partly because they can be a spell component. The healing spells for plants never…directly heal the plant. It's just a base, usually with water, that changes as part of the spell."

 

"That's… really smart," Guylian said, wondering how the spell's creator had thought that up. "Can you do that with other things? Does it modify the plant or just enhance it?"

 

Macati laughed, holding up a hand. "You can see for yourself when we get back home. Let's see Fenral about his cold box and we'll head back."

 

Guylian nodded, flushing a little. Macati smiled again, and at least he'd cheered up since buying the book from Nella. Guylian just had to make sure he didn't screw that up again.

 

*\^/*

 

"Go ahead and take that upstairs," Macati said, gesturing around the potted plant he'd picked up outside. "I'll be right up."

 

Guylian nodded, securing his grip on the bag of stationary supplies. He walked up the stairs slowly, trying to focus on the upcoming healing spell instead of the job Macati had assigned him. He was going to be creating Fenral's cold box and collecting the payment—an assortment of spices and a few other supplies for the kitchen.

 

The spell would be easy enough, unless Guylian's nerves got the better of him. Fenral seemed nice, a quiet man with an unassuming demeanor, but something about him made Guylian uneasy in a way that none of the other villagers did.

 

Reaching the top of the stairs, Guylian smiled faintly when Kysera zipped towards him, dropping from one of the ceiling windows to land on his shoulder.

 

Healing spell, Guylian reminded himself firmly as he steadied the pixie. He didn't need to think about Fenral or casting on his own. Setting down the bag he carried, Guylian carefully unpacked the book, ink and pens Macati had bartered for.

 

He'd have to do the bulk of the healing in Nella's garden to make up for this purchase. Doing the cold box spell for Fenral without complaint would help towards paying Macati back for it as well. 

 

Tracing his fingers over the smooth cover of his book, Guylian sighed. He needed to be a better apprentice. Macati was a good teacher—much better than Justain had been. If he wasn't careful, he'd end up the way Tlory had said, out on the streets with another black mark to his name for being drummed out of a second apprenticeship.

 

Not that he thought Macati would do that maliciously, like Tlory had implied, but eventually he'd get fed up with Guylian's inability to do anything without stumbling and stuttering his way through it.

 

So he wouldn't hesitate about doing spells on his own and he'd do his best to not…worry about Macati getting upset about changes he made to spells, circles, and the other things he worked with.

 

"If this spell-casting goes well, we'll head over to Nella's tomorrow to work on her garden." Macati's voice preceded him up the stairs. Guylian flushed, startled as his hair suddenly came loose. He caught a glimpse of blue out of the corner of his eye as Kysera headed up to the window box to squirrel away his prize.

 

Macati laughed, crossing the work room with the potted plant cradled in the crook of his arm. He set it down on the table, clearing a bit of space around it.

 

"Sit down, I'll find the spell," Macati said, waving absently at the chair Guylian usually sat in when they worked. Guylian did, studying the plant instead of watching Macati.

 

It wasn't any plant he recognized, but that wasn't really surprising. He wasn't really the outdoor type. The plant wasn't doing well—which was why Macati had chosen it for the healing spell. The leaves were varying shades of pale green, yellow, and brown, all drooping sadly. There were a few dead leaves resting on the soil in the pot, and the entire plant listed unhealthily to the left.

 

"Ah-hah," Macati said triumphantly, looking up from the book he held to grin at Guylian. "You can probably figure out ways to improve this spell pretty easily, but wait until we're using it tomorrow, okay? I'd like to check over any changes first, since it's… a different sort of spell."

 

"Okay," Guylian said, more curious because of that decree. Macati never told him to not modify a spell—what made this one so different?

 

"Here, read through that," Macati said. "Speak it out loud whenever you're ready."

 

Guylian nodded, already distracted by the spell. It was complicated… but it was also very good. The Civomic was clean and elegant and the theory was fascinating—to restore the plant base of the spell with the aid of a second base, water.

 

Smiling a little at the book—this was someone's grimoire, Guylian realized—he spoke the spell slowly, finishing to the sound of a rather loud, metallic rattle.

 

Guylian stared wide-eyed at the pretty silver bracelet that was twining around his wrist. His eyes followed the delicate silver chain that trailed from the bracelet across the many books and vials of spell ingredients that were spread out on the tabletop to hook to the matching bracelet around Macati's wrist. Finally, once it became apparent that the silver chain and bracelets weren't going to disappear, Guylian finally met Macati's eyes.

 

"Um," Guylian stumbled out, and Macati laughed like it was no big deal that Guylian had messed up.

 

"Not quite the effect you were going for, I think," Macati said cheerfully. Guylian's mind raced, trying to think of how this could've happened—there wasn't a single thing in the spell about metal or binding or anything that could explain this. It was supposed to be a healing spell, to help the suffering plant in the pot in front of him.

 

"N-no," Guylian mumbled, ducking his head to stare at the spellbook in front of him. The same lines he'd just read aloud stared back at him, and Guylian took a moment to re-translate the spell. It came out just the same as it had before—strength to the plant, nutrients to the soil, all the right things and nothing to say why the spell had come out like this. 

 

"I don't think it was the spell," Macati spoke, and the bracelet tugged at Guylian's wrist. Glancing up, he found the Macati studying the bracelet curiously. Macati flashed him a quick, light smile before tugging at the chain. "Hmm."

 

Guylian kept quiet, not wanting to interrupt Macati's thought process. Except that never seemed to work—Macati always asked his opinion.

 

"Any thoughts, apprentice-mine?" Macati asked, half-standing and Guylian blushed. Stupidly, because Macati never meant anything when he called Guylian "his." 

 

"Maybe—" Guylian began, but cut off. There was a possibility his spell had latched onto an unfinished spell of Macati's—if Macati had left a spell unfinished. But he couldn't suggest that, even if it was true, not if he wanted to keep on Macati's good side. Guylian shook his head when Macati glanced at him quizzically. 

 

"Let me see your bracelet," Macati decided after a minute, gesturing for Guylian to extend his hand. 

 

Guylian hesitantly leaned across the wide table, his face only getting warmer when Macati took his hand. The chain rattled ominously, and before Guylian could blink, most of it had disappeared, leaving them with barely two inches between their wrists. 

 

"Huh," Macati said. Guylian just stared, wondering if this could get any more embarrassing. "So what are the components of the base spell then?" Macati asked, still holding onto Guylian's hand. 

 

"Um," Guylian frowned, thinking. "Metal is the base… it's a binding spell?" Guylian offered hesitantly. Macati nodded, gesturing for him to continue. "It's an on-going spell, since it changed the length of the chain." 

 

"Exactly," Macati beamed, and Guylian blushed again. "So what does that suggest?"

 

"That…" Guylian trailed off, because really, the most likely thing was that Macati had made a mistake. Macati was watching him expectantly, and Guylian glanced away. "That there was an unfinished spell hanging around?"

 

"Exactly!" Macati squeezed his fingers, and Guylian snapped his gaze back, startled at the touch and the confirmation. Macati rattled off a spell too quickly for Guylian to do more than pick out a few words, and with a quiet "poof," the bracelets disappeared.

 

"What?" Guylian asked weakly, confused. Had Macati done that on purpose?

 

"Lesson four-hundred and thirty-nine," Macati announced, his eyes intent on Guylian. "No mage is infallible. Not me. Not you, though the way you're going you're getting pretty damn close. Definitely not Justain, no matter how much he thought he was. Got it?"

 

"I—yes," Guylian blushed, his eyes dropping to stare at where Macati was still holding his hand. 

 

"Good." Macati shook his hand a bit for emphasis, and let go. Guylian retracted his hand, hiding it under the table. "Now, try that spell again. That poor plant really is near death."

 

Guylian nodded, ducking his head to read the spell out loud again. The effects were instantaneous—the plant perked up, the paler leaves brightened, the yellow leaves turned green and the dead brown leaves sloughed off.

 

"Good," Macati praised, giving him another smile. "See anything in there that you might change?"

 

"No," Guylian said softly, still confused and off-balance. Had Macati wanted him to mess up for that lesson? How had he known the effects of the spells together wouldn't be dangerous?

 

"Really?" Macati asked, sounding a little surprised.

 

"Yes," Guylian confirmed. "It's a good spell."

 

"Huh." Macati looked perplexed, but he shrugged after a moment. "So you'll be all right with doing that spell tomorrow?"

 

Guylian nodded, studying the spell curiously. The on-going part would have come from this spell, so the metal base and binding must have come from the other spell.

 

Macati sighed quietly—Guylian barely heard it, but when he looked up, Macati was studying the plant with a wistful, sad look. Guylian's heart sank—had he done something wrong again?

 

"I can do Nella's garden on my own," Guylian blurted out before thinking about it. "I mean, if you…" Guylian trailed off, unsure what to say. Macati laughed quietly, giving Guylian a small smile.

 

"You probably could at that," Macati said, shaking his head. "But it's going to take more than just tomorrow to get the garden into shape, even with both of us working on it."

 

"Oh." Guylian flushed, curling his toes and wishing he was less stupid. Why had he blurted that out?

 

"Come on, let's put this back outside," Macati said, picking up the pot and gesturing to the book. "Bring that, I've got a few more plants you can practice on."

 

Guylian nodded, picking up the book and allowing Macati to lead the way down the stairs and out the front door. Macati set the plant down next to the doorway and beckoned Guylian towards the garden.

 

It was a lovely garden, at least to Guylian's inexperienced eye. Flowers were blooming along the wall of the house, in a garden bed that ran along the fence that separated Macati's yard from his neighbor's, and in randomly placed clusters throughout the yard.

 

"I'm the fifth generation of mages from my family," Macati said, leading Guylian to the back of the house. "My mother was a mage, and her father before that. I've got three sisters and a brother, but only one of my sisters has the ability to do magic and she's got a lisp."

 

Guylian winced, morbidly wondering how badly that had screwed up the woman's spells. Macati paused, glancing around the garden thoughtfully before heading towards a wrought-iron bench settled neatly between two flowerbeds. He sat down heavily, gesturing for Guylian to sit down next to him. Guylian did so apprehensively, unsure where Macati was headed with the conversation.

 

"It was pretty much expected for me to carry on the tradition, and I liked magic so I did," Macati continued, smiling faintly at some distant memory. "Why did you decide to be a mage, Guylian?"

 

Guylian shrugged, flushing a little. His reasons were stupid, but… Macati smiled a little sadly, and Guylian resigned himself to being laughed at.

 

"My aunt taught me Civomic when I was little," Guylian said quietly, resisting the urge to squirm or fidget with the book in his lap when Macati looked at him. "My parents—I don't know what happened to them, but my aunt was my guardian. We spoke Civomic at home most of the time.

 

"Then, after—after she died," Guylian paused, taking a deep breath before forging on, "I lived—I didn't speak it as much, and I didn't realize that it was a living language for me until…"

 

Macati winced. "You set off something accidentally?"

 

Guylian nodded wordlessly, tightening his grip on the book in his lap. "I want to be a mage so I can speak it again. Even if it's just for spells," he said quietly, dropping his gaze to his lap. It was a stupid reason, even if it was true.

 

"That's an excellent reason," Macati said, tilting his head up with a light touch to Guylian's jaw. Guylian flushed, resisting the urge to squirm in his seat. "Better than family tradition."

 

"It's silly," Guylian refuted. "It's sentimental and useless and—" Guylian cut himself off, shaking his head but not daring to break eye contact with Macati.

 

"It is sentimental, but that's not a bad thing," Macati said, frowning a little. "Magic is a practical use for your skill with the language and it's a wonderful tribute to your aunt."

 

"She's dead," Guylian said shortly, feeling wretched and stupid. Why had he said anything? Why was—shaking his head, Guylian stood up, but then hesitated. He didn't know where to run off to here—Macati owned the house and they were in the center of town. He'd run into a friendly townsperson if he tried to find someplace quiet in town.

 

"Guylian," Macati said and he was full-out frowning now. Guylian flinched, blinking rapidly a few times. Macati sighed, stepped forward—too close—and pulled him into a tight hug.

 

Guylian froze, not even daring to breathe as Macati hugged him. How long had it been since he'd been held like this? Ages, and Guylian blamed that for making him sag into the embrace, relaxing enough to start breathing again.

 

"It's okay," Macati said quietly, one hand rubbing small, soothing circles against Guylian's back. Guylian's breath embarrassingly hitched, and he swallowed down a sob, ducking his head against Macati's shoulder so Macati couldn't tell he was crying.

 

"I'm sorry," Macati said after a moment, and Guylian truly dreaded the point where he'd have to let go and face his abysmal, emotional stupidity. "I wouldn't have asked…" Macati let his sentence trail off and Guylian shook his head, pulling away with an effort.

 

Macati didn't let him go too far, keeping a light grip on his elbow. He used his free hand to make Guylian look up, his touch gentle as he tilted Guylian's chin up.

 

"Guylian," Macati said, his face serious. "I'm sorry I upset you, but you don't have to be sorry for being upset. You're allowed to feel things."

 

"I know," Guylian mumbled, a little affronted but most still miserable.

 

"Thank you," Macati said, a hint of a smile twitching at the corners of his mouth. Guylian stared at him, startled. "For trusting me enough to tell me about your aunt."

 

"You're—you're welcome?" Guylian stammered, confused. Macati laughed quietly, squeezing his elbow lightly before letting him go.

 

"So much for a relaxing afternoon, hmm?" Macati asked lightly, looking sheepish. Guylian flushed, gripping the book tighter.

 

"Oh, no, none of that," Macati chided, giving Guylian a bright smile. "My fault."

 

"You didn't cry," Guylian pointed out, then shut his mouth before he could say something stupider. Macati laughed though, giving Guylian a wide smile.

 

"Today. Don't worry, I'll have my own bout of tears eventually. Happens a few times a year, at least," Macati said cheerfully, winking at Guylian. "Usually takes half a chocolate cake and a bottle of good wine to make me feel better."

 

"That sounds like my aunt," Guylian said without thinking. Macati didn't take offense, thankfully, just snickered.

 

"I'll take that as a compliment," Macati said, sitting down on the bench. Well, sprawling, because sitting was much more contained. "You really spoke in Civomic at home?"

 

Guylian nodded hesitantly, wondering if he should sit down, too.

 

"You can tell me to shut up whenever you want to," Macati said seriously. "You don't ever have to answer anything I ask you."

 

"I… okay," Guylian accepted, deciding that Macati probably meant that. He hadn't kicked Guylian out yet, not even after Guylian had broken down on his shoulder for no real reason.

 

"That said," Macati said, smiling impishly at him, "I'd love to hear more of what it was like living with your aunt."

 

"Why?" Guylian asked, gingerly sitting down next to Macati.

 

"I'm curious," Macati said simply, lifting one shoulder in an elegant shrug. "You haven't told me much about yourself, and I can tell she's important to you."

 

"Oh," Guylian said quietly, curling his fingers around the edges of the book he held. "I can—what did you want to know?"

 

"Anything you want to tell me," Macati said, smiling gently. "Was Civomic your first language?"

 

"Maybe," Guylian said, shrugging. "I don't—I've known it for as long as I can remember. My aunt—it's all we would talk in at home. She was trying to get more people to use it, even though it's a living language."

 

"My teacher kept a regular correspondence with her," Macati said thoughtfully. "I don't know if that was what they wrote about, but he even went out to visit her a few times before I was apprenticed."

 

"She wrote lots of letters," Guylian said, smiling a little. He'd spent most afternoons playing in the writing room while she replied to her correspondence and when he'd gotten older, he'd practiced his handwriting copying letters for her. "She wrote lots of books too."

 

"I might have one of her books," Macati said, offering him another smile. "Your aunt was the foremost expert on Civomic."

 

"She wrote more than she published, I think," Guylian said, remembering the library, the shelves upon shelves of books, and the entire bookcase devoted to his aunt's work. "She only sent the basic books around since not many people understood or cared about the advanced topics."

 

"I think my master would kill to see those books," Macati said, shaking his head.

 

"I think—they're probably still at the manor," Guylian said. "I could send some to him if I ever go back."

 

Macati snickered, looking thoroughly amused at something. "He'd probably have an apoplexy if I told him I was apprenticing Diana Fyrate's nephew. Then he'd come down here and try to steal you away."

 

Guylian blinked, startled. "But he doesn't know me."

 

"That wouldn't matter," Macati assured him. "I think I'll keep your connection secret for now. I'd rather like to keep you as an apprentice."

 

Guylian ducked his head. Macati had to be just saying that; he couldn't mean it, not after Guylian's earlier behavior.

 

"Hey, none of that," Macati scolded, sitting up and tugging at a lock of Guylian's hair. "You're a good apprentice, Guylian. Best I've had. You've met Tlory, and you're a thousand times better at magic than all three of my previous apprentices put together."

 

"I'm better at Civomic," Guylian said unhappily, slouching down on the bench. "And that—I didn't work for it. I was just lucky."

 

"Civomic isn't all there is to magic," Macati said lightly. "There are base components, spell compositions, spell circles, and a number of other things you've already got a good grasp on. You're good with Civomic, but you're also good with magic and you're a quick study."

 

Guylian flushed, rubbing his warm cheeks with the heels of his hands.

 

"You're probably going to earn your mage license within the year," Macati added quietly, and Guylian shot him an incredulous look. "If it even takes you that long. You're good at magic, Guylian. Not just Civomic."

 

"I—just…" Guylian started, but gave up. He didn't really have anything to say, not really.

 

"And I've gone and clammed you up again," Macati said, sighing.

 

"I just don't know what to say," Guylian admitted quietly. "I don't—" Guylian sighed, wishing fervently there was a way for him to speak Civomic without the chance that he'd accidentally set something on fire, or worse.

 

"All right," Macati said, giving him a slightly crooked smile. "So long as it's not that you don't think you can say something. You can tell me anything, okay? I promise I won't get upset or angry, or if I do, you can throw something at me for being a liar."

 

Guylian nodded, even if he was sure there were things he wasn't going to ever tell Macati. There were some things Macati just didn't need to know.

 

"Anything you want to know about me? Since I've been incredibly nosy about you?" Macati asked after a moment. Guylian started to shake his head before thinking the better of it.

 

"Did you and Justain really apprentice together?"

 

Macati laughed. "Oh, yes. He's still a lot like he was back then—grumpy, bad-tempered, eats like he's got three stomachs and hates to cook. Between me and him, we near drove our teacher crazy."

 

Guylian frowned, disbelieving. Macati had aided in driving his teacher crazy?

 

"I was a bit of a terror," Macati said, grinning cheerfully. "I'd come into my magical abilities early, around thirteen—"

 

Guylian's eyes widened. He hadn't come into his until he'd turned seventeen.

 

"—and I'd led a spoiled life until Nathan took me on. Then I had to learn how to cook and clean and actually pay attention to my lessons…"

 

Guylian bit his lip, trying to hide his smile. Macati snickered.

 

"There was a bit of conflict at first. Justain didn't help. He's a few years older than I am, and he wasn't pleased to have his teacher usurped by a younger, wealthier student," Macati said, shaking his head. "After the two of us, Nathan never took two apprentices on at the same time again. We played so many tricks on the poor man, it's a wonder he didn't toss the two of us out on our ears."

 

"Oh!" Guylian sat up straight, making Macati's eyebrows raise in surprise. Guylian flushed. "Um, how did you do the spell earlier?"

 

"The trick? With the chain?" Macati asked.

 

Guylian nodded. "It was on purpose, right? How did you know it wasn't going to do something harmful?"

 

"I've got a book on practical jokes you can do with dangling spells," Macati said. "I'd show you later, but I don't want to give you any ideas for revenge."

 

"I wouldn't," Guylian protested absently. "But how did the person who wrote the book figure it out?"

 

"Accidents, probably," Macati said, shrugging. "Or by taking a complex spell and cutting it into two parts—the first to dangle and the second which could be used on its own."

 

Guylian nodded thoughtfully, wondering if any of the spells he'd worked with would be amenable to that.

 

"You're thinking about that too much for my peace of mind," Macati said seriously, climbing to his feet. "Let's go heal some plants and then we break into the pasties for lunch."

 

"Okay," Guylian agreed absently, standing up and following Macati across the yard. Wiping at his face, Guylian found it was easier than usual to offer Macati a smile as they headed toward the far side of the yard.



Chapter five
 

 

 

Macati didn't want to get out of bed. He ached everywhere, and they'd only been working on Nella's garden for three days.

 

Three long, arduous days that had only gotten half the garden into good shape. Macati wasn't going to complain; fixing Nella's garden and yard completely would just pay off the cost of Guylian's book and new inks.

 

At least he could be sure he wasn't alone in his suffering. Guylian hadn't complained, but he'd been moving more and more stiffly each day and last night he'd barely made it upstairs before passing out.

 

Pulling his covers back, Macati winced, gingerly climbing out of bed. If it was only casting a number of healing spells, the project wouldn't be bad, but it was more than that. Nella's mother hadn't visited in over a year and Nella had completely neglected the garden in the meantime, allowing the plants to grow haphazardly all over the yard and tangle together wildly.

 

Which meant the first thing they needed to do was sort the whole thing out, using more mundane methods of gardening like weeding and pruning.

 

Guylian was terrible at it, but Macati wasn't surprised at that. It seemed that, wherever Guylian had been before Justain found him, it was high enough in status that he hadn't needed to learn how to cook or garden or do any cleaning.

 

Macati smiled a little, stretching his sore muscles carefully. Guylian was more relaxed after the other day in the garden. He was still shy, but he seemed more comfortable than he had before.

 

Macati was making a point to do more casual touching too, to try and get Guylian more comfortable with that. Macati didn't doubt some of the women in town would eventually hug Guylian. And maybe he enjoyed it a little, the excuse to get closer to Guylian, but nothing would come of it so he refused to feel guilty about it.

 

Shaking his head at himself, Macati pulled on his working clothes slowly and then wandered out to the kitchen. He needed to go into town later—they were just about out of everything. Maybe he could convince Guylian to go? Probably not, but he could leave Guylian working on the garden when he went into town.

 

He could pick up a nice lunch for them while he was at it. Fetching a few apples and the last of their bread from the pantry, Macati brought it into the kitchen and started to make up a pot of tea.

 

Unsurprisingly, Guylian hadn't made an appearance by the time the tea was ready, so Macati headed upstairs to wake him.

 

The stack of books by Guylian's bed hadn't moved, so he really had been tired enough to fall asleep immediately upon getting home. Kysera was asleep next to Guylian's face, his tiny arms wrapped around a lock of Guylian's hair.

 

Macati smiled, nudging the pixie away carefully. Kysera stirred, his wings fluttering against Guylian's cheek as he woke up. He didn't move though, just glared resentfully up at Macati.

 

Macati snickered—Kysera was unhappy that he kept taking Guylian away for the better part of the day. Kysera chirped at him indignantly, doing Macati's work for him when he burrowed closer to Guylian and one of his wings settled in front of Guylian's mouth.

 

Guylian raised a hand to nudge Kysera away, murmuring something incomprehensible and unhappy as he moved.

 

"Time to get up," Macati said cheerfully, making Guylian's eyes snap open. Kysera scowled, hugging his lock of Guylian's hair closer.

 

"Already?" Guylian mumbled, but he obligingly began to move, untangling Kysera from his hair before climbing stiffly out of bed.

 

"Breakfast is ready when you are," Macati said, earning a half-hearted nod as Guylian yawned. He looked like he would like nothing more than to fall back into bed. Macati grinned, heading back downstairs as Guylian slowly moved towards where he'd neatly piled his work clothes yesterday.

 

Maybe if they made good headway today, Macati wouldn't feel bad about letting them sleep in tomorrow. Once the garden was completely done, they could take an entire day off before heading into town to do the requisitioned cold box spells.

 

Guylian stumbled into the kitchen as Macati was finishing off his first cup of tea. He was stuffing a hair ribbon in his pocket, the pale green material bright against the dark of his pants.

 

Kysera fluttered in after, him, landing on the table gracelessly. He straightened himself out and turned to pout at Macati, his wings fluttering with agitation as he stared.

 

"I think he's mad at me," Macati observed, shaking his head. Guylian laughed quietly, sitting down in his usual seat at the table.

 

"He's lonely," Guylian admitted, nudging Kysera gently. Kysera turned to him and let out a low, sad chirp.

 

"You could make another," Macati suggested, sitting down awkwardly. He usually liked gardening, but this was ridiculous. "A companion."

 

"But…" Guylian began, frowning. "I'd have to put the hold spell on that one, too."

 

"You should probably see if you can integrate it into the spell," Macati said, tearing the bread in two and handing Guylian a chunk. "And incorporate the voice spell, too."

 

"But it's your spell," Guylian protested, toying with his bread.

 

"I'm not that attached to it," Macati said. "I'd rather see what you make of it."

 

Guylian flushed a little, but didn't offer any further protest. Instead he turned to Kysera. "Would you like a friend?"

 

Kysera pointed at Guylian, cooing softly. Macati bit his lip, but he couldn't help but laugh when he saw the look on Guylian's face.

 

"Someone your size, who can fly," Guylian said, smiling a little. Kysera tilted his head at Guylian, looking intently thoughtful. Finally he nodded, chirping softly.

 

"That can be your next project after the garden is done," Macati decided. Kysera chirped in satisfaction, wandering over to peer curiously at the apples. Guylian nodded in agreement, smiling a little as he settled in to eat his breakfast.

 

*\^/*

 

Macati wandered into town around noon. He was covered in dirt and incredibly grimy, but he'd shown up in town looking worse. Heading straight for the bakery, Macati let himself in, his eyes widening as he took in the state of the shop.

 

It was a mess—not unusual—but what was unusual was the smell of burnt bread and the half-empty shelves. The shop was also completely empty.

 

Confused and a little concerned, Macati headed deeper into the bakery, letting himself into the room that housed the oven.

 

It was empty as well, and Macati paused to rescue three loaves of bread from the oven that were looking (and smelling) rather over-cooked. He headed back into the main room, wondering if he should look for Werin and Carill upstairs, but Werin saved him the dilemma by stumbling in.

 

He looked terrible—his eyes were bloodshot and there was a thin coat of flour covering him from hair to shoes.

 

"Macati!" Werin greeted, but it lacked some of his usual enthusiasm. "What brings you here?"

 

"The usual," Macati said slowly. "Is everything all right, Werin? Where's Carill?"

 

"She's sick," Werin said mournfully, and that explained everything. "She's got that awful flu—and it is awful, Macati."

 

Macati winced, pausing a moment to hope he and Guylian were spared. "Is there anything I can do?" Macati asked, but Werin shook his head sadly.

 

"It just has to run its course," Werin admitted, looking over the messy, half-stocked shop and heaving a gusty sigh.

 

"You should shut down for the day," Macati said, frowning. "You'll feel better if you can take care of her without worrying about the store. And I'm sure Carill will feel better if she doesn't have to worry about the business—and you know she is."

 

"She is," Werin agreed, looking thoughtful. "You're right, Macati! I shall close the shop and nurse the wife back to health!"

 

"Good," Macati said, smiling. "Good luck, and tell Carill that I hope she feels better quickly."

 

"I shall pass on your message," Werin promised solemnly. "Thank you, Macati."

 

"You're welcome," Macati said, letting himself out of the shop with a last wave to Werin. Heading down the road, he decided a quick stop at the greengrocers would hold them over for the few days it would take Carill to recover from the flu. He was nearly to Fenral's shop when Tlory fell into step beside him.

 

"Where's your latest little shadow?" Tlory asked, looking around curiously. "Leave him at home?"

 

"None of your business," Macati said coolly, walking on without pausing. Unfortunately, Tlory didn't take the hint and followed.

 

"Wherever did you find him, Macati?" Tlory asked, smirking. He looked rather smug, like a cat who'd caught the canary, and Macati wondered wearily what Tlory was up to now. He'd have to warn Guylian to be careful. Again.

 

"What do you want, Tlory?" Macati asked, stopping his tracks and turning to face Tlory squarely.

 

Tlory had grown since he'd apprenticed with Macati—he was a few inches taller than Macati now. His hair was longer too, and he'd grown into his awkward jumble of limbs nicely. Probably the added height had helped with that.

 

He still wasn't as pretty as Guylian, Macati's traitorous mind informed him. Never mind that Tlory was plenty handsome in his own right.

 

"Is it wrong of me to be curious?" Tlory asked, affecting a hurt look. "I just want to know what's so special about him that you broke your vow to not take on another apprentice. Especially since he doesn't even like you."

 

Macati glared, annoyed all over again. Where did Tlory get off saying that? He didn't know Guylian at all—he'd barely talked to Guylian for five minutes.

 

"He told me so," Tlory said casually, that damnable smirk still in place. Macati scowled, wishing he had an effective means of getting that look off Tlory's face—the only thing he'd ever been able to do was give Tlory more work when he was an apprentice.

 

"You're a terrible liar," Macati said, even if that wasn't true—Tlory was an excellent liar; that was one of the reasons Macati had taught him for six months before realizing Tlory's true interest wasn't in magic.

 

"You want to know why I took him on? He's smart. He loves magic. And he's not interested in using magic for his own personal gain," Macati hissed, keeping his voice low. He might not like Tlory, but he wasn't going to air their grievances loudly in the center of town.

 

Tlory took a step back, his mouth tightening angrily. "That's not fair," Tlory said sharply, smirk replaced by a fierce glower. "That's not even close to true, but I suppose that doesn't matter, does it? You've got your little mouse of an apprentice. For now, anyway. I can't wait to see his reaction when you decide he's not good enough to be your student either."

 

Tlory turned and stalked away, heading back down the street towards the tavern. Macati sighed, watching him go and trying to not regret drumming Tlory out of his apprenticeship. But that was the least of what Macati could have done—Tlory could have faced much worse if Macati let anyone else know what he'd been trying to do.

 

Turning away, Macati headed for the greengrocer's and tried not to think about Tlory's words—he wouldn't toss Guylian out. Guylian wasn't Tlory and it wasn't like he'd thrown out his first two apprentices.

 

*\^/*

 

Guylian didn't get out of bed until late morning. It was rare, the days that Macati didn't come wake him up, but Macati had said that today would be a day off for both of them. Though what that meant, Guylian wasn't sure.

 

Yawning, Guylian contemplated rolling over and going back to sleep, but he decided against it when his stomach gurgled loudly. Climbing out of bed slowly, Guylian smiled as Kysera tumbled out of one of the ceiling windows to land on his shoulder.

 

Pulling on fresh clothes didn't take long, though Kysera complained when he changed his shirt and dislodged him. Heading downstairs, Guylian hesitated when he reached the kitchen. There was no sign of Macati, no breakfast waiting or being cooked.

 

Probably Macati was taking advantage of the day off to sleep in for once. They'd only finished the garden yesterday, so he was probably sleeping it off.

 

Guylian hesitated before his stomach convinced him that he could at least make tea without burning down the house or something worse. Taking down the tea kettle carefully, Guylian murmured the spell to start a fire burning in the stove.

 

He found some fruit and pastries in the pantry, noting with a bit of resignation that they'd probably need to go shopping for provisions tomorrow. Which reminded him that tomorrow he'd be doing casting on his own. He'd nearly forgotten, between the work on Nella's garden and crying like a little girl in Macati's garden.

 

The kettle whistled and Guylian stumbled out of the pantry, setting down the apples and pastries before removing the kettle from the heat. It continued to whistle half-heartedly for a moment before going silent. Guylian dropped a few tea leaves into the pot and then added the hot water, concentrating so that he didn't spill.

 

He could spend today creating another pixie to keep Kysera company. That would keep him distracted from tomorrow, even if it probably wasn't what Macati had meant when he'd said day off. But what else could he do with a day off? He didn't want to go into town and he liked doing magic.

 

Kysera chirped suddenly, tumbling off his shoulder and taking flight. Guylian blinked, confused until Kysera landed next to the tea cups and saucers lined up neatly in the open cabinet that held the dishes.

 

"Oh, don't," Guylian began, but too late—Kysera had already picked up a tea cup by its handle and was attempting to carry it back to the table, his wings beating laboriously.

 

Guylian winced, unsure whether Kysera could get it all the way to the table or if he should try to rescue the cup before Kysera dropped it.

 

The decision was taken away from him as the tea cup abruptly slipped from Kysera's grasp to shatter against the floor. Kysera went tumbling through the air, the sudden lack of weight throwing him off. Guylian covered his eyes, flushing guiltily. Macati was… well, he might get mad. Or he might think it was funny.

 

But maybe Guylian could fix it before Macati woke up.

 

Kysera made a soft, mournful noise, flying at Guylian and curling up on Guylian's shoulder.

 

"It's okay," Guylian murmured, crossing the room slowly to the broken cup. He risked a glance towards the hallway and Macati's bedroom, but Macati was nowhere in sight.

 

It was a ceramic cup, so a mineral base. Guylian knelt down carefully, avoiding the scattered pieces. The shards of cup weren't too small, thankfully, and Guylian slowly gathered them together. Once he had them together in small pile, he spoke a healing spell, similar to the one he'd used on Nella's plants, but substituting the plant base for a mineral base.

 

When he was done, the cup was whole… but the handle was upside down and the pattern around the rim was completely off. Guylian frowned, studying the cup intently. It was whole and seamless, in the right shape except for the handle.

 

Hopefully Macati wouldn't be too upset, since there wasn't anything he could think of to make it better. Breaking the cup and repairing it again would probably make the pattern worse.

 

"Did something break?" Macati asked from behind him. Guylian jumped, startled, and nearly dropped the cup again.

 

"A cup," Guylian admitted, flushing guiltily as he stood up and turned around.

 

Only to discover Macati hadn't gotten properly dressed—he was just wearing a loose shirt and a pair of old pants. He looked tired, too, and Guylian couldn't ever remember Macati looking tired before.

 

"Tea cup?" Macati asked, before focusing on the cup Guylian was still holding. He didn't sound very awake either… but he also sounded congested, which wasn't good.

 

"I tried to fix it," Guylian said, wondering what he should do. Maybe Macati just had allergies, even if he'd never suffered them before.

 

Macati stepped into the kitchen, peering curiously at the cup. Guylian ducked his head, his face getting warmer as Macati took the cup from him. Macati studied it for a long moment, a wide smile stretching his mouth the longer he looked.

 

"You tried to modify the healing spell, didn't you?" Macati asked.

 

"Yes," Guylian said, and Kysera chirped in agreement before burrowing further into the fabric of Guylian's shirt.

 

"Why do I think he had something to do with this?" Macati asked, sniffling quietly as he shuffled over to the table.

 

"He was trying to help," Guylian said, wondering if Macati could fix it properly.

 

"Hmm," Macati said, looking thoughtful. "How do you feel about a lesson? I can wait until tomorrow—"

 

"No, today's okay," Guylian interrupted. He blushed, but didn't take it back—he was curious. Macati laughed quietly, but the laugh turned into a harsh cough. Guylian winced, hoping that whatever Macati was sick with didn't get any worse; he didn't know how to take care of sick people. Macati made a face, standing up and fetching a pair of tea cups.

 

"Are you okay?" Guylian asked hesitantly as Macati sat down.

 

"I'll be fine," Macati said, not quite answering the question. "Have you ever seen a null spell?"

 

"A null spell?" Guylian asked curiously.

 

"Mmhmm," Macati said, pouring them both cups of tea. He swallowed a large gulp before focusing on the mangled tea cup. "Removes spells and clears out dangling spells."

 

"You can do that?" Guylian asked, startled. That was… that could be very useful.

 

"Yes," Macati confirmed, smiling. "It's a baseless spell, which is pretty advanced magic. You can have it focus on either a specific, completed spell or on any unfinished spell."

 

Guylian nodded wordlessly. If he'd known… but it wouldn't have done him any good at the time, since he hadn't realized that he had the ability to cast spells by speaking Civomic.

 

"Guylian?" Macati drew his attention, looking confused. Then he sneezed.

 

"So you're going to undo my spell?" Guylian guessed, focusing on the tea cup instead of Macati's confusion. Or sneezing.

 

"Right," Macati said, taking a more sedate sip of his tea before beginning the null spell. He spoke slowly, as usual, and Guylian listened intently. It was a long spell, very complicated, and Macati's voice grew progressively hoarse as he spoke. The tea cup obligingly fell to pieces when he finished and Macati coughed harshly for a minute before swallowing the rest of his tea.

 

"You don't sound okay," Guylian said quietly, frowning at the pieces of the tea cup. Macati sighed, coughing again.

 

"It sounds worse than it is," Macati said, wincing when his voice still came out hoarse and almost non-existent.

 

"It sounds bad," Guylian said, peering at Macati curiously. He left it at that though. Macati wasn't his to babysit—he was Macati's apprentice, not his mother. Macati rolled his eyes, but he was smiling a little as he carefully pushed the tea cup fragments into a neat little pile.

 

"The fix spell is probably similar to what you tried," Macati rasped, filling his cup with tea again. He took a fortifying sip before beginning the spell, and it did sound remarkably similar to the one Guylian had used, but with a few extra clauses that ensured the pieces went together in the correct order.

 

Macati had nearly finished the spell when his throat made him mangle a word. The pieces of the tea cup burst into dust, scattering across the table and spilling onto the floor. Macati blinked a few times before laughing. Guylian bit his lip, smothering a smile unsuccessfully. Then Macati started coughing again and it wasn't hard to stop smiling at how painful it sounded.

 

"No more spells, I think," Macati said hoarsely, giving him a lopsided smile. Guylian nodded, twitching with the need to do something but not sure how to make Macati feel better.

 

The last time he'd been sick, he'd used it as an excuse to stay and bed and read. Before that, his aunt had made him stay in bed and read, eat lots of soup and drink tea. She'd also not let him talk much when his throat was sore.

 

Macati didn't seem inclined to stay in bed, else he'd be there still, and Guylian didn't know how to make soup.

 

"I'm not dying, Guylian," Macati said, sounding quite like he was on the verge of death. "I just have a little cold."

 

"How do we fix it?" Guylian asked, flushing when Macati laughed a little.

 

"We don't," Macati said, still smiling. "It'll fix itself in a few days."

 

"You shouldn't cast spells," Guylian said, frowning. That meant he'd have to do Fenral's cold box and the boxes for Keira, too.

 

"Oh, no," Macati said, frowning at him in return. "I'll cast—"

 

"And turn something else to dust?" Guylian asked. "Or—worse?" His voice faltered a little saying that, but Guylian ignored it.

 

"I—fine." Macati sighed, making a face. "I won't cast anything else today."

 

"Tomorrow?" Guylian asked, pretty sure Macati wouldn't be doing any better tomorrow. Not as bad as he sounded right now.

 

"We'll see tomorrow, mother," Macati teased. "But even if I can't speak the spells, I'm going with you tomorrow."

 

"Okay," Guylian accepted, flushing. It was sad how relieved he was that he wouldn't have to face any of the townspeople on his own yet. Macati laughed a little, shaking his head.

 

"Do you know what you're going to do with your day off?"

 

"No," Guylian said, biting his lip. "I don't really—I thought I might make Kysera's companion?"

 

"That's work," Macati said, sipping at his tea with a grimace. He coughed a little and Guylian fervently hoped he got better quickly. "Day off means no work."

 

"Then…" Guylian shrugged, flushing. Probably the thing to do was to go hang out in town. What had Macati's previous apprentices done? "I don't really know?"

 

"What did you do for fun before you became my apprentice?" Macati asked curiously.

 

"I… I hid in the library and read anything in Civomic I could find," Guylian admitted, fiddling with his tea cup.

 

"Well, if that's what you want to do, you can," Macati said, looking thoughtful.

 

"Even if it's not a proper day off?" Guylian asked, startled when Kysera suddenly took flight, flying over to land on Macati's shoulder. Guylian stared, confused—Kysera had never done that before.

 

Kysera chirped softly, patting Macati's chin lightly (the highest spot he could reach). Macati raised his eyebrows, looking just as perplexed as Guylian felt. Evidently satisfied with this, Kysera flew back over to Guylian's shoulder.

 

"I think he gets stranger every day," Macati said, then coughed again as Kysera made a little disgruntled noise. Guylian smiled, shaking his head a little. "No, do whatever you like, just don't… I don't know, blow up my house or something."

 

"Okay," Guylian said, pulling his cup of tea closer. "What are you going to do?"

 

"Sleep some more," Macati grumbled, sniffling a little. "Maybe make a new tea cup later, since I killed that one."

 

"No spells," Guylian reminded him, then blushed because he really did sound like a nagging mother hen, didn't he?

 

"Right," Macati agreed, sighing. He eyed the food laid out on the table briefly before grimacing. "I'm going back to bed now. If you need anything, just wake me up."

 

Guylian nodded, privately deciding to do no such thing. Macati sounded awful, no matter what he said about it being better than it sounded.

 

Macati coughed painfully, as though to punctuate that thought, and shuffled out of the kitchen. Guylian waited until he heard the door to Macati's bedroom shut before helping himself to one of the pastries on the table.

 

Maybe he could find a cookbook upstairs that would tell him how to make soup or something? And maybe he'd magically be able to make it without messing it up. Guylian scoffed lightly, sipping at his tea. Did they even have the things necessary for a pot of soup?

 

It wouldn't hurt to look, at least, and he could figure out whether he could manage to make it later. Of course, it was just as likely that, after sleeping the rest of the morning, Macati would feel better.

 

*\^/*

 

Macati did not, in fact, feel better. He felt astronomically worse when he woke up in the middle of the afternoon to dash across the hallway to violently empty his stomach of the breakfast he hadn't eaten.

 

Guylian came downstairs looking wide-eyed and rather traumatized—which was really kind of funny, but if Macati laughed he'd start coughing again. Guylian made him go back to bed and made him another pot of tea, but Macati fell asleep again before he managed to finish more than half a cup.

 

Guylian tried to wake him up at some point for dinner, but the thought of food made Macati's stomach roil in protest so he just drank some more of the tea Guylian left on his night table and told Guylian to wake him in the morning.

 

If anything though, he felt worse in the morning. Guylian looked antsy, but Macati wasn't sure how to fix that; he was busy trying to figure out how to stand without passing out.

 

"You're not going anywhere," Guylian decided, oddly firm for once. He actually reached out and pushed at Macati's shoulder, unbalancing him and making him sit down as the room spun.

 

"You stay, too," Macati said, forcing the words out of his raw throat. Guylian shook his head, saying something too quickly for Macati to follow. He might also have been a little distracted by the way the light reflected off Guylian's pretty hair.

 

"Stay here," Guylian said, picking up the tea pot. Presumably he was coming back—he wouldn't leave Macati without something to drink—so Macati just sniffled, startled when he realized he couldn't because his nose was too stuffed.

 

Fumbling in the drawer of the little table next to his bed, he managed find a handkerchief. He was still blowing his nose when Guylian returned, carrying a steaming tea pot and some food. Macati's stomach rumbled hungrily, but he eyed the food warily, unsure if it would stay down.

 

"Drink tea," Guylian ordered, biting his lip and nervously pushing his hair out of his face. "Rest and try to eat something. I'll be back as soon as I can."

 

"No," Macati said, shaking his head. That made the room spin again so he stopped.

 

"Macati," Guylian said, looking exasperated. "I have to go. You can barely walk. Stay here."

 

Macati tried to come up with a good argument, but in the end he let Guylian push him back into bed and feed him a cup of tea that he couldn't taste.

 

Then he fell asleep again, and when he woke up, Guylian was gone. The tray with the tea and food were still next to him and the tea pot was still steaming, so either Guylian had just left or he'd spelled the tea pot to stay warm.

 

Probably the latter; Guylian was smart. Macati coughed painfully, sitting up slowly and shakily pouring himself another cup of tea. Guylian was smart, he told himself again. Smart enough to not do anything stupid in town. Macati tried to worry about it, but that took too much energy so he decided to go back to sleep instead. There wasn't really anything else he could do anyway.




Chapter Six
 

 

 

Guylian walked into the center of town quickly, trying and failing to keep from worrying. Macati was really out of it and Guylian was going to do spells in his place and get supplies and really, really wasn't sure he knew was he was doing.

 

Slowing down as he neared the shops, Guylian hesitated a moment before heading towards the baker's. That was what Macati always did, and maybe they could tell him what to do about Macati being sick.

 

Letting himself into the shop slowly, Guylian blinked, surprised to see only Carill. Werin was nowhere in sight, and the shop was much neater than usual, even if it wasn't as well-stocked.

 

"Guylian, what a pleasant surprise," Carill greeted him cheerfully enough, but she looked pale and her voice wasn't as strong as it usually was. "But where's Macati?"

 

"He's sick," Guylian said, flushing a little as Carill winced sympathetically.

 

"Oh, the poor dear," she said, dusting her flour-covered hands on the front of her apron. "Did he send you out or did you come on your own?"

 

"We have to—there are spells I have to do," Guylian said, and then, to his horror, blurted out, "I don't know how to make Macati better."

 

Carill laughed softly, smiling at him fondly. "Rest, plenty of good tea, and some hearty soup will see him right again. He's going to be a big baby about staying in bed, but hold firm."

 

"I can't—" Guylian began, his face getting warmer. "I can't cook. I tried yesterday, but I did something wrong and he hasn't eaten—"

 

"Okay, don't panic," Carill soothed, crossing the shop to where he stood. She was a good deal shorter than he was, Guylian realized as she hooked her arm in his, pulling him further into the shop. "My husband's sick too—he thinks he's dying, the big baby—but I'll make up an extra large batch of soup and you can take some home with you later, all right?"

 

"Okay," Guylian said meekly. "I can have Macati pay—"

 

"Nonsense," Carill said, patting his arm. "Now sit down. I'll be right back."

 

Guylian nodded, but she'd already swept off into another room. He sat down in one of the chairs next to the back wall, taking a deep breath and trying to calm down. Carill returned after a moment, bearing a tray of tea. She dragged one of the chairs away from the wall to serve as a tea table, setting the tray on it, and sat down next to Guylian.

 

"How do you take your tea?" She asked, pouring two cups and adding a few sugar cubes to one.

 

"Plain," Guylian said, confused. Why were they having tea? He should go—but that would be rude. "Why…" Guylian started to ask, but that was rude too.

 

"Because you need to breathe, dear," Carill said, giving him a gentle smile. "Have a cup of tea, and then you can go do your spells. When you're done, just come back and I'll have the soup ready for you to take home."

 

"Thank you," Guylian said, accepting the cup of tea carefully.

 

"You're welcome," Carill said, clearing her throat delicately. She'd been sick too, Guylian remembered—Macati had told him when they'd been working on the garden. "When did he get sick?"

 

"Yesterday," Guylian said quietly. "He kept insisting he was all right, but then he slept most of the day. He didn't eat, either and then he threw up."

 

"That sounds like Werin," Carill said with a fond smile. "He tried to get out of bed this morning, but he didn't get very far."

 

"So did Macati," Guylian said, sipping the tea. It was different from the tea Macati brewed, but it was still good. Carill laughed, curling her fingers around her tea cup.

 

"Do you like apprenticing with Macati?" Carill asked curiously.

 

"Yes?" Guylian answered, confused. "I mean, yes. Macati's a good teacher."

 

"Good," Carill said, giving him another smile. "You're always so quiet when you come in. I was worried you weren't happy."

 

"No, I'm—" Guylian floundered, flushing again. "I'm happy."

 

"You're just shy," Carill said with perfect aplomb. "It's all right, dear. Macati was pretty adamant about not taking on another apprentice, but I can see why he changed his mind."

 

Guylian ducked his head, studying his tea cup intently before he said anything stupid.

 

"Where did you live before you came to apprentice with Macati?" Carill asked curiously, not a single hint of malice in her voice. Guylian froze anyway, and Carill seemed to realize that. "Oh, I've made a blunder, haven't I?"

 

Guylian bit his lip—it was an innocent question, and Carill had been nothing but nice to him. "I lived in Rimshaw," Guylian said quietly.

 

"Oh, you don't have to tell me," Carill said, looking unhappy as she patted his knee. "I'm just being nosy. Macati won't tell anyone how he met you, let alone anything else about you."

 

"It's not a secret," Guylian said, frowning. No one knew Macati was his second teacher?

 

"It is if only you and Macati know," Carill teased, patting his knee again. "Now, don't mind my prying questions. You just drink your tea and relax."

 

"I apprenticed with another mage before Macati," Guylian offered shyly, because that was safe territory at least, and Carill deserved something for being nice to him. Even if he couldn't do much. "He learned with Macati and he didn't want an apprentice—" And that was glossing over the truth a little, but Justain wasn't around to correct him. "—so he brought me here and made Macati take over."

 

"Justain took you on?" Carill asked, looking completely flabbergasted. "Oh, you poor thing. Justain's a good mage, but… oh, I'm glad he was smart enough to bring you to Macati. He's no kind of teacher."

 

Guylian blinked, startled. He hadn't thought Justain was that bad—Macati was certainly better, but if he'd been… better at everything, he could have stayed with Justain.

 

"So Justain is closer to Rimshaw, now? Knowing him, he's probably set himself up out in those woods, the ones no one likes," Carill said, shaking her head reprovingly.

 

"How do you know Justain?" Guylian asked, a little confused. Probably through Macati, since Macati knew everyone. "He does live in the woods," Guylian added as an afterthought.

 

"He's my husband's cousin," Carill said, smiling fondly, just like Werin did whenever he mentioned Carill. "He brought Macati home after they finished their training, stayed for a few months, and then left, giving Macati his house."

 

"Oh," Guylian said, startled. He hadn't realized—but now that he thought about it, Justain's house in the woods had certain similarities to Macati's.

 

"I'm glad he's doing okay," Carill said. "He writes, but there are things he leaves out." She paused, frowning briefly. "He brought you here? He was in town?"

 

Guylian hesitated—should he say yes? Justain obviously hadn't visited… but Macati just as obviously hadn't left town to go get him, so Guylian nodded.

 

"He's going to hear about that," Carill said, shaking her head. "Werin's going to be so disappointed."

 

"Sorry," Guylian said, but Carill tsked.

 

"Not your fault, dear," Carill said lightly. "Justain's always been a bit thick-headed, especially when it comes to family."

 

Guylian offered a hesitant smile at that, drinking the last of his tea in lieu of trying to say anything.

 

"Would you like some more tea? Or have I held you captive long enough?" Carill asked, giving him a sweet smile.

 

"I should—I have to go do the spells," Guylian said awkwardly. "Thank you for the tea."

 

"Thank you for chatting with me," Carill said warmly, taking his tea cup and saucer. "What spells are you doing, if you don't mind me asking?"

 

"Cold box spells," Guylian said, twisting his hands together for lack of anything else to do with them. "For the tavern and the greengrocer's."

 

"Oh," Carill said, looking faintly worried. "Well, good luck. And don't mind Tlory, he's still upset with Macati over that awful fight they had."

 

"Do you know what they fought about?" Guylian asked shyly, curious even if it was none of his business.

 

"Neither of them will tell," Carill said, frowning. "Macati just says it's a difference they can't compromise on and Tlory won't talk about it at all. I do worry about that boy. Macati's okay, now that he's got you, but Tlory…" Carill trailed off, sighing. Guylian bit his lip, unsure if he could dredge up any sympathy for Tlory. He didn't really like him.

 

"Oh, but I'm keeping you," Carill said, smiling sheepishly. "Go on, do your spells. Just remember to come back after."

 

"I will," Guylian promised. "Thank you."

 

"You're welcome," Carill said, waving as he left the shop. Guylian gave her a last hesitant smile before heading down the street to Fenral's shop. He'd do the cold boxes at Keira's afterwards, since he was actually supposed to do the cold box for Fenral.

 

Fenral had a customer, an older woman Guylian only vaguely recognized, but he waved Guylian towards the cleared-out cabinet he'd be spelling. Guylian studied the cabinet carefully before climbing up onto the counter to better reach it.

 

The cabinet was tall, resting on the floor and nearly reaching the ceiling. It was an arm's length wide and there was about a foot of space between the top of the cabinet and the ceiling. The spell circle would be best protected there, Guylian decided. He fished out a piece of chalk and began to draw the necessary spell circle.

 

He was halfway through with the circle when the bell on the door chimed, and he glanced over his shoulder to find that Fenral's customer had left.

 

Leaving him alone with Fenral.

 

Guylian turned back to his circle, painstakingly drawing in the proper symbols even as the hair on the back of his neck stood up. Fenral didn't try to strike up a conversation, for which Guylian was grateful; he didn't really think he could carry on a conversation and he needed to concentrate on his circle.

 

The feeling of being watched didn't go away as he continued to work, but Guylian didn't dare turn around to see if it was his imagination or if Fenral really was staring at him.

 

Just as he finished the circle, the bells on the door jangled again, nearly startling him into falling off the counter he was perched on. He jumped down after catching his balance, turning a little to see Tlory, looking sour and displeased—but he was looking at Fenral, not Guylian.

 

Fenral was looking back with just as unpleasant an expression and Guylian wondered, somewhat uncharitably, how many people in the town actually liked Tlory.

 

Flushing guiltily, Guylian turned back to the cabinet and began speaking the spell to make the cabinet contain the air and keep it cold.

 

Fenral was just handing Tlory a sack when he finished, neither of them looking particularly pleased to be dealing with the other. Fenral turned away from Tlory as soon as the sack was safely out of his hands.

 

"Ah, finished, Guylian?" Fenral asked, crossing the store to stick his head into the cold cabinet. "Excellent work, very impressive."

 

Guylian flushed, shrugging a little, and Fenral smiled, stepping a little closer to Guylian than was really necessary.

 

"If you wait just a moment, I can pull together your order," Fenral said, but he made no move to step away until Tlory cleared his throat. Guylian jumped, stumbling back a few steps, confused and uneasy as Fenral turned back to Tlory.

 

"Is there something else you needed, Tlory?" Fenral asked coldly.

 

"Not really. Just curious about the cold box," Tlory drawled, but he didn't make any move to get closer to the cabinet.

 

"You'll be getting your own soon enough," Fenral snapped. "You can be curious then."

 

"Actually, I'm going there next," Guylian said quietly, hoping to diffuse the tension. He didn't want to be in the middle of a fight.

 

"Excellent," Tlory said, his eyes never leaving Fenral. "I'll just wait for you, then."

 

Fenral scowled, and Guylian took another step back, startled at the ferocity in the man's expression.

 

"You might as well run along," Fenral said, his tone acidic. "I'm sure Guylian doesn't want to deal with you and I still have to get his order together."

 

"I can't," Guylian blurted out, drawing both Fenral's and Tlory's attention. "I mean, can I come back for it another day? I have other things and Macati's not here—"

 

"Of course," Fenral said smoothly, and Guylian stared at him uncertainly. It was unnerving how quickly Fenral was able to switch between being nasty to Tlory and being nice to him. Nice, but creepy. Fenral stepped closer, clasping his shoulder familiarly. "Come back whenever you like."

 

Guylian nodded jerkily, giving Fenral a polite smile before stepping away. Tlory smirked at Fenral, waiting until Guylian reached him to fall into step beside him. Guylian bit his lip, confused and unnerved.

 

"If I were you," Tlory said, giving Guylian a sideways look as they left the shop. "I wouldn't go back without Macati."

 

"What?" Guylian asked, frowning. Just because Fenral was a little… creepy… didn't mean that Guylian should go running to Macati.

 

"He likes his boys young and inexperienced," Tlory said, smirking at Guylian. "You're young and shy and I'd pay ten silver if you've ever been bedded before."

 

Guylian flushed, shaking his head. "I'm not inexperienced." He just wasn't very experienced.

 

"Huh," Tlory said, giving him a thoughtful look as they walked. "Boys or girls?"

 

"I—" Guylian began, then stopped. "I'm not saying."

 

Tlory snorted, apparently amused by that as well. "Whatever. Just be careful around Fenral. He's lonely." Tlory dragged the last word out mockingly, waggling his eyebrows at Guylian as he did so.

 

"Okay," Guylian said quietly, not sure how he'd explain that to Macati. Fenral certainly hadn't seemed that creepy when they'd worked out the details of the cold box.

 

"Macati never let me out to do spells on my own, and I was apprenticed to him for six months," Tlory said. "It's been what, three, four weeks for you?"

 

"Four," Guylian said, frowning a little. "But I know—I had other teachers before him."

 

"Right," Tlory said skeptically, frowning as they approached the tavern. "So it's not because you're sleeping with him?"

 

Guylian spluttered, stopping in the middle of the street. "What?"

 

"Oh, come on," Tlory said, scoffing as he turned towards Guylian. "I've seen the way he looks at you. You're honestly going to tell me he doesn't—"

 

"No!" Guylian exclaimed, sure his face was going to catch on fire if it got any hotter.

 

"Huh," Tlory said, smirking. "Well, more fool him, then. You'd let him, wouldn't you?"

 

"I'm not going to answer that," Guylian said, keeping his voice as even as he could and wishing he didn't blush so damn easily. Pushing past Tlory, Guylian continued on towards the tavern, Tlory's laughter following him.

 

"I'm sorry," Tlory said cheerfully, catching up to him. Guylian ignored him, stepping into the tavern. The place was completely clean today, which made sense since Tlory had left. There was noise coming from the kitchen, dishes clanking together and the sound of voices murmuring indistinguishably.

 

"Most people don't really like my sense of humor," Tlory said, grabbing Guylian's arm before he'd gotten halfway across the room. "I like you, Guylian. You seem like a nice kid—"

 

"I'm not a kid," Guylian said, jerking his arm away from Tlory's grip.

 

"You're what, seventeen at best?" Tlory asked, looking skeptical.

 

"Twenty," Guylian said stiffly, frowning a little. Did he really look that young?

 

"You're kidding," Tlory said, so apparently he did. "Tell Fenral that, he'll probably back off."

 

Guylian blinked, flushing a little at the reminder of Fenral and his creepiness.

 

"Anyway, you seem like a good person," Tlory stressed, grinning at Guylian, "but you have to be careful with Macati. He's a good teacher for a little bit, and then he loses interest in having an apprentice at all."

 

Guylian frowned, not convinced. Macati was too… he wasn't that flighty.

 

"You're his fourth apprentice, Guylian," Tlory pointed out reasonably. "What makes you think you won't go the way of the others and end up drummed out?"

 

"If I do, it will be because I messed up," Guylian said with conviction. "Not because Macati did anything wrong."

 

Tlory scoffed, giving him an eminently skeptical look. "And just what could you screw up that drastically? You don't seem the type to go flinging spell bits around until something explodes."

 

Guylian shrugged, not really willing to get into a discussion of all the things he could screw up if he was given half a chance.

 

"How much do you know about magic, anyway?" Tlory asked, looking faintly wistful as he leaned against one of the nearby tables.

 

Guylian shrugged, fighting to not fidget under Tlory's gaze.

 

"Probably more than I'll ever know," Tlory said, frowning a little, and he sounded sad about it.

 

"Why don't you apprentice in the city?" Guylian asked before he could stop himself. But if Tlory wanted to know more about magic, Macati wasn't the only source he could learn from.

 

"Too far away," Tlory admitted with a crooked smile. "I'd pine away until my teacher got sick of me."

 

"Oh." Guylian bit his lip—so by coming here and taking the apprenticeship with Macati, he'd ruined any chance for Tlory to learn. Even if he and Macati were at odds now, there was no saying they wouldn't have made up at some point in the future.

 

"Ah, well," Tlory said, straightening with a sharp smile. "I suppose it doesn't really matter. Keira's probably in her office, at the top of the stairs." Tlory gestured briefly to a small staircase tucked behind the bar.

 

Guylian nodded, wishing fruitlessly that he was better at saying the right thing or that he could do something to help Tlory. Maybe he could talk to Macati about taking Tlory on again, as a second apprentice. If he could get Macati and Tlory to stop feuding, that was, and why should he be able to do that when Macati couldn't?

 

Frowning disconsolately, Guylian climbed the stairs slowly. The upper floor of the tavern wasn't that big, and only one door was open. Guylian headed towards it, pausing in the doorway as his apprehension made a reappearance. What if Keira didn't want an apprentice doing the work?

 

Keira was sorting through a stack of papers on her desk, looking just as busy as she had the last time Guylian had visited the tavern. Guylian frowned, shifting in place. He had to at least tell her Macati couldn't come. Before he could figure out what to do, Keira looked up, frowning briefly until recognition flooded her face.

 

"What can I do for you, Guylian?" she asked brusquely.

 

"Macati's sick," Guylian said, not entering the room.

 

"That's a shame," Keira said absently. Then she paused, looking up from her desk again. "Not that damnable flu? He'll be down for days."

 

Guylian nodded, privately hoping that Macati got better more quickly than that estimate. He probably wouldn't last long without screwing something up with one of the villagers or around the house without Macati's guidance.

 

"Damn," Keira muttered. "I really wanted to have those cold boxes in place before we got the shipment for the summer festival."

 

"I can do them," Guylian offered shyly, shifting uncomfortably as Keira's sharp eyes focused on him. "If you don't mind that it's not Macati."

 

Keira snorted. "Have you even cast a spell yet? Tlory's not much for magic and he was Macati's apprentice for longer than you've been."

 

"I studied before," Guylian said, flushing a little. "And I did the box at Fenral's."

 

Keira stared at him measuringly for a long moment. "All right. But you can tell Macati that he's only getting paid ten silver for this."

 

Guylian hesitated. He had no idea how much Macati was supposed to be getting paid for this in the first place.

 

"He can barter the price later if he wants," Keira said, standing up and impatiently pushing a few loose strands of hair out of her face. "Come on, I'll show you where in the kitchen the first one is going."

 

Guylian nodded, allowing her to lead him back down the stairs. The main room of the tavern was empty, but the kitchen was busy and bustling. There were three people in the room: two skinny girls elbow deep in dish water and an older woman with gray-streaked brown hair and a moustache that nearly put Werin's to shame.

 

"The first one needs to go here," Keira said, leading him across the room to a wide cabinet set next to the sink. It was empty and clean, not very large, but spacious for the tiny size of the kitchen.

 

"Will that be any problem?" Keira asked, as though she expected him to back out of it now.

 

"It's fine," Guylian said quietly. He wouldn't even have to modify the spell he'd used at Fenral's.

 

"Get to it then," Keira ordered. "I'll show you the second one when you're done."

 

Guylian nodded, doing his best to ignore the curious stares of the dishwashers as he knelt in front of the cabinet. He took special care drawing the spell circle on the inside of the cabinet, twisting awkwardly to reach the side panel properly.

 

That done, he spoke the cooling spell, taking his time and hoping briefly that Macati wouldn't be upset that he hadn't just told Keira to wait. The spell completed with a wash of cool air, and Guylian waited a moment to make sure it held before climbing to his feet and shutting the cabinet door.

 

Turning around, he blushed to realize that Keira and her kitchen staff were all watching him. Keira cracked a reluctant smile, but all she said was, "the second one is out back."

 

She shooed her workers back to their tasks and led Guylian outside. Guylian went willingly, not at all unhappy to get away from the scrutiny.

 

"Macati's not your first teacher?" Keira asked, taking the back steps quickly. She didn't go far, stopping a few feet away from the stairs.

 

"No," Guylian admitted, wondering why people were asking him so many questions today. First Carill, then Tlory, and now Keira.

 

"All right then," Keira said, gesturing to the empty space in front of her. "If you can handle this spell, I'll pay the full price, no haggling. We need a cold box out here, about this big—" Keira paused, sketching out dimensions in the air for him. "It has to be strong enough to keep out scavengers. It also needs to lock, to keep out thieves. Can you do that?"

 

Guylian nodded. "Just—" he stepped closer to where she stood, frowning. "—this high?"

 

"Maybe a little taller," Keira said, looking pleased.

 

"Okay," Guylian said, absently working out the dimensions in his head. Making the box metal would be easiest—a basic shape conjuring spell with a metal base. That would be sturdy enough to withstand scavengers and thieves.

 

Kneeling in front of the space where the cold box would go, Guylian frowned thoughtfully. He could put the spell circle in the ground, but it would be more effective to do the spell without it.

 

So, metal base, with the on-going cold spell and the permanent box conjuring spell, as well as a lock spell that Keira—or anyone, really—could open and close. Straightening, Guylian hesitated when he realized Keira was still standing nearby, watching him steadily.

 

Flushing, Guylian ducked his head a little. "Um, this is going to take a while," he said, offering a hesitant smile. "If you want to—you can go do something else?"

 

"And if I want to watch?" Keira asked, her lips quirking in an amused smile.

 

"You can," Guylian said, a little startled. Why would she want to, though?

 

"How long?" Keira asked thoughtfully. She cast a glance back towards the tavern.

 

"Maybe half an hour?" Guylian guessed. "Maybe an hour."

 

Keira snorted and Guylian just stared at her, confused. "Fine. Come get me when you're done."

 

Guylian nodded, relaxing a little as she turned back to the tavern and walked away. Waiting until the door shut behind her, Guylian turned back to the patch of earth where the new cold box was going to be.

 

Swallowing a sudden bout of nerves, Guylian sat down. He took a moment to plot out the order to cast the spells, and then he began the first spell.

 

He wasn't sure how long he cast, just that his mouth and throat were dry when he finished. The cold box sat before him, slightly taller than he'd meant it to be. Climbing to his feet, Guylian winced as his legs protested the move, stiff from sitting for so long. He ignored it though, stumbling over to the cold box.

 

He paused, then smiled sheepishly when he realized he'd forgotten a handle for the door. That spell was simple—a quick modification of the base conjuring spell that had created the box—and then Guylian tried the door.

 

It didn't budge, which was good. He tapped out the simple unlock pattern—two taps, then three—and then tried the door again. It opened, expelling a burst of cool air. There were three shelves inside, equally spaced, and the interior showed no signs of getting warmer.

 

"You really know your stuff, don't you?" Tlory spoke up from behind him. Guylian jumped, startled. He whirled around, biting back a stammered exclamation.

 

Tlory was sitting on the back steps, looking completely comfortable as he watched Guylian. His face was expressionless and Guylian stared, wondering how long Tlory had been there.

 

"The spell at Fenral's was totally by rote," Tlory continued, his voice completely flat. "But that—" Tlory gestured towards the cold box. "That was improvised."

 

Guylian flushed, not really sure what to say to that. Was Tlory complimenting him? Or was he upset that he couldn't do magic like that?

 

"Macati didn't teach you that," Tlory said after a moment, a familiar smirk curving his lips as he stood up. Guylian shrugged—Macati hadn't taught him Civomic, but he'd taught him lots of other things.

 

"You do good work, Guylian," Tlory said, brushing off the seat of his pants. He started across the yard towards Guylian, his movements completely casual.

 

"Um, thank you?" Guylian offered, confused as Tlory headed past him. He poked his head into the cold box, studying it curiously.

 

"No spell circle," Tlory observed, wandering around the box. "That's advanced spell work. Why are you apprenticing with a backwater mage when you're so far in your studies?"

 

Tlory paused in his inspection to stare at Guylian coolly. Guylian shrugged, looking away. If he wasn't going to tell Macati that, why would he tell Tlory?

 

"I should tell Keira it's done," Guylian said instead of answering, taking a few hasty steps backward.

 

"It's funny," Tlory said, his eyes never leaving Guylian's. "I go into the city sometimes for Keira."

 

Guylian froze, his hands clenching into fists.

 

"Guylian's not a very common name, is it? Add in mage ability and you're pretty unique, aren't you, Guylian?" Tlory asked, watching Guylian with an expression that could only be called sly.

 

"I don't—I don't know what you're talking about," Guylian said faintly, his head spinning. Tlory couldn't know anything. They weren't looking for him—they'd been glad to be rid of him.

 

Unless they'd realized that they couldn't get at any of his aunt's money with a simple betrothal.

 

"Of course you don't," Tlory said. "That's why there's no color in your face and you look about ready to make a run for it."

 

"I have to go tell Keira I'm done," Guylian said weakly.

 

Tlory shook his head, a smile hovering about his lips. "I don't believe that. Really, Guylian," Tlory paused, looking thoughtful. "I'm not a bad person, no matter what Macati's told you. I won't say anything."

 

Unless it suited him to do so, Guylian thought miserably. He was only so stupid; Tlory wouldn't have brought it up if he'd planned to just keep it quiet.

 

"What do you want?" Guylian asked, slouching and trying not to think what Macati would say when he found out.

 

"I just—" Tlory hesitated, the smug look slipping away. "I want to do magic again," Tlory said, almost shyly. "It's been… Macati's not ever going to take me on again and I'm not stupid enough to play with it on my own."

 

"Oh," Guylian said, blinking a few times. "That's it?"

 

"It's silly, isn't it?" Tlory said, making a face at him. Guylian shrugged—it didn't seem silly to him, but he was the one pursuing magic because he missed his dead aunt. "So, you'll help me?"

 

"I—yes," Guylian said, but he shook his head. "I don't know what I can do though."

 

"I don't really know either," Tlory said, frowning. "You're further along in your studies, can't you just teach me from where I left off?"

 

"It doesn't work like that," Guylian said helplessly. "I didn't—Macati doesn't each a set course."

 

"What about your first teacher?" Tlory asked, wandering closer to where Guylian stood.

 

"She—I only learned Civomic from her," Guylian said quietly, wondering if Justain counted as his first teacher. Considering how little Guylian had learned from him, probably not.

 

"What sort of mage only teaches Civomic?" Tlory asked skeptically.

 

"She wasn't a mage," Guylian said quietly, crossing his arms and wishing he'd never left the house this morning. Tlory stared at him disbelievingly for a moment before dismissing it with a shrug.

 

"Well, I'm sure you'll figure something out," Tlory decided. "I get every Tuesday off, so come by then."

 

Guylian nodded, biting his lip and trying not to think too much about what Macati would say about this. He wouldn't be happy, and he'd want to know why Guylian agreed.

 

"Oh, and you probably shouldn't tell Macati about this," Tlory said thoughtfully. "He'd probably try to stop you and then who knows what I'd let slip around town."

 

"He'll know something is going on," Guylian pointed out, his stomach turning unpleasantly at the thought of lying to Macati.

 

"Just say that we talked and you want to spend more time with me," Tlory said, smirking. "You are allowed to have friends, right?"

 

"Yes," Guylian said hesitantly, absolutely certain that Macati wouldn't approve. Maybe he'd say no, and Guylian wouldn't have to keep what he was doing secret. But if he did that, what would Tlory still let it slip around town about who Guylian was?

 

"Good," Tlory said, grinning cheerfully. "You should probably go tell Keira you're done. She's waiting to talk to you before heading out on her errands."

 

Guylian nodded, turning away from Tlory and heading into the tavern, the cold box the furthest thing from his thoughts as he went to search out Keira.

 

*\^/*

 

Macati dragged himself out of bed at some point in the afternoon. He shuffled into the kitchen slowly, managing to start the fire in the stove without mangling the simple fire spell.

 

Once the fresh pot of tea was brewed, he sat at the table, relatively certain he couldn't repeat Guylian's trick of bringing a tray into the bedroom. Not without enacting a terrible tragedy that would cost him a nice tea pot.

 

He was only halfway through his second cup and was somewhat ruing the decision to get out of bed when Kysera landed in an ungraceful pile in front of him.

 

Macati stared at the pixie for a moment. Kysera stared back suspiciously, clambering to his feet and shaking his wings straight.

 

"Guylian's coming back," Macati said, his throat catching on the last word. He got to cough loudly for that and, pulling out the well-used and rather disgusting handkerchief he'd brought with him from the bedroom, he coughed up a small bit of lung into it.

 

Kysera cooed at him—Guylian must have given him a dove's voice or something—and stared at Macati like he'd said something vulgar.

 

"Don't give me that look," Macati said, feeling a little silly. Why did it seem perfectly natural for Guylian to talk to Kysera, but just plain weird when he did it?

 

Kysera chirped, looking affronted and then incredibly alarmed when Macati sneezed three times in rapid succession.

 

"Ulgh," Macati muttered, trying in vain to blow his nose again. He just succeeded in making himself light-headed, so he stopped, resigning himself to staying in the kitchen until he could work up enough energy to go back to bed.

 

Kysera had backed across the table and was half-hiding behind the tea pot, watching Macati warily. Macati huffed a little—the closest approximation he could do to laughing without kicking off another coughing fit.

 

"You're lucky you're a construct," Macati said, his voice sounding rather like someone had scraped the inside of his throat with a cheese grater. "You can't catch this plague."

 

Kysera just continued to stare at him, and Macati sighed, curling his fingers around his tea cup and letting his eyes shut.

 

He was so tired, but he'd slept so much already. He was also achy, his head hurt, his lungs wouldn't expand all the way without a coughing fit for his trouble, and his throat was really, really sore. And he probably smelled.

 

Little wonder Guylian looked so shocked this morning and Kysera was staring at him like he'd grown a third head.

 

Just as he was contemplating working up the energy to go back to bed, he heard the front door open. Or he imagined the front door opening; Macati wouldn't be too surprised to find that he was hallucinating along with everything else that was wrong with him.

 

A moment later, though, Guylian shuffled into the kitchen. He was cradling a large pot in one arm and holding a small sack in the other. He looked pale, or just plain tired, and Macati stared stupidly at him for a long moment.

 

Guylian stared back, for long enough that Macati began to actually believe he was hallucinating. Now if only his imaginary Guylian would start doing a striptease… maybe then he'd feel better.

 

"You shouldn't be out of bed," Guylian said finally, setting down his things on the table.

 

"I ran out of tea," Macati said, clearing his throat dramatically. "And I'm… I needed more tea."

 

"Oh," Guylian said quietly, fussing with the pot. That wasn't one of his pots, Macati realized a little fuzzily. "Are you—do you think you could eat? Carill sent some soup."

 

"I haven't thrown up in a few hours," Macati rasped out by way of answer, trying for humor but not really pulling it off. Guylian didn't seem to notice—he just nodded and fetched a bowl for him.

 

So if the pot was Carill's, Guylian had seen Carill. She'd have taken care of him, at least, and wouldn't have let him do anything too stupid. And she made delicious soup, even if Macati couldn't properly taste it.

 

"Carill is a goddess among men," Macati muttered, earning a strange look from Guylian. Macati just smiled a little, amused as he caught sight of Kysera on Guylian's shoulder, stealthily trying to steal Guylian's hair ribbon.

 

Guylian wasn't paying Kysera any mind, focused on unpacking the sack he'd brought home. He wasn't meeting Macati's eyes, but that wasn't unusual. He seemed tense, too, but that could have been Macati's fevered brain imagining things.

 

"Did everything go all right in town?" Macati asked, and then coughed for a moment as penance for speaking instead of just enjoying Carill's soup. Guylian shrugged, picking up the baked goods—two loaves of bread and some fruity-looking dessert thing—and then he disappeared into the pantry.

 

Macati frowned. That wasn't a good reaction. Macati stared for a moment before recalling himself and eating a few spoonfuls of soup. It was still warm, so probably Guylian had done a keep-warm spell like he had with the tea pot this morning.

 

Guylian returned a few moments later—much longer than was necessary, really. Macati sneezed, four times in a row this time, and hunched down in his seat. Guylian hovered, obviously torn between running off and hanging around.

 

"Sit," Macati ordered after a moment when Guylian didn't make a move either way. It was odd, really. He'd thought they were past this. Had he done something this morning to make Guylian uncomfortable? He couldn't really remember, he just remembered Guylian saying he was going into town and that he couldn't stand, so he had to stay in bed.

 

Guylian turned a familiar shade of pink, and Macati smiled, eating another few spoonfuls of soup before speaking again.

 

"Did you mess up the spell?" Macati asked curiously.

 

"No," Guylian said quietly. He didn't meet Macati's eyes though, so something had happened.

 

"Why the long face?" Macati asked, his question interrupted with another painful bout of coughing.

 

"You sound worse," Guylian said, worrying his bottom lip between his teeth. At least he was looking at Macati now.

 

"I feel worse," Macati admitted, making a face. "What happened?"

 

"I talked to Carill," Guylian said, shrugging. "She said that if you got too much worse that I should go get her."

 

"I'm not that bad yet," Macati said, giving Guylian as reassuring a smile as he could muster. "I'll let you know."

 

Guylian nodded, still looking rather distraught. More so than Macati could really remember seeing him, minus when he'd first arrived. Macati coughed painfully again, wishing he was feeling better. It would be so much easier to figure out Guylian's strange mood if he could just stop coughing for five minutes. As it was, he felt like he was missing something really obvious.

 

"Did Carill say something wrong?" Macati asked, trying to make his foggy brain work.

 

"No," Guylian said, giving him a perplexed look. "She, um, she knows Justain brought me here now."

 

"I knew he was going to skip visiting them," Macati mumbled, half to himself. "Justain is not a good cousin."

 

Guylian shrugged, pulling Kysera off his shoulder as the pixie finally managed to pull loose his hair ribbon. He set Kysera down on the table, teasing gently at the ribbon Kysera clutched close.

 

"And the casting at Fenral's went okay?" Macati repeated, coughing a little. Thankfully he managed to quell it with another few hasty swallows of soup.

 

"Yes," Guylian said, paying more attention to Kysera than he was to Macati. He was flushing again though, so maybe something had gone wrong there.

 

"Did you pick up payment for that or are we getting it later?" Macati asked as it occurred to him that none of the things he'd seen Guylian bring in were even remotely like the goods they were getting from Fenral in payment.

 

"Later?" Guylian half-asked, letting Kysera have the ribbon completely. Kysera took flight immediately, darting out of the room with the ribbon clutched tight in his grasp. "I couldn't carry everything."

 

"Okay," Macati said, sneezing rapidly three times and nearly upsetting his bowl of soup. Guylian stared at him warily, so much like Kysera had that Macati had to laugh. It really was funny, the way Guylian was so unnerved by Macati's illness.

 

"What else did you do?" Macati rasped, deciding to give Guylian a chance to talk before his voice gave out.

 

Guylian shrugged, looking away as he mumbled, "I did the spells for Keira."

 

That would explain it. Not only had Guylian gone above and beyond what he was supposed to, but he'd probably had to deal with Tlory as well.

 

"Did Keira pay you or do I have to wrangle it out of her later?" Macati asked, wondering how much of a pay cut Guylian casting would earn them.

 

"She said for you to come by and get it when you were feeling better," Guylian said.

 

Macati nodded, taking a few more bites of soup before asking, as casually as he could, "And what did Tlory have to say for himself?"

 

Guylian shrugged, looking a bit more miserable then he had a moment before. Macati sighed, annoyed at himself—both for getting sick and not being there for Guylian, as well as not managing to get Tlory to back off.

 

"What did he say?" Macati asked again, trying for stern but only managing to sound even more congested.

 

"Nothing—not a lot," Guylian amended as Macati gave him a skeptical look. He wasn't meeting Macati's eyes again, instead staring at the tabletop.

 

"Guylian," Macati said, and Guylian's shoulders slumped even more. He didn't say anything though, just continued to stare determinedly at the top of the table. "You can tell me," Macati added, frowning unhappily. He'd thought they'd been doing better—he really was going to kick Tlory the next time he saw the brat.

 

"He didn't say anything bad," Guylian said quietly, still not meeting Macati's eyes. Macati wasn't stupid—he knew Tlory. His former apprentice was up to something.

 

"Then—" Macati began, but cut himself off with a vicious bout of coughing. He coughed and coughed, then pulled out the nasty handkerchief and coughed into that some more. The fit subsided after a few minutes and Macati slowly realized that Guylian had gotten up at some point and was hovering beside his chair.

 

"Are you all right?" Guylian asked, wide-eyed and worried. Macati nodded, not really trusting his voice. He shakily poured himself a fresh cup of tea and downed it quickly. The hot liquid soothed his throat a little, but it still felt raw and he'd managed to set his head to pounding again.

 

"I think," Macati began, but Guylian cut him off before he could rasp out more than those two words.

 

"You should be in bed," Guylian said, actually touching his shoulder gently. Macati blinked, a little surprised. Maybe it was his flu-clogged mind, but he couldn't really remember Guylian ever voluntarily touching him before.

 

"Ew," Guylian muttered, taking the handkerchief from Macati's hand fussily, pinching a tiny bit of the cloth between his thumb and forefinger.

 

"I am very gross right now," Macati said solemnly, his voice little better than a raspy, barely audible growl. Guylian bit his lip, either trying to hide a smile or trying not to agree out loud. Probably the latter.

 

"Do you have another handkerchief?" Guylian asked, still hovering as Macati forced himself out of his chair, knowing that if he didn't move soon, he'd end up stuck in the kitchen until he got better.

 

"In my dresser," Macati said, holding onto the table for support as he stood. Guylian nodded, continuing to hover as Macati worked his way into the hallway.

 

"Do you want the tea in your room?" Guylian asked, and when Macati spared him a glance, he found Guylian was wringing his hands together fretfully.

 

"Sure," Macati rasped. Guylian disappeared into the kitchen, giving Macati the chance to actually get into his bedroom. He collapsed into bed—and he really wondered how badly his room smelled, especially since he'd been sick in here more than once.

 

Guylian didn't seem any more affected by the smell than he was by Macati's overall sickness. So probably Macati smelled like he'd thrown up on himself more than once or something awful.

 

Guylian set the tea pot and a fresh cup on the bedside table before heading to Macati's dresser.

 

"Which drawer?" He asked, and Macati stared at him blankly until he realized that Guylian was looking for a clean handkerchief for him.

 

"Top," Macati said, coughing a little as he settled into bed. A nice nap would hopefully have him feeling a little better, and then he could try to get more information out of Guylian about his trip into town. And Tlory.

 

Guylian brought a hideously bright handkerchief over to him, folding it and setting it next to the tea pot.

 

"Can I—is there anything else you need?" Guylian asked, frowning worriedly as he fidgeted next to Macati's bed.

 

"I'm not—" Macati coughed raggedly, making a face. That hurt. "I'm good, thank you."

 

Guylian nodded, hesitating a moment before saying quietly, "Sleep well."

 

Macati dredged up a smile, and then Guylian slipped out of the room quietly, shutting the door behind him Macati stared after him for a long moment before collapsing against his pillows and hoping distractedly that Guylian wasn't broken again.



Chapter Seven
 

 

 

Guylian stared at the bookcase closest to the top of the stairs, scanning the titles of each of the plant-based spell books that lined the shelves. Nothing jumped out at him, so he moved on to the next bookcase, and slowly worked his way around the room.

 

Unfortunately, he didn't find any books on how to teach Civomic or magic. Macati just had spell books, some simple, some advanced and a few that Guylian added to his stack of bedside reading.

 

Biting his lip, Guylian stared around the room, his frustration and anxiety getting worse the longer he stood there.

 

Tuesday was two days away. Guylian had less than two days to figure out how to teach Tlory magic. He also had to figure out what to tell Macati—he'd nearly blurted out the whole meeting with Tlory when Macati had asked; only the nasty coughing fit Macati had suffered had kept him from spilling everything.

 

It would help if he knew what Macati had taught Tlory. Civomic, at least some of it, spell circles, and who knew what else? Guylian didn't think Tlory would know how to make pixies or cold boxes or anything about null spells, or anything that Macati had taught him, but he might for all Guylian knew.

 

Sitting down heavily at the end of the work table, Guylian sighed, burying his face in his hands miserably. This would be much easier if he could ask Macati for help. But if he could do that, then Tlory wouldn't have had to "ask" him in the first place.

 

And he couldn't risk Macati saying that he couldn't teach Tlory, so he couldn't ask for help or even try to find out what Macati had taught Tlory, because that might raise suspicion.

 

Sitting up, Guylian stared around the room miserably, trying not to let his heart sink too much. It wasn't an impossible task—he could figure out what to teach Tlory and he could come up with a decent excuse for Macati without being told he couldn't meet with Tlory.

 

Biting his lip, Guylian stood up and headed back over to the bookcase of plant-based spells. Maybe he could find a set of basic spells and go from there. And maybe Macati would be sick enough still that, come Tuesday, he wouldn't even notice that Guylian had disappeared into town.

 

*\^/*

 

Guylian sat at one of the tavern tables, trying and failing not to fidget. Staring down at the tabletop, he bit his lip, curling his fingers around the edges of the book he'd smuggled out of Macati's work room

 

It hadn't been hard—Macati was still congested, even if he sounded better and was coughing less. He hadn't pressed when Guylian had said he was going into town. No doubt Guylian would have to answer questions later, but first he had to teach Tlory well enough that Tlory didn't let anything slip.

 

Tlory stumbled down the stairs then, looking rumpled and rather like he'd just fallen out of bed. It was a good look on him, and he smiled sleepily at Guylian as he crossed the room.

 

"Keira didn't give you a hard time, did she?" Tlory asked, his voice a little deeper than usual. Guylian shook his head. Keira had given him a suspicious look, but she'd gone upstairs to fetch Tlory without a fuss.

 

"Good," Tlory said, yawning. "Have you had breakfast? I can get you breakfast."

 

"I ate before I came here," Guylian said quietly. Tlory nodded, running his hands through his hair and disheveling it all the more. It was strange, how much more relaxed he seemed. It was also a little offsetting, and Guylian wondered how long it would be before the smirks and sharp smiles made their reappearance.

 

"Okay," Tlory said, curling his hands over the top of the chair he was leaning on. "I'm starving. I'll get tea, too. You like tea, right?"

 

"Tea's good," Guylian said, because he could stomach tea, even if it felt like he was going to throw up at any moment.

 

"Stay here," Tlory said cheerfully, letting go of the chair and taking a step back. "I'll be right back."

 

Guylian nodded, watching Tlory cross the tavern to the kitchen door. He disappeared, leaving Guylian to stare at the cover of the smuggled book and attempt to calm down.

 

Nothing about this seemed right. Macati didn't know, Guylian wasn't smart enough to teach, and Tlory… there was no reason Tlory should keep quiet for something as simple as magic. Guylian shut his eyes, focusing on breathing as he tried to relax despite the doubts that had been plaguing him since he'd agreed to Tlory's terms.

 

"Hey," Tlory said, much closer than Guylian expected. Guylian jumped, his cheeks flooding with warmth as he met Tlory's eyes. Tlory was carrying a tray laden with tea, bread, cheese, and a few apples. The smile was gone now, and Guylian dropped his gaze to the book, his stomach doing an unhappy flip.

 

"Come on," Tlory said, the cheer gone from his voice as well. "We can do this in my room. No one will pester us there."

 

Guylian nodded, clumsily climbing to his feet. Tlory led the way up to his room, deftly balancing the tray in one hand as they weaved through the tavern's tables and climbed the narrow staircase. Tlory's room was at the far end of the upstairs hallway, tucked beneath the slope of the roof.

 

It wasn't a large room, but it was neat and tidy. There was a small bed tucked into one corner, the covers rucked up from sleep. A tiny set of drawers sat at the foot of the bed, the top clear except for a comb and a small wooden box. The only other piece of furniture in the room was a rickety-looking table at the bedside; there wasn't room for anything else.

 

Guylian hovered in the doorway, hesitant as he watched Tlory set the tray down on the bedside table. He then smoothed out the covers, carefully tucking the sheets and blankets back into place before turning to Guylian.

 

"It's not a lot of space, but I thought you'd rather do this up here instead of downstairs where the girls would interrupt every few minutes," Tlory said, motioning for Guylian to enter the room.

 

"It's a nice room?" Guylian offered awkwardly, jumping a little when Tlory shut the door behind him.

 

"It's tiny," Tlory said, slanting him a wry smile. "But they'll leave us alone." Tlory stepped around him, sitting down cross-legged on the bed, next to the bedside table.

 

"You can sit down," Tlory said, when Guylian continued to stand awkwardly by the door. "Unless you're afraid of being in bed with me," Tlory suggested, smirking when Guylian flushed.

 

Guylian crossed the room slowly, sitting down carefully on the other end of the bed. He set the book in his lap, studying the blank cover as Tlory poured them both tea. He wordlessly passed one cup to Guylian before adding a bit of sugar to his own cup.

 

"So what do you plan to teach me today?" Tlory asked, tugging the tray closer and selecting a slice of cheese.

 

"I don't know," Guylian admitted miserably, staring even harder at the book's cover. "I don't—I don't know what you know, or how to teach, or how spells are supposed to cast or taught or—"

 

"Hey," Tlory interrupted, leaning over and poking Guylian's shoulder. Guylian shut up, staring miserably at Tlory. He didn't know what he was doing, and why had he blurted all that out. Now Tlory was going to tell everyone about Kara Lee and that whole mess and he'd have to run off again—

 

"I'm not—this doesn't have to be sophisticated," Tlory said, frowning at him. Guylian nodded, not agreeing, but because Tlory seemed to expect some sort of response to that.

 

"Oh, for—" Tlory snapped, standing up. "I don't know what kind of impression you have of me, but this is a little dramatic, don't you think?"

 

Guylian shrank back, flinching when Tlory stepped close. Tlory glared at him for a long moment and Guylian stared back uncertainly, waiting for Tlory to snap and throw him out.

 

"Ulgh," Tlory said finally, the anger draining from his face. He stared at Guylian for a second longer before sighing. "Why are you richies so damn complicated anyway?"

 

Guylian flushed, confused by Tlory's sudden mood change. He didn't answer, but he was pretty sure it was rhetorical question, at least.

 

"I'm not mean, Guylian," Tlory said after a minute, throwing himself down on the bed. He ended up sitting much closer than he had been previously, but Guylian made no move to reclaim the space. "Though I guess I can see why you'd think that, between Macati and the blackmail. But I didn't really mean it. I won't… I won't tell, even if you don't teach me."

 

Guylian shook his head, not willing to believe that. Maybe Tlory wouldn't tell for this, but he'd eventually find some other way to make Guylian pay for his silence.

 

"You don't believe me," Tlory interpreted, scowling. "And can you say something, already? You're creeping me out with your quiet."

 

"Sorry," Guylian mumbled, staring at his hands. Tlory scoffed, shifting restlessly.

 

"The only reason I brought it up was because I knew you'd say no, otherwise," Tlory said after a moment, sighing. "Macati—he won't let you if you ask him."

 

"Why not?" Guylian asked quietly, daring a glance up at Tlory. "You want to learn."

 

"Because I tried to make something," Tlory said flippantly, but his wry smile didn't quite reach his eyes. "Something Macati didn't approve of."

 

"Oh," Guylian said, wondering what—but Tlory would have said what it was if he'd wanted Guylian to know.

 

"So if it's going to wig you out that much to muck around teaching me, then you don't have to," Tlory said, frowning a little. "I don't—I'm not cruel and… it's not really fair to make you that miserable when I can just as easily not learn anything more. I've gone this long without doing magic."

 

Guylian shifted uncomfortably, torn. Macati wouldn't want him to. Tlory would let him get away with not.

 

…but Tlory was obviously unhappy with the lack of magic in his life—being a bar maid probably wasn't very fulfilling after apprenticing with a mage. And Guylian had removed all possibility of Macati taking Tlory on again.

 

"I don't know what I'm doing," Guylian said, trying to ignore how much simpler his life would be if he walked out of Tlory's room now.

 

"Neither do I?" Tlory offered, smiling hopefully, and Guylian was sunk. He couldn't say no—not when Tlory looked so happy at the hint that Guylian would be willing to help him learn.

 

"What do you know?" Guylian asked shyly, giving Tlory an uncertain look and hoping that he wasn't making a huge mistake.

 

"Um," Tlory said, looking thoughtful as he reached for his cup of tea. He didn't move back to where he'd been sitting originally, either, and Guylian's cheeks heated a little at how close he still was. "A lot of basic magic stuff. Spell circles, some Civomic—mostly pronunciation and that stuff—and I did some basic conjuring spells."

 

"Okay," Guylian said, not really sure where to go from there. "How much Civomic?"

 

"Well, I can cast the null spell that keeps the words from—" Tlory paused, waving his hand dismissively. "—being alive, or whatever. So I've been keeping up on my pronunciation, but I don't know if I get it all right."

 

"You—there's a null spell like that?" Guylian asked, startled even though he had no right to be. Macati had shown him a kind of null spell the other day. Presumably it would be easy enough to modify that for all spell words. Besides, there had to be some way for apprentices to learn how to speak Civomic without setting off major spell catastrophes.

 

"Yeah," Tlory said, giving him a funny look. "It's simple. Like this." Tlory spoke the spell, slowly saying each Civomic word. It was simple but complicated; it laid the groundwork to bind each spoken Civomic word with another, perfectly its opposite in power and meaning. It would work until the caster spoke a series of nonsensical words.

 

"How did you learn if you didn't null the effects?" Tlory asked, looking baffled as he bit into another slice of cheese.

 

"I—my aunt taught me before she… before I could do magic," Guylian explained awkwardly.

 

"Did she know you were going to be a mage?" Tlory asked curiously. "Or did she just hope?"

 

"She hoped I wouldn't be," Guylian admitted, flushing a little. "She was a scholar of the language, not of magic."

 

"That's cool," Tlory said without much conviction, obviously confused why someone would bother. Guylian smiled a little, well used to the reaction. Macati's enthusiasm aside, most mages were baffled rather than impressed when they learned of his aunt's hobbies.

 

"It is, sort of," Tlory said defensively, reaching out and jabbing him in the arm. "Just because I don't see the appeal doesn't mean no one else would."

 

"Most people don't," Guylian admitted, a little startled at how nonchalant Tlory had been in touching him. And that was just another mark of how pathetic he was, wasn't it?

 

"You're not most people," Tlory declared, slanting him a smug smirk. Guylian just stared, not sure whether Tlory meant that as a compliment or if he was referring to Guylian's background. Tlory rolled his eyes, picking up the apple from his tray and shaking it reprovingly at Guylian.

 

"You really need to lighten up a little, Guylian," Tlory said, crunching into the apple with a loud, crisp noise.

 

"Sorry," Guylian muttered, sighing. He really was useless. He couldn't even interact normally with Tlory without messing it up, and Tlory had magic and Civomic in common with him.

 

"You don't have anything to apologize for," Tlory said, shrugging one shoulder disinterestedly. He bit into the apple loudly again, staring at him blankly. "Just don't take anything I say seriously."

 

"Okay," Guylian accepted uncertainly, flushing as Tlory raised a single eyebrow skeptically. "I'll try," Guylian amended, biting his lip.

 

Tlory snorted, curling his fingers around the half-eaten apple to point at Guylian. "I'll hold you to that."

 

Guylian blinked, not really sure how to react to that. Why did Tlory set him so off balance? It was nearly as bad as interacting with Macati, though at least he'd gotten somewhat better at that since he'd arrived. Shifting slightly, he tightened his grip on the book, at a loss for what to say next. Tlory shook his head, grinning a little as he took another bite of his apple.

 

"What's the book for?" He asked around a mouthful of fruit. Guylian took a moment to translate the mumbled words before replying.

 

"It's a book of spells," Guylian said quietly, shifting his grip on the book to display the cover. It wasn't an ornate book; it had a simple brown cover and nothing embossed on the binding. "Basic spells of all sorts."

 

"Cool," Tlory said, swallowing and giving Guylian a mischievous smile. "Can I do a spell?"

 

Guylian stared at Tlory, a little suspicious of the expression on his face.

 

"Please?" Tlory pleaded, his smile instantly replaced by a pout. Guylian flushed, ducking his head to stare at the book. Flipping it open, he tried to ignore the heat in his cheeks as he looked for a spell that wouldn't be too dangerous.

 

"How about this?" Guylian asked, passing the book to Tlory. Tlory took the book slowly, smirking a little as his fingers brushed against Guylian's.

 

"That's a little boring," Tlory said, but he bent his head to read the basic conjuring spell anyway.

 

"You should say it with the null spell in place first," Guylian suggested, folding his fingers together in his lap. Tlory nodded, setting his mostly-eaten apple down on the tray without looking up from the book.

 

"What's that word?" Tlory asked, a hint of shyness in his smile as he pouting out a particularly obscure conjugation of kallier.

 

"Oh, that's old," Guylian said, a little surprised, even as he wondered how old the book was. "It's… basically kallent, but a really old form."

 

"How do I pronounce it?" Tlory asked, and Guylian unthinkingly leaned closer to get a better look at the sentence. Tlory obligingly tilted the book towards him.

 

"You don't need to," Guylian said distractedly, his fingers itching for a quill to clean up the spell. "Or the three words after it."

 

"But they're part of the spell," Tlory said, not disbelievingly but amused. Guylian abruptly became aware of how close he'd gotten to Tlory—he could smell a hint of sandalwood, and that had to be Tlory because Macati's soap only smelled faintly of lavender. Sitting up straight, Guylian focused on the spell, ignoring that his cheeks were hot again.

 

"It's, um," Guylian said, curling his hands around the edge of Tlory's mattress for a lack of anything else to do with them. "It's redundant. Like saying the… the black tea pot is very dark in color, or something."

 

Tlory snorted. "All right, skip it. But if I had to say it for a different spell? Where it wasn't redundant?"

 

"You wouldn't have to," Guylian said, shrugging a little. "It's really obscure. But it's just kah-lee-zay."

 

"Cool," Tlory said, grinning. "Okay. I'm going to do it first with the null spell in place."

 

"Okay," Guylian said, focusing on the floor as he waited for Tlory to start the spell. Tlory cleared his throat a little before beginning to speak, pronouncing the Civomic words slowly and laboriously. He didn't stumble over any of the words, even if he did say some more slowly than others.

 

"That was good," Guylian praised shyly when Tlory completed the spell. Tlory grinned cheerfully, his eyes bright as he met Guylian's eyes.

 

"I told you, I've been practicing," Tlory said. He looked back at the book in his lap, wide grin still fixed in place. He started speaking in Civomic again, and it took Guylian a moment to realize that Tlory was ending the dangling null spell.

 

"Okay, and now for real," Tlory said. Guylian nodded, stowing away the particulars of the null spell to dissect later. Tlory started the conjuring spell again, speaking even more slowly and carefully than he had before.

 

A few moments later, Tlory successfully completed the spell, and a small, bright blue handkerchief sat on top of the book in Tlory's lap.

 

"I want to do another," Tlory said after a moment, picking up the handkerchief and studying it intently. He flashed Guylian a grin, handing him the handkerchief. "My gift to you."

 

Guylian laughed a little, carefully taking the handkerchief. It was good work, and Guylian folded it into quarters as Tlory flipped through the book of spells looking for another spell to do.

 

"These are more basic than what I was doing before," Tlory said thoughtfully. "I was modifying spells like this to do different things."

 

"Like what?" Guylian asked, curious how Macati had taught Tlory. Maybe he could ask Macati how he'd taught his former apprentices and leave it vague so Macati wouldn't know he wanted to know about Tlory.

 

"Like… making the handkerchief come out a different size or shape, or with a pattern. Or starting from scratch to create a little wooden box or a metal- or plant-based trinket," Tlory explained, waving one hand distractedly as he continued to flip through the book slowly. "I wasn't very good at it, but I was learning."

 

Guylian nodded thoughtfully. "Do you have any paper? You could try modifying a spell with me here. Maybe the handkerchief spell?"

 

"Yeah, sure," Tlory said, climbing to his feet. He handed the book back to Guylian and squatted down to peer under the bed. Guylian pulled his feet up on the bed, trying to keep out of Tlory's way as he dug beneath the bed.

 

He emerged a moment later with a thin wooden box. It was about the size of two books stacked on top of each other, with maybe an extra hand span in width.

 

"Stationery," Tlory said in explanation, setting the box on top of the bed. He pried the cover off, propping it against his bedside table. Inside the box was a tidy stack of blank paper, two bottles of simple black ink, and three pens.

 

"Okay," Guylian said, fingering the edge of the pale blue handkerchief Tlory had conjured. "Can you make it pink with white spots?"

 

Tlory snickered, sitting down heavily. He picked up the box's cover and set it on his lap, pulling a clean sheet of paper out of the box.

 

"I can, if you tell me the Civomic word for 'spots,'" Tlory said, grinning as he reached for ink. Guylian smiled a little, waiting for Tlory to settle himself.

 

"It's simple. Do you know the words for solid and circle?" Guylian asked, not willing to say the words when he could potentially set off a magical reaction or set up a reaction for later.

 

Tlory looked thoughtful before dipping his pen into the bottle of ink. He carefully wrote out three words in Civomic, and then turned his paper for Guylian's inspection.

 

"Like that?" Tlory asked. Guylian nodded in approval.

 

"Now put that in the handkerchief spell," Guylian directed. Tlory nodded, bending his head to focus on his paper. Guylian fidgeted with the blue handkerchief, watching Tlory work out of the corner of his eye. Maybe this would be so terrible after all. Tlory wasn't… he was a little mercurial, but he obviously liked doing magic.

 

Guylian would just have to figure out some way to keep teaching Tlory without tipping off Macati, at least until he could figure out how to get Tlory a proper teacher.

 

*\^/*

 

Macati was catching up on his reading. He had a healthy selection of books and grimoires that he'd never opened, mostly because Justain was always sending him the latest and greatest magical work. Usually Macati just set the books aside to read later—he was usually too distracted by his own work or his apprentices to actually do much leisurely reading.

 

Now he was too sick to properly focus on his spells—he'd spent a long half an hour trying to decipher the changes he'd made before being bedridden before calling it an exercise in futility.

 

His apprentice was also too self-contained to keep Macati distracted for long. Guylian was currently working on integrating his additions to Kysera into the original construct spell, which apparently required as much assistance as Guylian usually needed when he was working on an assignment.

 

Since Guylian had yet to ask him for any help, ever, Macati's choices for keeping himself entertained now were to stare moonstruck at his apprentice, something he didn't think Guylian would appreciate, or to finally read the books Justain sent him.

 

Macati looked up from his book, smiling a little when he found Guylian still studiously bent over his books, neatly penning words in Civomic on the sheet of paper in front of him. He was quieter than usual, but Macati wasn't really sure that pressing him on what had happened in town the other day—or where he'd been on Tuesday—would be anything but harmful.

 

It was too likely that Guylian would shut down completely if Macati pressed. Besides, he did trust Guylian. If Guylian needed his help, he'd ask.

 

It was Tlory who was the problem. Macati didn't trust him to not try and run Guylian off, or worse, to try and involve Guylian in the kind of thing he'd undertaken when he'd been Macati's apprentice. But asking Guylian if he was aiding and abetting Tlory wasn't going to do anything but damage his relationship with Guylian.

 

He'd just have to keep a close eye on the situation, Macati decided. And maybe he could ask Keira to try and keep Tlory away from Guylian for a while.

 

They were due to go into town later today—just a short trip, to collect payment for Guylian's work and to get a few supplies. Macati could talk to Keira when they went, and maybe send Guylian off on another errand so he wouldn't be embarrassed that Macati was covering for him.

 

Guylian looked up from his work when Kysera landed slightly awkwardly next to his ink bottle, a stray wing nearly spilling the black ink across the top of the table. Guylian reached out quickly to steady the bottle, glancing up to meet Macati's eyes. He flushed a little, but Macati didn't have a chance to come up with anything to say before Kysera chirped curiously, drawing Guylian's attention.

 

"I'm making you a friend," Guylian said, holding out his hand for Kysera to climb into. "Like you, but different."

 

"What are you making different?" Macati asked, drawing Guylian's attention back to him.

 

"Oh, um," Guylian said, flushing again. It was cute as usual, but Macati really wished he could get them back to the point where Guylian had been comfortable around him and had even smiled occasionally. "I'm making the eyes a different color and using a different bird to give it a voice."

 

"You could try changing the shape of its face, for a challenge," Macati suggested, smiling when Guylian looked thoughtful. "Maybe even the body shape? And I'd conjure it with clothes, if you want to save any of your hair ties."

 

Guylian nodded, smiling a little as Kysera shot Macati an affronted look from where he was settled comfortably in Guylian's hand. And really, Guylian's smile was a hundred times better to look at than his blush was.

 

Macati smothered a sigh. He was still sick or something, if he was thinking such thoughts. He needed to stop lusting after Guylian; even if Guylian wasn't his apprentice, he was still too skittish for Macati to do anything amorous without completely screwing things up.

 

"I don't think giving the new one clothes is going to save my hair ties," Guylian said wryly as Kysera curled up in his hand, his wings fluttering a little as he pouted at Guylian.

 

Macati snickered, and then coughed a little. Just a little, because he really was nearly over his flu, but he took a soothing sip of tea to forestall any further coughing. Guylian was watching him warily again, but Macati ignored it, taking solace that at least Guylian hadn't gotten sick too.

 

"I'm getting better," Macati said, smiling at Guylian reassuringly and curling his hands around his tea cup.

 

"I know," Guylian said, flushing. "But—"

 

"I tell you if I think I can't make the trip into town later," Macati said, drinking another swallow of tea. "I honestly feel much better, Guylian."

 

Guylian bit his lip, but subsided with a nod.

 

"You're not feeling sick, are you?" Macati asked worriedly, hoping he hadn't jinxed himself. Guylian sick would probably be really sad to see.

 

"I'm fine," Guylian said distractedly, lifting Kysera up to his shoulder before the pixie could fall asleep in his hand. Kysera grumbled, obviously disgruntled at having to move when he was half-asleep, but he moved slowly to Guylian's shoulder anyway. He curled up again, his wings fluttering softly as he fell asleep.

 

"Good," Macati said, somewhat belatedly. "Let me know if you start feeling otherwise."

 

Guylian nodded again, glancing down at his papers distractedly.

 

"And," Macati said, smiling at Guylian cheerfully. "I'd like to see what you've done with the pixie spell before you cast it."

 

"Okay," Guylian said, picking up his pen again. Macati took pity on Guylian and let him get back to his work, forcing his attention back to his book instead of letting himself inappropriately focus his attention on his apprentice.

 

*\^/*

 

The walk to town was much longer than Macati remembered it being. He was tired by the time they reached the bakery, but thankfully Carill made them both sit down as soon as they walked in the door.

 

They stayed there a bit, much to Guylian's obvious discomfort. Carill just smiled at him and fed him more tea, ignoring his flustered state as she grilled Macati on everything Justain had said when he'd visited to drop Guylian off.

 

After they escaped—and Macati was going to tie Justain down the next time he dropped in, until Carill got a chance to visit him—Macati paused thoughtfully in the street.

 

"This will go more quickly if we split up," Macati suggested, coughing a little to emphasize how much better it would be to go head home more quickly. "How about you head to Fenral's and I'll get the payment from Keira."

 

"I don't—" Guylian began, his cheeks flooding with color. He cut himself off though, biting his lip and not meeting Macati's eyes.

 

"It won't take much longer to do both, will it?" Guylian asked tentatively as Macati tried to puzzle out what the problem was.

 

"I guess not?" Macati said, letting his confusion show. Guylian didn't say anything, but he wasn't meeting Macati's eyes still. So maybe it hadn't been Tlory who'd upset Guylian the other day? But Fenral was harmless…

 

"Come on then," Macati said, gently nudging Guylian into walking towards the green grocer's. "Any particular reason you don't want to go to Fenral's alone?"

 

"He's…" Guylian sighed, sneaking an anxious look at Macati.

 

"He's what?" Macati prompted, giving Guylian a reassuring look.

 

"He's creepy," Guylian finally mumbled, his cheeks a deep pink.

 

"Okay," Macati said, wondering what Fenral had done to so unnerve Guylian. "What did he do?"

 

"Just…" Guylian said, trailing off again hesitantly as Fenral's shop came into sight.

 

"Guylian," Macati said, coming to a stop and pulling Guylian to a stop with a light grip on his arm. "Tell me, please."

 

Guylian stared at him for a long moment before shrugging his arm free from Macati's grip. He didn't go anywhere, just stood there, biting his lip and back to not meeting Macati's eyes.

 

"He just…" Guylian began, sneaking a glance over his shoulder towards Fenral's shop. "He was creepy and he tried to get me to stay longer, and Tlory said—" Guylian cut off, looking faintly horrified.

 

"What did Tlory say?" Macati asked gently, making a note to look up inventive curses to cast on Tlory when they got home.

 

"He said that Fenral liked boys who were naïve," Guylian said, turning an impressive shade of pink. "And that I shouldn't go back without you or someone else with me."

 

"All right," Macati said, giving Guylian a reassuring smile even as he wondered what else Tlory had said to Guylian. "Then I'll go with you."

 

"Okay," Guylian said, but he looked rather miserable about it. Macati sighed, hooking arms with Guylian and pulling him forward again.

 

"If you want, you can wait somewhere else for me," Macati suggested as Guylian slowly tensed up the closer they got to Fenral's shop.

 

"No," Guylian said, shaking his head in emphasis. "I'll go with you."

 

"All right," Macati accepted lightly, deciding to keep a careful eye on Fenral when they were in the shop. He could certainly cast curses on Tlory and Fenral if need be.

 

Pushing into the shop, Macati reluctantly let go of Guylian's arm to let them both get through the doorway. Guylian looked around nervously, but Fenral was engaged with another customer, a younger woman with a small child strapped to her back.

 

"Show me your cold box?" Macati suggested, sniffling a little and wishing the last of his flu would go away already.

 

Guylian nodded silently, stepping around Macati to lead the way to a cabinet on the left side of the shop. It was cool to the touch and Macati opened it to find it already stocked.

 

"The circle is on top of the cabinet, Guylian said quietly. "To keep it from being damaged."

 

"Good idea," Macati said, eyeing the countertop thoughtfully. He could climb up there… but with his luck he'd get dizzy once he was up there and end up falling off. "Did you make any modifications to the spell circle?"

 

"No," Guylian said, looking curious. "What modifications could I have made?"

 

"I don't know," Macati admitted, smiling cheerfully. "But you're good at finding ways to make my spells more efficient."

 

Guylian blushed, shrugging awkwardly and making Macati smile all the more.

 

"In any case, good work, apprentice-mine," Macati said, barely resisting the urge to do something overly touchy.

 

"Macati, it's good to see you out of bed," Fenral said, and Macati turned with an easy smile, just in time to catch the slightly smarmy look Fenral cast Guylian. Guylian bit his lip, looking down, and Macati's smile stayed in place only through the force of his willpower.

 

"It's good to be out of bed," Macati said, deciding a single look wasn't anything to cast curses over. Yet. "How's the cold box working for you?"

 

"Oh, it's excellent," Fenral enthused, looking more excited than Macati could really ever remember seeing him before. "Your apprentice does excellent work, Macati. If you end up losing this one, I'd be happy to put him to work here."

 

"I don't think you'll get that opportunity," Macati said stiffly, letting the cheer slip from his voice. Honestly, what was Fenral trying to do with a comment like that?

 

"Oh, my apologies," Fenral said, shaking his head ruefully. "That didn't come out quite the way I meant it. I do have some more spell work I'd like done around the place, and I'd be perfectly happy to have Guylian do it. To further his education."

 

"Of course," Macati said, biting his tongue to keep from saying something stupid. At least Guylian had said something and hadn't come here alone. That was good; Guylian had trusted him enough to speak up.

 

Macati would just have to make sure that Fenral didn't get to have Guylian casting alone again. He could observe, to make sure Guylian's casting skills were up to snuff or something.

 

"You're here for your payment, right?" Fenral guessed, heading towards the back of the shop. "Wait just a moment, I have it out back."

 

Macati waited until Fenral had disappeared into the back to turn to Guylian.

 

"You don't get to come here alone again," Macati said, making a face. Guylian flushed, ducking his head to stare at the floor.

 

"Sorry," he mumbled, and Macati sighed. Before he could say anything reassuring, however, Fenral returned from the back room, carrying a small box.

 

"Everything you asked for," Fenral said, handing the box off to Guylian.

 

"Thank you," Macati said, giving Fenral a stiff smile when the man didn't back away from Guylian as quickly as he could have. "Sorry to leave so quickly, but we do have other places to go before this damn plague gets the better of me again."

 

"Of course," Fenral said, smiling sympathetically. "I hope you feel completely better soon, Macati. Then we can talk about the other work I'd like to have done."

 

"Sounds good," Macati said, nudging Guylian into motion. "See you around, Fenral."

 

Guylian hesitated when they left the shop, but Macati pushed him into motion again, a little afraid he'd run out of steam if they stopped again. He waited until they were a short distance away before speaking up.

 

"I'm sorry for sending you there alone," Macati said, steadfastly ignoring the way Guylian's steps faltered so that he didn't do anything stupid. "I'll go with you for any other work he commissions, for observation purposes or something."

 

"All right," Guylian said quietly, and when Macati looked over, he was studying the top of the box he carried, looking miserable again.

 

"Unless you'd rather deal with it on your own?" Macati hazarded, not really sure why Guylian was upset by that proclamation.

 

"No," Guylian said quickly, giving Macati a horrified look. "Thank you. For this."

 

"It's part of being your teacher, Guylian," Macati said gently, shaking his head. "I'm not going to throw you into any situations where you can get taken advantage of."

 

"Okay," Guylian said, but he was still being quieter than usual. Macati sighed, tucking his hands into his pockets.

 

"Come on, let's go see Keira and then go home," Macati said, punctuating the sentence with a sneeze. He fished out his handkerchief and blew his nose as they walked, making a face when he nearly wandered off the path as he did so.

 

The tavern wasn't too busy, thankfully. It was afternoon, nearly three, so it was open for business. The only customers were a pair of farmer sitting in an out-of-the-way corner as they slowly worked through bowls of the stew of the day.

 

Tlory was lounging indolently behind the bar, polishing glasses and looking incredibly bored. He straightened when they entered, giving Macati a smirk that slid into a more pleasant smile when he saw Guylian. "What can I do for you fine gentlemen this afternoon?"

 

"I need to talk to Keira," Macati said, rolling his eyes. A quick glance at Guylian found him blushing, with his eyes glued to the top of the box he carried.

 

"Hold on," Tlory said, slanting Macati another smirk that made Macati seriously wish Tlory was still his apprentice, just so he could throttle him a little. Tlory disappeared into the kitchen, reappearing a moment later with Keira in tow.

 

"Recovered, then?" Keira asked brusquely by way of greeting, shooting Guylian a look that Macati couldn't read.

 

"Mostly," Macati said, his voice giving out on the word in proof.

 

"Come on, then," Keira said, heading for the stairs that led into the upper level. "Upstairs and I'll get you the money half of the deal."

 

Macati nodded, crossing the room. Guylian trailed behind him, but stopped by the bar, setting down his box under Tlory's expectant stare.

 

"Guylian," Macati began, frowning. He didn't want to expose Guylian to Tlory any more than he already had.

 

"He can wait down here," Tlory interjected, turning away from Guylian to face Macati with a challenging look. "I'm sure you have some boring haggling to do."

 

Macati ignored him, watching Guylian fidget uncomfortably on the far side of the bar.

 

"Come on, Macati," Keira said exasperatedly from the top of the stairs. "I don't have all day."

 

Macati grit his teeth, but before he could do or say anything more, Keira continued. "It's not like he wasn't here all day Tuesday. Tlory didn't kill him then; they'll be fine alone for a few minutes."

 

Nodding stiffly, Macati climbed the stairs slowly, resolving to get some damn answers when he went back downstairs. He couldn't think of a single good reason for Guylian and Tlory to be spending time together.

 

Keira led him into her office, sitting down heavily in her chair. She bent down to reach the bottom drawer on her desk, and Macati sat down tiredly in one of the visitor's chairs.

 

"Are the cold boxes what you wanted?" Macati asked half-heartedly. If he hadn't been sick, Tlory wouldn't have had the chance to suck Guylian into whatever scheme he was playing at now.

 

"Better than," Keira admitted, tossing a small pouch at him. It jangled when he caught it, and Macati smiled wryly, reluctantly pleased that Guylian's spells were such a hit. "Your full fee is in there, no haggling."

 

"Huh," Macati said, smiling. Guylian must have really impressed Keira for her to give them the whole fee without bargaining. She loved to haggle, and Guylian's status as an apprentice would have given her a good reason to try and negotiate the price.

 

"There's just one other thing, Macati," Keira said, frowning. She paused, giving him a thoughtful look. Macati frowned in return, confused. Did she have more work for him? Or perhaps this was about Guylian hanging around Tlory. Keira had been overly protective of him ever since his father had passed away. "You're being more of an idiot than usual."

 

"Excuse me?" Macati asked, a little affronted.

 

"Stop growling at Tlory," Keira said bluntly. "It's getting old. And if you don't make a move on that apprentice of yours, you're going to lose him. Tlory's interested. Very interested, unless I've missed my mark."

 

Macati spluttered, taken aback even though really, he should be used to Keira's bluntness by now. "I'm not going to 'make a move' on Guylian, Keira! He's my apprentice."

 

"Then that little crush of yours is just going to drive you insane," Keira said, rolling her eyes. "Though I suppose there's some hope for you. You didn't deny it."

 

Macati coughed, shrugging awkwardly. It was true, even if he thought he hadn't been that obvious about it.

 

"Tlory doesn't want Guylian," Macati finally said, shaking his head a little. "If he's interested, it's only because he wants Guylian to do something for him."

 

"Right," Keira said dryly, her tone disbelieving. "That's why they spent most of the other day shut up in Tlory's room. Alone."

 

Macati grimaced. "That doesn't change the fact that he's my apprentice, Keira. He doesn't need me trying to get into his pants while he's learning magic. Honestly, I think it's the absolute last thing he needs right now."

 

"Boys his age are always interested in sex, Macati. If you don't give it to him, he's going to get it from someone else. And Tlory's at that age too. They're fairly well matched, actually."

 

Macati grit his teeth, resisting the urge to make up a curse to cast on Tlory then and there. Tlory… he'd ask Guylian. He'd probably have to tell Guylian why he'd booted Tlory too, to make sure that Tlory couldn't manipulate Guylian into helping him perform illegal magical acts.

 

"I need to go," Macati said, standing up. Keira rolled her eyes again, but she didn't call him on the obvious evasion. "I'll see you later, Keira."

 

"Mmhmm," Keira said, looking unimpressed as Macati turned to leave the room. "Think about it, Macati. Don't do anything you'll regret."

 

Macati waved a hand at her in acknowledgement, wondering just how obvious he really was, if Keira was coming out and saying something about it. Hopefully it was just Keira who'd noticed. If Tlory had realized… well, that could explain his interest in Guylian. He could be trying to seduce Guylian away in an attempt to get back at Macati for kicking him out and tethering him to this little town.

 

It really wasn't fair to Guylian, who obviously had enough to deal with. Which, hopefully, Macati would learn more about whenever Justain replied to his letter. He didn't need to deal with Macati's former apprentice manipulating him to get back at Macati, as well.

 

Maybe he could try and warn Tlory off again… no, that wouldn't work. Tlory delighted in doing the opposite of whatever Macati tried to get him to do.

 

Macati paused as he reached the bottom of the stairs, frowning in annoyance at Tlory. He wasn't looking at Macati, but was leaning close to Guylian. At some point, he'd moved around to the customer's side of the bar where Guylian had stopped. Guylian wasn't looking at either of them—his eyes were fixed on the top of the counter—but he was actually smiling as he said something quietly.

 

Macati stood there for a moment, unable to do anything but watch as Tlory snickered and knocked his shoulder casually against Guylian's. If Macati tried to do anything like that, Guylian would tense up… but he didn't with Tlory. He just kept smiling and if it had been anyone but Tlory getting that reaction, Macati would be thrilled.

 

And maybe less jealous, but that might be stretching the truth.

 

But it was Tlory, and there was no way Tlory would do anything but devastate Guylian once he had whatever it was he was after. Macati grimaced, wishing that he'd been stupid enough to let Tlory leave town.

 

Tlory looked up then, a familiar smirk curving his lips as he met Macati's eyes. He deliberately leaned closer to Guylian and said something quietly, and Macati bit his lip because he wasn't going to be jealous—Guylian was his apprentice and nothing more.

 

Guylian looked up from the top of the bar as Tlory slid away gracefully, and Macati remembered himself and started moving again. Guylian actually continued to smile as Macati approached, and Macati reluctantly smiled back.

 

"You ready to go?" Macati asked, turning his head to cough into his hand for a moment. Guylian slid off his bar stool hastily, reclaiming the box of supplies they'd earned from Fenral.

 

"See you, Guylian," Tlory drawled, his tone nothing less than suggestive. Guylian blushed, but just nodded, turning away from the bar. Tlory snickered, raising his eyebrows at Macati.

 

Macati ignored him, following Guylian out of the tavern. Guylian didn't say anything and Macati signed, feeling as weary as he had during the worst of his flu.

 

He'd bring up Tlory when they got home, after a nice pot of brisk tea. Macati glanced at Guylian, and something in his gut twisted to see the smile still hovering around Guylian's mouth. He'd bring it up, but he wished there was some way to keep Guylian this happy while he was at it.



Chapter Eight
 

 

 

Guylian followed Macati into the house hesitantly, his grip tightening on the box he carried. Macati still didn't say anything—he'd been quiet the entire trip home, and Guylian just hoped he wasn't about to be drummed out of his apprenticeship.

 

He wasn't stupid enough to really believe that. Macati was quiet, so he was probably upset, and that was either because of the fiasco with Fenral—unlikely, the way he'd reacted—or, more likely, he was upset that Guylian had been so friendly with Tlory.

 

Guylian bit his lip, slipping past Macati and into the kitchen with the box. He set it on the kitchen table and began to unload the contents.

 

He didn't know what to do about Tlory. He knew that Macati would prefer he had nothing to do with Tlory and he knew that Tlory wanted his help in magic, and very probably in annoying Macati.

 

Guylian at least had to ask Macati if he could have some time on Tuesday to spend with Tlory. But it definitely seemed like Macati would say no, and Guylian… Guylian wanted him to say yes. Tlory wasn't really anything like Guylian had expected, but that was good—Guylian's expectations hadn't been great.

 

Macati gave him an absent smile as he came into the room, coming to a stop next to the table. He surveyed the things Guylian had removed from the box and picked out a small, clear jar of some herb or another that Guylian couldn't name or use.

 

"Sage," Macati said, shaking the jar and making the dark green herb tumble against the glass. Guylian dutifully stared at the jar, trying to memorize the color and shape of the spice that filled it. Macati gave him another distracted smile, scooping up the other jars of herbs from the box and walking over to the other side of the kitchen with them.

 

"How close are you to finishing Kysera's friend?" Macati asked, startling Guylian a little. Which was stupid, because it wasn't like Macati was being clandestine about his presence in the kitchen. Guylian shrugged, ignoring the faint heat in his cheeks.

 

"I…" Guylian began, pausing for a moment as he tried to recall the spell he'd been working on before they'd gone into town. "I'm nearly finished integrating the other spells into the conjuring spell."

"Good," Macati said, sitting down at the table. He looked tired, Guylian realized, and that was partly his fault—if he hadn't attracted Fenral's attention, they could have left town earlier. "You can work on that some more this afternoon, if you like."

 

"Okay," Guylian accepted, hesitating as he finished emptying the box onto the table. It was mostly vegetables and other things to be stored in the pantry, so he gathered an armful and headed in. He could do that, at least.

 

Guylian paused in the doorway to the pantry, glancing back into the kitchen. Macati was still sitting there, his shoulders slumped as he leaned on the table. Slowly moving into the pantry, Guylian started to put away the things he held and focused on how to bring up the subject of going into town to meet Tlory.

 

It would probably be better to wait until Macati was feeling better. Waiting would also give Macati a chance to not think about Tlory for a day or two and give Guylian a chance to come up with a better way to ask than just blurting out an awkward question at a completely random juncture.

 

In the mean time, he could do what he could to butter Macati up, so that he wouldn't be too put out by granting Guylian time off. He wasn't really sure what more he could do—there was no way he could miraculously learn to cook in the next few days. He could try better to get out of bed in the morning before Macati came to wake him up. Maybe Kysera could wake him—the pixie liked to watch the sun rise, which meant he was always up before Guylian.

 

He could make tea. Now, because Macati looked like he could use a good, strong pot of tea. Putting away the rest of his armful of supplies, Guylian headed back out into the kitchen.

 

Macati hadn't moved. He looked up when Guylian came back into the room, but he didn't say anything, just looked thoughtful and tired.

 

Guylian got down the tea pot and started a fire in the stove, moving as quietly as he could so as to not disturb Macati's thoughts. Macati continued to sit at the table quietly as Guylian went about making tea.

 

It was a little unnerving, and so it was almost a relief when Macati spoke up as Guylian poured him a cup of tea.

 

"What did you and Tlory do on Tuesday?" Macati asked, his voice quiet and neutral. Guylian nearly dropped the tea pot, wondering why he hadn't seen that question coming. Perhaps because Macati hadn't asked where he'd been in the days since then.

 

He'd also mostly forgotten that Macati had been there for Keira's casual comment on the time he'd spent with Tlory. Flushing a little, because it was Tlory's fault he'd forgotten, with his teasing remarks and his utter disregard for Guylian's personal space.

 

"We—" Guylian said, his flush darkening because he'd never been a good liar and anything he said would be a lie unless he told Macati he'd been pretending he was a proper mage and teaching Tlory how to modify basic conjuring spells.

 

Macati looked at him expectantly, only moving to wrap his hands around the cup of tea Guylian had poured him.

 

Guylian could try and lie. He could—but why should he? Macati wasn't mean, and he might have his issues with Tlory, but surely they were for good reason.

 

"Tlory asked me…" Guylian began, hoping he wasn't being stupid by telling. Tlory had said not to. "… he missed magic," Guylian said awkwardly, not exactly answering the question. "He looked—he misses doing magic and because I'm here, there's no chance he'd be able to learn anytime soon, not without leaving town. And he doesn't want to do that."

 

Macati sighed, but he didn't say anything. Guylian held his breath, his stomach flipping nervously as he waited for Macati's reaction. Macati didn't look too happy about Guylian's proclamation, and he had kicked Tlory out for something to do with magic. So of course he wasn't going to be happy that Guylian was teaching magic to Tlory. Even if it was just conjuring handkerchiefs at this point.

 

"Guylian," Macati said finally, frowning at him. Guylian waited apprehensively, forcing himself to take a slow breath. "Sit down, will you? You're bending my neck out of shape by standing there."

 

"Right," Guylian said, awkwardly sitting down in the chair next to Macati's.

 

"You're a good person, Guylian," Macati said, tapping his fingers lightly against the side of his tea cup. "And a good apprentice. Tlory… I can appreciate why you want to help Tlory, but you can't."

 

Guylian nodded numbly, dropping his gaze to the top of the table. He should have known better. Things didn't go right, not for him.

 

"Tlory would never have had a chance to learn from me again, no matter whether you came here or not. I won't take him on again, and he knows that," Macati said, his fingers still tapping against the side of his cup. "And I've no doubt you're capable of teaching him, but…"

 

"But what?" Guylian asked despite himself. If Macati thought he was capable, why couldn't he?

 

"Guylian," Macati said, reaching out and covering one of Guylian's hands with his own. Guylian looked up, flushing a little—Macati's hand was warm, probably from the tea cup. Macati's eyes were solemn, and he was frowning a little.

 

"I'm going to tell you something, but you can't tell anyone else, all right? If you do, Tlory could get in serious trouble," Macati said, pulling his hand back and curling it around his cup.

 

"Okay," Guylian agreed nervously, his curiosity piqued because for all intents and purposes, it seemed that Macati really disliked Tlory. Why would he keep something secret that could do Tlory harm?

 

"When Tlory was my apprentice, he tried to modify spells to counterfeit money," Macati said solemnly. Guylian's eyes widened, and he anxiously reevaluated everything he'd done with Tlory on Tuesday. But they hadn't gotten past working with the handkerchief spell, even if that had been mostly modifying the spell.

 

"But why?" Guylian finally asked, vaguely horrified.

 

"Does it matter?" Macati asked fiercely, scowling at his tea cup. "I caught him doing it and when I warned him off, he didn't listen."

 

"Why didn't you report him?" Guylian asked quietly, confused. He was missing something, he knew it, but if he pressed too much… well, that would just get Macati upset at him, which so far it didn't seem like he was.

 

"Because… he was—his father died a few months before that and… I should have, but it didn't seem right. I just made sure he couldn't do it again—as a condition of me not reporting him, he's not allowed to leave town to seek an apprenticeship with another mage," Macati said, grimacing.

 

"Oh," Guylian said, frowning. So the line about being homesick had been a lie. But it still didn't make sense. Tlory was obviously leaving things out and he'd lied about a few things, but he hadn't been faking his enthusiasm when it came to magic. At least, not completely.

 

"I should have warned you," Macati said, frowning at his cup of tea. "But I didn't think he'd do anything like this. You've only been my apprentice a short while. But you're smart, and Tlory's manipulative—"

 

"He was sad," Guylian blurted out, interrupting Macati. He blushed, but continued recklessly. "He misses doing magic and I thought—it was like when I thought I wouldn't be able to speak Civomic because I'd set off another bad reaction, and then—" Guylian cut himself off, blushing and sinking in his seat, as though that would keep Macati from having heard that.

 

Macati stared at him, obviously surprised at his outburst. Guylian shifted nervously under his gaze, wishing that he had better control of his mouth, that he didn't always learn the hard way about trusting people, and that Macati was… less understanding and less pretty.

 

"Sorry," Guylian mumbled after a moment, biting his lip.

 

"You're allowed to speak your mind, Guylian," Macati said gently. "It might seem… I can't tell you whether Tlory is reformed or if he's just trying to use you to teach him what he needs to know to complete his counterfeit spells. I'm inclined to think the latter, but in either case I can't take the chance. I don't want you to get into trouble by association, so… I'm sorry, Guylian. I can't let you teach him."

 

Guylian nodded reflexively, sliding his hands off the table and curling them together in his lap. Macati's reasons made sense. Counterfeiting… that wasn't something the authorities took lightly. It was one of the few offenses that could get a mage's tongue cut out.

 

Guylian did not want his tongue cut out, but that made it all the stranger. Why would Tlory risk it? Surely it wasn't the most effective way to get money. Why not learn to conjure jewels? Certainly that was just as difficult and illegal, but it wouldn't have gotten Tlory's tongue cut out.

 

But if Guylian couldn't teach Tlory, would he go back on his promise to keep quiet?

 

"I'm sorry," Macati said again, sighing. "I know you and Tlory get along."

 

"It's… it's okay," Guylian said, biting his lip worriedly. If he didn't show up on Tuesday, would Tlory come looking for him? Probably, because it would annoy Macati and he liked doing that.

 

"You don't sound very sure about that," Macati said skeptically, smiling faintly as he faintly took a sip of his tea. Only to promptly choke on it. Guylian sat up straight, startled, and stared at Macati in concern.

 

"Are you all right?" Guylian asked as Macati's coughing fit subsided.

 

"That is very strong," Macati said, coughing a little more. His eyes were watering and Guylian flushed. Apparently he couldn't even make tea right anymore.

 

"Sorry," Guylian muttered. So much for buttering Macati up. Except that wasn't really necessary now, was it?

 

"Just warn me next time," Macati said, shaking his head with a rueful smile. "You should have made it for me like this when I was sicker. Maybe I would have gotten better more quickly."

 

Guylian smiled a little, curling his fingers around the edge of the seat of his chair. "The surprise is half the effectiveness?"

 

Macati laughed, sipping cautiously at the tea again. "I think you're right. It doesn't have half as much kick when I know to expect it."

 

Guylian nodded, biting his lip and wondering if he'd get a chance to talk to Tlory before he was next supposed to meet up with him. He would if they went into town again, but that was highly dependent on whether Macati was feeling better and whether they needed any supplies, which they wouldn't for a few days.

 

"What's on your mind, Guylian?" Macati asked lightly. He seemed tired still, but somewhat happier and less distracted.

 

"Um," Guylian managed, flushing. "I think… I need to go talk to Tlory. To let him know I can't help him with magic any longer."

 

"Ah," Macati said, making a face. "Did you want to go now? I can go with you, if you want."

 

"I don't think you can walk into town again today," Guylian said, frowning in concern. "You don't look up to it."

 

"I'm fine," Macati said firmly, but he was obviously amused. "Just a little tired."

 

"So you can stay here and rest," Guylian said decisively. "I'll just tell him and come back. It won't take very long."

 

"All right," Macati agreed slowly, obviously reluctant about letting him go buy himself. "Just be careful and don't let Tlory talk you into doing anything you don't want to do."

 

"I won't," Guylian promised, hoping that wasn't going to turn out to be a lie. He was something of a pushover and he knew it. Standing up, he pushed his chair back into place beneath the table and tried not to think about what he'd do if Tlory decided to leverage his knowledge of Guylian's past for help counterfeiting money.

 

*\^/*

 

The tavern was much busier now than it had been when he and Macati had stopped by earlier. Tlory was weaving through tables with a grace that Guylian could never hope to emulate, looking completely at ease as he carried a wide tray laden with food and drink through the crowded, closely spaced tables.

 

A woman Guylian didn't recognize was working behind the bar, but it seemed to be only her and Tlory who were working in the crowded room. He didn't recognize any of the patrons, but he was also trying to not look too closely at the number of people in the room.

 

The tavern was loud, crowded, and it smelled strongly of rich, hearty stew and beer. Guylian wanted nothing more than to turn around and head back to Macati's house, but how would he explain that he hadn't talked to Tlory?

 

"Guylian!" Tlory greeted loudly from halfway across the room. Guylian flushed as a few of the patrons closest to Tlory turned to stare at him. Tlory wended his way through the tables, tucking his empty tray beneath his arm.

 

"What are you doing here?" Tlory asked, pulling Guylian to the side as a pair of men entered the tavern behind him.

 

"Um," Guylian managed, startled as a nearby table exploded into laughter. Tlory slanted him an amused look, stepping closer and shielding most of the room from view.

 

"Well?" Tlory asked, pushing his hair away from his face and shifting impatiently.

 

"I need to talk to you," Guylian blurted out, flushing and doing his best to meet Tlory's eyes. It was hard though, his eyes kept sliding towards the floor.

 

"That sounds unpleasant," Tlory said, smirking at him teasingly. Guylian just shrugged because Tlory might be teasing now, but he wouldn't be once Guylian told him that he couldn't teach him any more.

 

"Okay, hold on," Tlory said, a frown flickering briefly across his face. "Can you wait a bit? We just got a fresh wave for dinner, so I can't skive off just yet."

 

"I can," Guylian agreed, because the alternative was to talk to Tlory another day and he didn't want to wait that long.

 

"Go sit at the bar, then," Tlory said, smirking a little at something. "I'll come get you when I'm caught up."

 

"Okay," Guylian said apprehensively, a little wary of the look on Tlory's face. Tlory laughed, hooking arms with him and pulling him across the room. He managed it without running into any of the tables or tripping over anyone, though Guylian stumbled a time or two.

 

"Stay here," Tlory ordered, pushing him at a bar stool at the end of the bar closest to the kitchen. "Bella, get Guylian whatever he wants," Tlory called to the bartender, clapping Guylian on the shoulder. "Don't drink me out of my week's wages, please," Tlory said, close to Guylian's ear.

 

"I won't," Guylian said, but he was talking to empty air—Tlory had already slipped away and was disappearing into the kitchen. Guylian looked apprehensively at the bartender, who'd made her way to his end of the bar already.

 

"What'll it be?" Bella asked, and she looked amused at him, too.

 

"I'm fine," Guylian said quietly, making her lean closer.

 

"What was that?" Bella asked, pulling out a clean pint glass.

 

"I'm not thirsty," Guylian tried again. He didn't really know what to order at a tavern, but in any case, he wasn't going to drink on Tlory's tab when he was about to tell Tlory bad news. Bella laughed loudly and drew from one of the tabs lined up behind the bar, filling the clear glass with pale, amber-colored liquid.

 

"Here," she said, sliding the glass towards him with a wink. "You don't have to be thirsty to drink."

 

"Okay," Guylian muttered, sitting down on the bar stool awkwardly. He pulled the glass closer carefully as Bella wandered off to tend an actual customer, thankfully leaving Guylian alone at his end of the bar. There was an empty bar stool between him and the next closest customer, a man with an unfortunate beard, but if Guylian kept his gaze on his drink, he wouldn't have to talk to anyone.

 

Pulling the frothy drink another inch closer, Guylian glanced around the room. He spotted Tlory immediately, chatting easily with a table of middle-aged women. Guylian bit his lip, flushing a little as he watched Tlory smile easily at the women. He was saying something that apparently involved a number of grandiose gestures, earning laughter and bright smiles from the group.

 

Guylian turned away, focusing on his drink. His life would be so much easier if he could talk to people with even a third of the grace Tlory had. It really wasn't fair—how did Tlory manage to be so personable? And he could do magic, even if he didn't have the bonus of growing up speaking Civomic.

 

Guylian toyed with his glass absently, wondering how Tlory would take the news. If Guylian was right, he'd be upset but ultimately he'd understand. If Macati was right… well, Guylian could just forget about keeping his past secret.

 

Facing the bar squarely, Guylian took a cautious sip of his drink for lack of anything better to do. It was bitter, but not bitter enough to make him spit it back out. It was surprisingly light and sweet, and Guylian hoped it wasn't going to put too large a dent in Tlory's purse.

 

It probably wouldn't, otherwise Tlory wouldn't have made the offer. Guylian sighed quietly, slouching on his bar stool and hoping that Tlory got a break quickly. The longer he stayed, the more nervous he got. Guylian sighed, biting his lip and forcing himself to be patient.

 

It was nearly half an hour later and half of the contents of the pint glass when Tlory finally reappeared at his side, his carrying tray conspicuously absent.

 

"I'm free for a bit," Tlory announced cheerfully, stealing Guylian's drink and downing half the remainder with a few quick swallows. "What do you need to talk to me about?"

 

"It's—" Guylian began, awkwardly dismounting from the bar stool. "It's a little personal."

 

"Privacy, then?" Tlory asked, smiling wryly. He paused, looking thoughtful. "I suppose we'd better just go to my room. I can't go too far, I have to be back to work pretty quick."

 

"Okay," Guylian agreed, blushing a little and hoping no one was paying them any attention as Tlory led the way up the stairs. Tlory didn't say anything as he led the way down the hallway, and Guylian tried unsuccessfully to quell his nerves as he entered Tlory's tiny little room.

 

It was neater than it had been when Guylian had last visited. Tlory's bed was neatly made and a small pile of handkerchiefs of different colors, fabrics, and patterns were stacked on top of the small dresser at the foot of Tlory's bed.

 

"I've been practicing more," Tlory admitted, smiling shyly. "Sit down."

 

"What did you try?" Guylian asked, curious even though he shouldn't be. What Tlory had tried on his own wasn't going to matter in a few minutes anyway.

 

"Just some more colors," Tlory admitted, pushing Guylian towards the bed. "Sit down, you're creeping me out hovering there."

 

"Sorry," Guylian muttered, sitting down hesitantly. Tlory had no compunctions about joining him, sitting down heavily next to him.

 

"My feet ache," Tlory complained good-naturedly. "So, out with it. What awful thing has you all stiff and bothered?"

 

Guylian flushed, staring down at his hands. He was that obvious? He really was, but how could he give Tlory bad news when Tlory was so nice to him?

 

"Fenral didn't bother you again, did he?" Tlory asked abruptly, sitting up straight. Guylian glanced at him in surprise to find Tlory's expression had darkened. Guylian flinched a little.

 

"I told him—" Tlory began, but cut himself off. "Did he bother you?"

 

"No," Guylian said, frowning at Tlory in confusion. "What did you tell Fenral?"

 

"To leave you alone," Tlory said, frowning a little in return and it was decidedly odd to see Tlory so out of sorts. "I… may have embellished with a few threats. I did read a few curse books when I was Macati's apprentice."

 

"Tlory," Guylian said, making his tone as reproving as he could. But Fenral hadn't seemed too off-put earlier. "When did you…?"

 

"When he came by for dinner," Tlory said, flashing Guylian a mischievous grin. "I may have also spilled his dinner on him. Accidentally, of course."

 

Guylian shook his head, torn between being embarrassed and amused.

 

"So," Tlory said, nudging him with an elbow. "Why are you here? Not that I don't appreciate seeing you."

 

"You saw me earlier," Guylian said, shrugging a little. He hesitated before continuing a bit more quietly. "I asked Macati if I could visit on Tuesday to teach you some more."

 

"At which point, he said no," Tlory said flatly, and when Guylian risked another look at him, his face was completely blank.

 

"He told me why he kicked you out," Guylian said in explanation. Tlory rolled his eyes, but he didn't say anything, just met Guylian's eyes with that unnerving blank stare. Guylian stared back uncertainly, hoping he hadn't misjudged. Tlory cracked after a few minutes, narrowing his eyes and shifting his stance defensively.

 

"What, so you came to see if I was using you to try it again?" Tlory demanded, standing up and regarding Guylian with a cold stare.

 

"No," Guylian denied, his eyes widening. He hadn't; he'd only come to say he couldn't teach Tlory anymore.

 

"And if I said I was?" Tlory asked, raising an eyebrow and looming a little.

 

"Nothing?" Guylian asked, shrinking back. "I don't—it wouldn't matter because Macati won't let me either way."

 

Tlory snorted, giving him a sharp, brittle smile. "Sure it doesn't. You wouldn't care if I got you in trouble enough that you'd get your tongue cut out as punishment?"

 

"You wouldn't," Guylian said half-heartedly, flushing and sinking down in his seat miserably. Tlory scowled at him darkly, and just when Guylian decided he needed to go before Tlory got really angry, Tlory deflated.

 

"I could easily," Tlory said petulantly, shaking his head a little. "But I wouldn't."

 

"Thank you?" Guylian said, completely thrown at Tlory's abrupt change in mood.

 

"You're welcome," Tlory said, giving him a hint of a smirk. He sat down with a sigh, a little closer to Guylian than he had been before. Guylian relaxed a little, keeping quiet to keep from upsetting Tlory some more.

 

"You can't teach me magic anymore," Tlory said, shifting to look at him. "But you can come visit, right?"

 

"I don't know," Guylian said, flushing a little as he tried to figure out how he'd explain that to Macati.

 

"Come on," Tlory said, pouting outrageously. "There aren't really any people around here my age that I like to hang out with."

 

Guylian flushed a little, fidgeting with the hem of his shirt a little. "I don't know if Macati would let me."

 

"I could talk to him," Tlory offered, smirking. "I'm sure he'd love to hear from me."

 

"I don't think that would help," Guylian said doubtfully, making Tlory snicker.

 

"It would be fun," Tlory said, grinning. "How about this? You talk to him, and if you can't convince him, I will."

 

Guylian shrugged, trying in vain to come up with a reason that Tlory shouldn't that he'd actually agree with.

 

"If you're not here Tuesday, I will come find you," Tlory said cheerfully, brushing his shoulder against Guylian's.

 

"Okay," Guylian said after a minute, folding his hands together and hunching his shoulders a little. He did want to see Tlory again, even if it wouldn't be magic-related. Hopefully… but Macati and Tlory were at odds, so maybe Macati wouldn't be amenable to Guylian spending time away from his studies to… hang out.

 

It was strange though. Tlory was obviously interested in magic—more so than it extended to counterfeiting—so why had he jeopardized his future as a mage by trying it?

 

"What?" Tlory asked, poking none-too-gently in the ribs. Guylian jerked away, startled. "You've got that look on your face that means you've got something to say but you're too afraid to say it."

 

Guylian flushed, shrugging. "I just don't understand why."

 

"Why what?" Tlory asked, striving for levity but falling far short. "Oh, fine. It's stupid, really."

 

Guylian nodded, well acquainted with stupid motivations.

 

"You know, Macati never asked me why," Tlory said, looking thoughtful. "He yelled a lot, but he didn't ask me why."

 

"Stop stalling," Guylian said quietly, even if he really wanted to ask more. Macati had yelled? Guylian had never really seen him mad—his spats with Tlory didn't really count.

 

Tlory snorted. "Fine. Okay, so, a little before I apprenticed with Macati, my dad died. Crushed to death by a frightened horse."

 

"I'm sorry," Guylian said quietly, but Tlory just shrugged flippantly before continuing.

 

"My mother took it hard," Tlory said, a frown flickering briefly across his face. "My dad spoiled her. He did freelance mage work for the king and got paid a lot. Money he frittered away on my mother and our house. When he died, there was nothing left. He always assumed he'd be around to take care of us, you know? And then he wasn't and there wasn't anything left.

 

"My mother was stupid about it, too. She should have cut back and stopped buying new clothes and jewels and hiring people to take her into the city, but she didn't. She kept spending until she ran out of money. And then she kept spending on credit with money she didn't have. A few months after I apprenticed with Macati, she sold the house and moved to the city. That's how I know about you. I visit her occasionally and it was the hottest gossip when you disappeared after setting your fiancée's party dress on fire."

 

Guylian flushed, but ignored that. "So you needed money for your mother?"

 

"Yeah," Tlory said, shrugging nonchalantly, but his face was grim. "She's in deep. I should just let her rot and deal with the mess she's made on her own, but she's my mother, you know?"

 

"Yeah," Guylian agreed quietly, biting his lip. "Why does she keep spending?"

 

"She thinks she can net a rich man again. One who can take care of her properly and absolve all her debts," Tlory said, sighing. "Which is just stupid. She's old enough that it's highly unlikely, especially since she's not very pretty."

 

"That's not very nice," Guylian said disapprovingly, not really thinking. Tlory snickered, reaching out and tugging the ribbon from Guylian's hair.

 

"It's true, though," Tlory said cheerfully, crumpling the ribbon in his fist. "I don't suppose you're holding out for a woman twice your age with more debt than sense?"

 

"No," Guylian protested immediately, flushing as he tried without much success to straighten out his hair.

 

"Have enough problems with the one woman, eh?" Tlory asked teasingly, nudging Guylian's arm with his elbow. Guylian's face burned hotter and he shrugged awkwardly, not really wanting to think about it, let alone talk about it.

 

"You could always marry me," Tlory suggested dryly, smirking at him. "That would solve both our problems."

 

"I don't want to get married," Guylian said quietly, not meeting Tlory's eyes. "Can I have my hair ribbon back?"

 

"Nope," Tlory denied, grinning at him cheerfully. "You should leave your hair down more often. It's cuter."

 

Guylian stared at Tlory for a second, not really sure how to reply to that. He was saved from having to come up with something when a loud voice yelled Tlory's name from down the hallway.

 

"Oops," Tlory said, wincing and standing up quickly. "I'm in trouble."

 

"Sorry," Guylian apologized immediately, standing up too and nearly running into Tlory in his haste.

 

"You should be. This is totally your fault," Tlory said cheerfully, running his hands through his hair and missing it up. "You're totally distracting."

 

Guylian just shook his head, his cheeks burning as Tlory grabbed his hand and pulled him into the hallway. Keira was standing at the far end of the hallway, a scowl on her face.

 

"Hurry up, Tlory. People don't appreciate being made to wait so you can have quality time with your boyfriend."

 

Guylian's eyes widened. Tlory didn't deny it, just grinned and tightened his grip on Guylian's hand.

 

"Sorry, Keira," Tlory said, not a hint of apology in his voice. Keira rolled her eyes.

 

"Get going. Guylian, I don't care if you visit, just do it when Tlory's not working," Keira said. Guylian just nodded, deciding it wasn't worth it to protest. He could set Keira straight another day.

 

Tlory snickered quietly, pulling Guylian down the hall, past Keira's watchful eye, and down the stairs to the tavern's main room. It was even busier now, and Guylian stared uncertainly at the crowd of people crushed into the room.

 

"See you Tuesday, darling," Tlory drawled, grinning at him cheekily. Guylian turned to reprimand him, but Tlory leaned close and pressed a kiss to Guylian's cheek before releasing his hold on Guylian's hand.

 

"You're not funny," Guylian said, his voice barely audible.

 

"I'm hilarious," Tlory said, winking before turning on his heel and disappearing into the kitchen. Guylian watched him go, and then started across the tavern, hoping Tlory's little prank didn't get back to Macati because he had no idea how he'd explain it.

 

*\^/*

 

Macati stayed seated at the kitchen table for a few minutes after Guylian left. He drank the rest of his tea slowly, trying not to think too much about how upset Guylian was going to be when he got back.

 

Sighing, Macati set aside his empty tea cup, deciding to clean up later. Standing up, he winced a little. He really wanted to crawl back into bed, but he wanted more to be awake for Guylian when he came back.

 

Giving the messy kitchen a last dismissive look, Macati left the kitchen and headed upstairs. He muttered a quick fire spell to conjure some light, frowning as he surveyed the work room. He could give his current spell puzzle another shot, but that was likely to be as unsuccessful as his earlier attempt had been. He could return to reading the grimoires Justain had sent him, but that didn't really appeal, either.

 

Puttering around the room restlessly, Macati paused at the little basket he used to receive mail magically, from Justain and from his other magical acquaintances. There was a thin, flat envelope resting on top of the basket's red fabric lining.

 

Curious, Macati picked up the letter, immediately recognizing Justain's neat, cramped handwriting. Taking the letter to the table, Macati sat down and opened the letter.

 

Macati,

 

 

 

I know I owe you, you can stop reminding me. I don't know what makes your apprentice so nervous. He was like that when I found him and I don't know how to fix it, which is why I gave him to you.

 

 

 

I found him in Rothburg, a few dozen miles south of the city. I was doing some work for the mayor there and managed to scare the boy witless when I cast a spell near him. When I pressed, he cried. Have you ever seen him cry, Macati? It's awful. I couldn't leave him there, and there's no mage-in-residence in Rothburg.

 

 

 

I don't know what went wrong in his past, but I do know he set off a spell accidentally. He was probably running from the fallout. This is why spellbooks should have locks—he was probably messing around with an unfamiliar book and mangled the Civomic. In any case, whatever he did wrong, it was big.

 

 

 

I'm still not taking him back, Macati. You're stuck with him.

 

 

 

J.

 

 

 

Macati rolled his eyes, setting down the short letter. Justain didn't know anything then. Nothing Macati hadn't already known or figured out for himself.

 

He couldn't ask Guylian, not right now. Sick as he still was, he'd botch it or Guylian wouldn't take well to his curiosity right after having to deal with Tlory. Macati sighed. He could always check with his other acquaintances. Guylian was obviously from Rimshaw, the large city in the area. He knew people there—not the least his former teacher.

 

But was it really necessary for him to know? Not to teach, it wasn't. He knew Guylian had set off an accidental spell; Guylian had said as much in the garden. He didn't really need to know anything else to teach Guylian. Anything more… would be good to know if he was actually considering acting on his feelings for Guylian.

 

But he couldn't do that, no matter what Keira said. Guylian didn't need to worry about Macati's intentions on top of everything else he worried about. He needed a safe haven, someplace he could relax, and he needed Macati to just teach him and be there for him.

 

He didn't need Macati throwing his safe haven into turmoil, especially after having to deal with Fenral. After all, what made Macati's interest any better than Fenral's?

 

Nothing, since Macati was sure Guylian didn't return the feeling.

 

Folding up the letter from Justain slowly, Macati tucked it into the back of one of the grimoires he was reading. Then he thought the better of it—Guylian was apt to read anything and everything, so he tucked it into the grimoire he was working on instead. He was relatively sure Guylian would keep out of that unless Macati told him otherwise.

 

Macati surveyed the top of the work table before reluctantly reaching for the grimoire he'd been reading earlier. He needed to do something to distract himself from his disastrous thoughts until Guylian returned.

 

Guylian didn't return for a fair while, unfortunately. Macati never really settled in to read, too distracted by his thoughts and too tired to really absorb much. Macati heard Guylian open the door, then nothing for a long moment as Guylian presumably checked the kitchen for him, and then finally he heard Guylian's steps on the stairs.

 

Striving to look casual, Macati slumped in his seat, propping his book open. Guylian appeared at the top of the stairs, carrying a tray with the leftover tea and some food. He didn't notice Macati right away; it took him a few steps to look up.

 

"Hey," Macati greeted, swallowing a yawn. Guylian looked a little surprised, but not too upset.

 

"I thought you were asleep already," Guylian said apologetically, frowning slightly. "I would have brought more up."

 

"Don't worry about it," Macati said, waving a hand dismissively. "I'm not really hungry."

 

"Okay," Guylian accepted, setting the tray down in a clear spot on the top of the table. Macati waited until Guylian sat down before speaking up again.

 

"How did it go?"

 

Guylian flushed, and Macati belatedly realized that he was missing his hair ribbon. Not at Kysera's hand—the pixie was napping on top of Guylian's barely started grimoire.

 

"I won't be teaching him anymore," Guylian said, smiling a small little smile. He never smiled like that because of Macati. "But he wants to hang out."

 

Guylian looked askance at him, and Macati bit back the denial on the tip of his tongue.

 

"If you want to," Macati said, shrugging. "Just make sure no magic. I don't want to lose you as an apprentice, too."

 

"No magic," Guylian promised, smiling that happy little smile again.

 

"What happened to your hair ribbon? Meet a rogue pixie in town?" Macati asked, trying to change the subject.

 

"Oh, um," Guylian began, biting his lip briefly. "Tlory took it. He said I looked cuter without it."

 

"You do," Macati said, completely without thinking. Guylian's eyes widened and he flushed adorably, and Macati wanted to smack himself. "I didn't say that."

 

"Okay," Guylian said, fussing with the tea and not looking at him. Deciding not to push his luck, Macati closed his book and stood up carefully.

 

"I'm going to bed now," Macati announced. Guylian nodded, giving him a faint smile, his cheeks still red.

 

"Good night," Guylian said, edging one of the books in front of him closer to the edge of the table.

 

"Night," Macati echoed, heading downstairs. He was officially a moron.

 

But what did Tlory think he was doing, telling Guylian he looked cuter without his hair ribbon?

 

*\^/*

 

Macati disappeared downstairs, his footsteps barely audible on the stairs. Guylian waited until he heard the door to Macati's bedroom shut to begin breathing again.

 

Macati was still sick. That was the only explanation for him saying something like that. He'd taken it back immediately, anyway, or at least, denied he'd said it. Self-consciously, Guylian tucked his hair behind his ear, his cheeks warming.

 

Maybe he should leave his hair down more often, if Macati and Tlory both preferred it…

 

Right, and then he could mystically reconcile things between Macati and Tlory so that Tlory could learn magic again. Shaking his head, ruefully, Guylian pulled his chair closer to the table, intending to do a bit more work on the pixie spell before going to bed himself.

 

He couldn't focus though, his mind drifting back to Tlory's explanation. There was something Guylian could do; Tlory had jokingly suggested something similar, but he hadn't been serious about Guylian marrying into his family.

 

If Tlory's mother's debts were gone, Tlory would have no reason to try to counterfeit. And if Tlory came clean to Macati about why he'd tried it, Macati wouldn't hold a grudge. They could figure out how to keep Tlory's mother out of debt another day.

 

But what if Tlory wasn't on the level? Guylian hesitated, frowning faintly. What if this was some elaborate ploy by Tlory to try and part him with his family's money? Tlory did know who he was and that he was well off.

 

If Tlory was just after his money, then why hadn't he blackmailed him for it in the first place? And Tlory's enthusiasm for magic was genuine, Guylian believed that.

 

Besides, even if he threw away a chunk of money on Tlory's mother, it was far better than letting it molder away or, worse, Kara Lee getting her hands on it.

 

Decided, Guylian rearranged the papers and books on the top of the table, pulling a bottle of ink and a blank sheet of paper close. It would be easier if he knew Tlory's mother's name, but he could have his solicitor work out those pesky details. That's what he paid the man for, after all.



Chapter nine
 

 

 

"I think that will do it," Macati said in approval, giving Guylian a cheerful smile. "You could add this to your grimoire if you think it'll fit in."

 

"But it's your spell," Guylian protested for the fourth or fifth time, his cheeks flushed a pale pink.

 

"Guylian, that spell looks nothing like the spell I initially used to create Kysera," Macati said with some amusement. "That is yours, as much as the modified spell circle diagram is. I think it would make an excellent addition."

 

"Okay," Guylian said, still obviously uncertain as he accepted the paper back from Macati. His cheeks stayed flushed, but that was normal. It was normal, and not at all a side effect of Macati's slip the other night.

 

"Should I cast it now?" Guylian asked, sitting down in his chair and glancing up towards the skylight where Kysera was sleeping.

 

"If you can get Kysera up," Macati said, settling back in his own chair. "I really want to see how they interact."

 

Guylian nodded, glancing up at the window again, his cheeks still flushed. The color hadn't faded at all, Macati noted with a bit of concern.

 

"Can you whistle for him?" Guylian asked, blinking a few times as he dropped his gaze from the window.

 

"Whistle?" Macati repeated. "That didn't work the last few times I did it with him."

 

"It might wake him if you can make it loud enough," Guylian suggested hesitantly. Then he shrugged a little, ducking his head to stare at the spell. "Or we can wait."

 

Macati bit back a laugh. Guylian was obviously eager to cast the spell. Hiding his amusement, Macati whistled sharply, snickering when Guylian startled. Kysera obligingly tumbled from the skylight, only barely managing to catch himself halfway through his fall.

 

"Good idea," Macati praised cheerfully. Kysera shot him a disdainful look, fluttering sleepily over to Guylian. He settled in Guylian's cupped hands, cooing something remarkably whiny at Guylian.

 

"I thought you'd want to be awake when I made your friend," Guylian said, smiling faintly. Macati steadfastly ignored the way the soft, happy expression made his chest ache. Kysera perked up at Guylian's words, his wings lifting curiously. He took flight, cooing softly as he made a wobbly landing on Guylian's shoulder.

 

Guylian smiled a little wider, tucking back his hair so Kysera could settle in more comfortably. He'd been wearing his hair down since Macati's unfortunate slip—but, well, he had been doing that before, too. Especially while they were at home, to minimize Kysera's opportunities to steal his hair ribbons.

 

Macati pushed his books a little further away, sitting up straight as Guylian picked up the paper he'd written the spell out on. He cleared his throat, glancing inquisitively at Macati.

 

"Go on," Macati said encouragingly. Guylian nodded, rubbing at his still-flushed cheeks before beginning to speak the spell slowly. Macati leaned back, listening with half an ear as Guylian flawlessly spoke the Civomic words.

 

At least he didn't have to worry about Guylian's pronunciation. That was one of the worst parts of teaching new apprentices—Civomic wasn't an easy language to learn, even if healer-mages had a worse time with Thocari.

 

Macati rather thought Guylian would have done well with Civomic even if he hadn't had the bonus of growing up speaking the language. Guylian learned well.

 

He was happier now too, ever since his visit with Tlory. It grated, that Tlory had that effect, and Macati couldn't shake the suspicion that Tlory was up to no good. But Guylian was happier and Macati couldn't help but be pleased with that.

 

Even if he wished he was the one bringing it about.

 

Macati sighed quietly. He'd just have to figure out some way to talk to Tlory, to make sure he understood just how dire the consequences would be if he hurt Guylian in any way. Maybe then he could work out the reason for Tlory's interest.

 

Guylian's voice faltered, and Macati blinked, focusing again as Guylian coughed a little. It was more solid sounding than a throat-clearing cough, and Macati cursed silently, peering at Guylian pensively.

 

He didn't look sick—unless the color in his cheeks was indicative of a fever instead of shyness.

 

"Are you all right?" Macati asked, hopefully before his staring became creepy.

 

"I'm fine," Guylian mumbled half-heartedly, pulling his by now cool tea closer. He took a sip, hiding a wince as Kysera tugged impatiently on his hair.

 

"Can you pick up where you left off or do you need to start again?" Macati asked, wondering if Guylian had mangled a spell word or two with the coughing fit. Guylian would know—Macati just hadn't been paying enough attention.

 

For answer, Guylian just started casting again, from the middle of the spell—presumably from where he'd left off. He spoke more slowly, and his voice sounded a bit hoarse. Macati hoped fervently it was from talking too much and not from an impending bout of flu.

 

Guylian finished the spell without further mishap, and Macati grinned at the small construct curled on the table in front of Guylian. It was still a long moment, and Kysera took that time to flutter down to the table, landing awkwardly a few inches away from the new pixie.

 

The new pixie was a little smaller than Kysera, but its wings were larger and patterned with bright, vibrant swirls of color. It also had a shock of vibrantly orange hair that was currently the object of Kysera's fascinated stare.

 

The pixie shook out its wings, staring at the far wall for a moment before turning to look at Macati. Macati stared back, thrown because the pixie's eyes weren't anything like what had been laid out in Guylian's spell. They were supposed to be a pale green, but instead they were a swirling, chaotic mess of more colors than Macati could name.

 

"I have no idea how you did that, but it's definitely interesting," Macati said, leaning forward. The pixie's attention was diverted though, and its strange eyes focused intently on Kysera, who had been unstealthily sneaking up on him. Kysera cooed curiously, sidling closer as the pixie's eyes shifted into a new array of colors.

 

"Huh." Guylian looked utterly perplexed. Macati snickered as the new pixie hooted softly, sounding just like the owl from which Guylian had copied the voice.

 

"You can work it out later. Probably something you coughed or we said in the interim was close to some word in Civomic," Macati said. Guylian nodded, smiling a little as Kysera reached out towards the new pixie's face, apparently intent on putting his fingers on the pixie's curious eyes.

 

"Have you decided what you're going to name him yet?" Macati asked, amused as the new pixie knocked Kysera's questing hands away from his face.

 

"No," Guylian said, frowning thoughtfully. "I don't—you could name him, if you wanted to? I named Kysera."

 

"Oh, um." Macati paused, startled. "I'm not very good at names." He paused, then shrugged. "How about Blake?"

 

"I like it," Guylian said, smiling a little as he watched the pixies. They were circling each other slowly, exchanging quiet chirps and looking rather baffled by each other. At least they weren't fighting.

 

Macati whistled softly, nothing like the sharp noise he'd used to startle Kysera out of his next with. Kysera still shot him a disdainful look, but the new pixie turned to look at him curiously, his eyes swirling again before setting into a new pattern of color.

 

"Would you like to be called Blake?" Macati asked, wondering if he was about to get his own pixie, like Kysera was with Guylian.

 

The pixie cocked his head consideringly. Kysera snorted and fluttered off to land on Guylian's shoulder, half-hiding himself in the fall of Guylian's hair. The new pixie rolled his eyes, making the color swirl again. He nodded, shooting Kysera a smug look before picking his way across the table gracefully to the space Macati had cleared before Guylian had cast the spell.

 

He stopped directly in front of Macati, hooting imperiously. Guylian poorly muffled a laugh and Macati was hard pressed to keep from laughing himself—Blake's looks and his manner were completely at odds with each other.

 

"I don't speak owl," Macati said solemnly. "What do you want?"

 

Blake huffed, flexing his wings before awkwardly lifting off. He flew haphazardly towards Macati before landing and nearly tipping himself off of Macati's shoulder. Macati steadied him carefully, wondering if there was something in the spell that kept the pixies from flying properly. But they could fly, so perhaps it was just a matter of practice?

 

Guylian was still smiling, but he was paying more attention to Kysera than he was to Blake and Macati. Kysera was pouting and cooing something quietly as Guylian hummed and nodded in agreement.

 

"Do you want to work on your grimoire for the rest of the afternoon? I don't have anything else lined up for you yet," Macati said, sitting as still as he could to keep from knocking Blake off his shoulder. The pixie unhelpfully shifted, standing and fluttering his wings next to Macati's ear.

 

"All right," Guylian agreed easily, and then sneezed three times in quick succession. Macati smothered a smile—he really shouldn't think the way Guylian sneezed adorable. Kysera took off, looking rather alarmed, headed straight for his nest in the skylight.

 

"Ulgh," Guylian muttered, sniffling a bit. "I'm fine."

 

"I didn't say anything," Macati said, biting his lip but probably failing utterly to hide his smile. "You can't sit there."

 

Guylian stared, looking completely flummoxed, and Macati carefully nudged Blake, knocking him from his tenuous perch. "Go see if Kysera will share his nest with you."

 

Blake hooted in what was presumably agreement, fluttering off without a backwards look.

 

"You can also just do some reading," Macati offered, because that was a relatively low-risk activity. Guylian wouldn't muck up a page or spill ink or say a spell word wrong if he was just reading. "I'll leave it up to you."

 

"Okay," Guylian said quietly, and Macati noted with resignation that his cheeks were still flushed. Hopefully it was nothing—or allergies, or something—but Macati was going to make sure they had plenty of ingredients for soup and tea on-hand, just in case.

 

*\^/*

 

Guylian groaned softly, burying his head under his pillow. It did nothing to muffle the pounding in his head, but it did help muffle Kysera and Blake, who had taken to cooing and chirping at each other as soon as they woke up in the morning.

 

He didn't bother moving, wondering vaguely why he'd thought it such a great idea to give the pixies voices. Except he hadn't thought of it—Macati had. Guylian sighed, burying his head deeper under his pillow and sniffling loudly.

 

The pixies settled down after a while, letting Guylian fall into a light doze. He wasn't sure how much later it was that he startled awake again, nearly sending himself crashing to the floor in surprise. How long he'd been asleep, he wasn't sure, but the room was brighter even if it felt like he'd only just fallen asleep.

 

It took him a moment to fully wake up, and even then he couldn't figure out what had woken him until he heard the knock again.

 

Macati had a spell on the front door that amplified the sound of anyone knocking on the door. It was a simple spell, in place just to let Macati hear anyone at the door no matter where he was in the house.

 

Guylian hesitated a moment before crawling out of bed. He was still tired, but if Macati had a customer… well, Guylian should probably be there for that, even if he'd rather avoid the townsfolk where he could. Maybe whoever it was would be gone by the time he actually made it downstairs. Guylian slowly changed into fresh clothes, fruitlessly trying to clear his throat as he moved slowly around his little corner of the work room.

 

Kysera and Blake stayed in the skylight—Guylian wasn't completely sure what they were doing, but he thought they might be expanding Kysera's nest. He'd managed to recover three hair ribbons when they'd been lost in the jostling and rearranging the pixies were doing.

 

He was nearly tempted to retrieve the rest, but Kysera would get upset and he thought the nest might totally disintegrate if he took back all the ribbons.

 

Trudging down the stairs slowly, Guylian sniffed as quietly as he could manage, listening for voices as he went. His sock-clad feet were nearly soundless on the stairs, and he could hear the quiet, soothing murmur of Macati's voice. He couldn't make out the words though; Macati was speaking too quietly for Guylian to make out any words.

 

Guylian somehow managed reached the bottom of the stairs without tripping over himself or coughing out part of his throat. It appeared, however, that he was feverish—which explained why the house was so warm—and hallucinating, because it didn't make any sense for Tlory to be at the door. He and Macati weren't friendly yet.

 

"He looks well enough to me," Tlory said, meeting Guylian's eyes. A smirk curved his lips for a second before slipping away. He ducked around Macati quickly, with the same grace Guylian had seen him exhibit waiting tables.

 

"What—" Guylian began, pausing to clear his throat when the word came out impossibly mangled. "What are you doing here?"

 

"You didn't show," Tlory said cheerfully. Guylian stared at him blankly. It wasn't Tuesday already was it? "It is Tuesday," Tlory said, snickering a little. Guylian shifted, smiling a little sheepishly. "I suppose I can forgive you, though. Eating frogs would throw off anyone's day."

 

"I didn't eat a frog," Guylian said, perplexed. His voice sounded better the more he used it, too. He glanced nervously at Macati, who was just shutting the door. Macati's expression didn't give anything away though, and Guylian shifted uncomfortably again, not really sure what to do now that he had Tlory and Macati in the same room.

 

"No, you ate more than one," Tlory said confidently, shaking his head ruefully. "You shouldn't listen to the street vendors. Frogs do not taste like chicken. Are you on the beginning end or the ending end?"

 

"Beginning end, so don't stay too long," Macati said, frowning a little as he studied Guylian. Guylian's face didn't get any hotter—probably it couldn't—so that was some silver lining to getting a little sick. "I'll make up some tea." Macati sounded rather resigned. "That will help your throat some. Do you think you can eat anything?"

 

"Um," Guylian said, blinking a few times. "I guess?"

 

Macati smiled reluctantly, shaking his head a little. "I'll bring you something. If you don't eat it, I'm sure Tlory will."

 

Tlory shrugged, staring at Macati blankly. Macati didn't seem perturbed by it, at least. Guylian coughed a little, wondering a little bleakly if he even stood a chance of making them right.

 

"You can hang out in the sitting room," Macati decreed, and Guylian nodded, coughing again to try and soothe the itch in his throat. He stumbled down the last step into the hallway, fighting the urge to say something stupid as he crossed the hallway to the parlor.

 

He'd only been in the parlor once or twice, and never for very long. It wasn't much nicer than the rest of the house, but the rest of the house was really nice. It was a little more austere, a little less lived in, but that made sense—it was the public face of the house, the place Macati showed people he didn't know very well.

 

Which was why he'd directed them in there—Macati probably didn't want Tlory in the work room, and letting them in the kitchen would be a little strange.

 

The furniture was a quaint, matching, and done completely in wicker. There were two chairs, a small loveseat, and a few small, low tables; they were painted white and green, with a trailing vine decoration that twined through the edges of the chairs and the corners of the tables. A small, wire bookcase sat in one corner of the room, and it and a wide ledge above the large fireplace held a neat array of bland curios.

 

Guylian shuffled into the room slowly, wondering why Tlory had bothered to come looking for him. Probably just to annoy Macati, but why he'd stayed… Guylian wasn't exactly the greatest source of entertainment or conversation when he was in perfect health. He didn't think that getting sick was going to make things any better on that score.

 

Settling down in the chair closest the door, he watched Tlory make his way past. He settled in the near seat of the loveseat, slumping back and propping his feet up on the table in front of him.

 

"So, Guylian," Tlory began, grinning impishly. "How are you feeling? You don't look too terrible."

 

"I'm fine," Guylian muttered, even managing to say it without croaking. "Just… tired, mostly."

 

"I can go away," Tlory said thoughtfully, tilting his head curiously at Guylian. "I'd rather not, because I'd miss spending the time with you—"

 

"You'd miss the opportunity to pester Macati," Guylian said, then realized he'd said it, not thought it, and clapped a hand over his mouth. Tlory just laughed, though, slouching further in his seat.

 

"There is that. But if you get sick of me or if I wear you out—" Tlory paused, leering at him playfully. Guylian rolled his eyes a little, glad his cheeks were perpetually flushed right now because that way he couldn't inadvertently encourage Tlory's flirting.

 

"Okay," Guylian said after a moment, making Tlory snicker again.

 

"The girls are pestering me something fierce about you," Tlory said cheerfully, flashing him a quick grin. "They're curious about you—well, they were before, but it's worse now."

 

"The girls?" Guylian repeated vacantly. He didn't really know any girls. Not as a group—Carill, Keira, and Nella didn't really seem the type to get together to gossip in Tlory's hearing range.

 

"At the tavern," Tlory clarified, an expectant smirk curving his lips. It still took Guylian another moment before he connected the tavern with Keira's assumption.

 

"That's your fault," Guylian said, his face getting inconceivably hotter. "I bet you're not denying anything."

 

"Is there something I should be denying?" Tlory asked, looking incredibly, overbearingly innocent for half a second before dissolving into laughter.

 

"You're not funny," Guylian said, hunching in his chair but smiling a little despite himself.

 

"I'm not funny," Tlory agreed. "I'm hilarious. What, exactly, am I supposed to be denying?"

 

"That, uh," Guylian paused, glancing over his shoulder to be sure Macati wasn't coming. "That you're courting me."

 

"And by courting, you mean sex, right?" Tlory asked with a perfectly straight face. Guylian choked, setting off a small spell of coughing. Tlory didn't look abashed at all, just grinned cheerfully as Guylian coughed. Macati thankfully took that moment to enter the room, bearing a tray with a tea pot, two cups, and a plate of the fresh pastries they'd just gotten from Carill.

 

Guylian glanced between Macati and Tlory as his coughing finally died out. At least Macati wouldn't be able to tell he was embarrassed—being sick was keeping his cheeks consistently flushed. Not that Macati would ask; he was good about not asking, ever.

 

"Drink some tea, before you choke," Macati directed, pinning Tlory with a pointed glare until he lazily shifted and shifted his feet from the table to the floor. Macati set down the tray, frowning a bit. "I'll be in the kitchen if you need anything."

 

Guylian nodded, murmuring his thanks as he poured a cup of tea. He offered Macati a hesitant smile, and Macati cracked, smiling back at him reluctantly.

 

Tlory waited until he'd left the room to reach out and snag one of the pastries as Guylian poured them both tea. He took a sip from the steaming cup immediately. He nearly burned his tongue, but Macati had somehow gotten the temperature of the tea perfect—it was hot enough to be soothing but not hot enough to burn him.

 

"I haven't had this tea in ages," Tlory said, smirking as though he'd said something suggestive again. Guylian just blinked, confused by the look. Tlory dumped a few sugar cubes in his cup, and Guylian made a face, taking another swallow of his untainted tea.

 

"Do you miss apprenticing?" Guylian asked, and then immediately sneezed three times in quick succession. Tlory gave him a startled look—not unlike Kysera, Guylian thought—and then fished out a handkerchief. He tossed it at Guylian, sitting back in his seat with his tea cup as Guylian fumbled for the square of cloth.

 

"That's just adorable. Do it again," Tlory said, grinning cheekily. Guylian ignored him, blowing his nose with an unhappy, congested noise.

 

"Sneezing is not adorable," Guylian muttered. "It's gross. Do you miss it?"

 

"It's adorable when you do it," Tlory refuted with good cheer. He stopped there, meeting Guylian's gaze challengingly.

 

"Tlory," Guylian said, sighing. Perhaps he hadn't done the right thing and Tlory didn't really want to learn magic? Or maybe he was just being pushy and he should leave the subject alone. But Tlory was going to figure out what he'd done sooner or later, even if Guylian didn't tell him.

 

"Fine," Tlory said, sighing loudly. "I do. I miss magic. The tavern… it's good work, but it's not what I want to do for the rest of my life. Happy?"

 

"You should tell Macati," Guylian said, biting his lip before looking up to meet Tlory's eyes steadily. "He'd understand."

 

"Hah," Tlory scoffed, his face twisting bitterly. "He didn't want to listen then. Why should now be any different? Besides, even if I tell him—which I won't—nothing will change. He won't—" Tlory cut off, scowling down at his cup instead of looking at Guylian.

 

"If you—if you don't tell him," Guylian began uncertainly, hoping he wasn't running Tlory off. That wasn't what he wanted to do at all. "Nothing will change. You won't be able to leave town or learn magic, and you should be able to."

 

Tlory scoffed again, tilting his head to look at Guylian with a crooked little smile. "It doesn't work like that, Guy. I tell him, nothing changes anyway, and then he's got another something to hold over my head."

 

"Don't call me Guy," Guylian said vehemently, coughing a little after the words got out. Tlory looked a little startled, but Guylian pushed on. "And that's—Macati wouldn't. He's not mean. I think—he'd help, if he could." If Tlory would let him.

 

"Prior experience speaks otherwise," Tlory drawled stubbornly. He took a slow sip of his tea, watching Guylian steadily. "Why can't I call you Guy?"

 

"You want to do magic again, right?" Guylian asked softly, coughing again. He put a little force behind this cough, then took a swallow of his tea.

 

"It would be nice, but—" Tlory began, but Guylian cut him off.

 

"Trust me," Guylian said quietly, meeting Tlory's eyes steadily. "Tell him."

 

Tlory was quiet, a perfectly, carefully blank expression on his face. Guylian bit his lip, wondering if he'd pushed too hard. Tlory would say no, and then he'd have to tell Macati, who wouldn't believe him and would be annoyed that Guylian was pushing the subject—

 

But Tlory and Macati shouldn't be fighting, Guylian firmly believed that. If he had to botch his friendship with Tlory and his apprenticeship with Macati… well, he would, because Tlory deserved better than what he had and Macati would feel better for it.

 

"Fine," Tlory said finally, his face twisting sourly. "But you have to do something for me, too."

 

Guylian relaxed a little, swallowing a bit of tea to keep from coughing. His voice still croaked a little when he asked, "What?"

 

"You have let me court you, for real," Tlory said, his face completely, utterly serious. Guylian stared, his face heating. Did Tlory mean… sex, like he'd teased earlier? Or did he mean just regular courting? And what about Macati?

 

"What do you mean?" Guylian asked, his voice strangled—because of the flu, of course.

 

"What do I mean?" Tlory repeated, a flicker of confusion crossing his face. Then he started to laugh, and Guylian ducked his head a bit, gripping the tea cup more tightly. "I mean actual, real courting. If I meant just to bed you, Guylian, I'd have done it already," Tlory said, leering playfully.

 

Guylian choked, spluttering a moment before settling into a harsh coughing fit. Tlory leaned back in his seat, watching him patiently.

 

"I don't—" Guylian managed between coughs. Tlory didn't move, but his smile looked a little less real and Guylian's gut twisted unhappily. "I don't know."

 

"It's all right, I get it," Tlory drawled and Guylian winced. "You're still hung up on Macati."

 

"That's not it," Guylian protested feebly. It was, partly; but Guylian wasn't stupid enough to think anything might happen with Macati. No matter what comments Macati made about his hair. "I just—" Guylian paused to cough, and then swallowed another mouthful of tea to wash away the unpleasant taste coughing brought to the back of his mouth.

 

Tlory smirked at him knowingly, and Guylian's fingers twitched with the urge to throw his tea cup at Tlory.

 

"I—" Guylian began again, his stomach settling leadenly into place. He lowered his already quiet voice, keeping his eyes on Tlory because he wouldn't be a coward about this. "I'm engaged, Tlory."

 

Tlory looked stunningly shocked for a moment, and then he started to laugh. Guylian's face flooded with heat and he looked away, tightening his grip on his tea cup.

 

"Guylian," Tlory said, but Guylian didn't look back, afraid of what he'd see on Tlory's face.

 

"Oh, come on," Tlory said, sounding completely exasperated. Guylian sneezed once, nearly dumping his tea cup on the floor.

 

"Hey," Tlory said, much closer, and Guylian stupidly looked. Tlory had gotten out of his seat and was standing next to Guylian's chair, a faint smirk turning his lips. He deftly plucked the mostly empty tea cup from Guylian's hands and set it on the table, tsking softly under his breath as he turned back to Guylian.

 

"You are far too good at making things more complicated than they need to be," Tlory said, but he was smiling. "Guylian."

 

"What?" Guylian asked curling his hands together to hide the way his fingers were trembling. That was the flu, too.

 

"I know you're engaged, remember? I also know you're not actually going to marry her, otherwise you wouldn't be here and you wouldn't be so easy to blackmail over the information," Tlory said, flashing Guylian a grin that made Guylian want to thump him. Even if it made him feel a little better.

 

"And if you want to say no," Tlory continued, making a face. "Well, it wouldn't make me happy, but I'm an adult. I could handle it. And I probably would do what you asked, too, because—and don't you dare tell anyone this—but I'm a softie."

 

"Okay," Guylian rasped out hoarsely, because Tlory was looking at him expectantly.

 

"Okay, I can court you?" Tlory asked teasingly. Guylian blinked, because that hadn't been what he'd meant, but how did he say that without getting into the entire mess all over again?

 

"You know, I'd blame how easy it is to tease you on your illness, but you're usually this easy, so," Tlory said grinning cheerfully. "I'll break it down for you."

 

Guylian shifted a little in his seat, turning away to cough as Tlory leaned closer and loomed over his chair.

 

"Do you want me to court you?" Tlory asked quietly, his hand lifting a bit before freezing. Guylian stared at Tlory's hand a moment before meeting his eyes shyly.

 

It was… not an unpleasant thought. Tlory was interesting and handsome and graceful and he didn't seem to care that Guylian didn't interact normally with people or that he perpetually blushed or that he was engaged.

 

But if he said yes to Tlory, he'd never… not with Macati. But that would never happen anyway, and Tlory—well, Tlory was asking him.

 

He was engaged, too. Even if he was doing his best to avoid having to go through with it, the betrothal contract was still in place for another month.

 

But if he said yes, how did that affect his attempts to get Tlory reinstated as one of Macati's apprentices?

 

"It's going to take a few hours of you thinking up everything that could possibly go wrong before I get an answer, isn't it?" Tlory asked wryly, looking amused despite himself.

 

"Sorry," Guylian mumbled, his cheeks heating again as Tlory snickered.

 

"It's all right, I should be used to it by now," Tlory said cheerfully, reaching out and tugging on a bit of Guylian's hair. Guylian ducked his head, fidgeting a little as Tlory turned away. Would Tlory take it back if Guylian hesitated too long?

 

Tlory was pouring them both fresh cups of tea, and Guylian watched distractedly, trying to come up with what he should do or say. He'd never been courted before. His aunt had arranged the betrothal contract nearly a decade ago and… well, Kara Lee and her mother had done everything they could to keep everyone else away.

 

"You can also ask for time to think about it," Tlory said, handing him the refilled tea cup. Guylian accepted it carefully, trying not to pay too much attention to the way Tlory's fingers lingered against his. "You are sick, after all."

 

"Can I have a month?" Guylian asked, and Tlory looked thrown for a moment.

 

"What happens in a month?" Tlory asked. Guylian squirmed a little in his seat, making the wicker chair creak in protest.

 

"The… the betrothal contract expires," Guylian admitted quietly, drinking half the cup of tea as Tlory's face brightened perceptibly.

 

"It's a contract? No one ever said it was a contract," Tlory said, grinning cheerfully at Guylian. "No wonder they're trying so hard to find you."

 

Guylian shrugged miserably, staring down at his tea cup. A month should be enough time for his plan of reconciling Tlory and Macati to fail or succeed, and then, if he was lucky, Tlory wouldn't have rescinded his offer and he could be…courted.

 

"I can wait a month," Tlory said cheerfully, falling heavily onto the wicker loveseat. "It'll give me time to woo you into giving me a yes, straightaway, with none of this pesky thinking."

 

Guylian smiled shyly, curling his fingers around his tea cup and hoping against his common sense that everything would work out all right.

 

*\^/*

 

"I don't want to see you out of bed until dinner time," Macati said, frowning worriedly as Guylian trudged slowly up the stairs. A quiet, "okay" drifted down the stairs in acknowledgement and Macati sighed. He was going to have to set Guylian up downstairs before he got too much more sickly. He didn't want Guylian falling down the stairs because he was too exhausted to keep his balance.

 

Macati hesitated another moment before turning back to the parlor door where Tlory still lounged. A familiar smirk curved his lips, and Macati wanted nothing more than to toss him out on his ear.

 

"We need to talk," Macati said authoritatively. Tlory's mouth twitched, but the smirk didn't disappear.

 

"We do," Tlory agreed—honest to god agreed with Macati—and now Macati was suspicious.

 

But also curious—what did Tlory have to talk to him about? Gesturing towards the recently vacated parlor, Macati allowed Tlory to lead the way back into the room.

 

Tlory collapsed heavily into one of the wicker chairs and Macati had to bite back a reprimand. Tlory wasn't his apprentice any longer, so he was ostensibly a guest.

 

"You first," Tlory drawled, raising his eyebrows and settling back in his chair. Macati sighted, settling down on the loveseat—without making the wicker protest—and scraping his hair out of his face.

 

"Guylian," Macati said, frowning as his fingers got caught in a snarl in his curls. Tlory rolled his eyes, but he didn't say anything as Macati tugged his fingers loose. "He likes you."

 

Tlory snorted, but he still didn't say anything.

 

"I don't like it," Macati continued, making Tlory's smirk widen. "But for whatever reason, you make him happy."

 

"I do," Tlory agreed, snickering a little. "Jealous?"

 

"I'm not going to get in the way of you two spending time together," Macati said, keeping his voice as mild as he could even as he fought the urge to kick Tlory. He ignored Tlory's jibe, leaning towards Tlory menacingly. "But if you hurt him or if you're using him, Tlory—"

 

"I'm not," Tlory cut, his words bitter. The smirk had slipped away, replaced by a bitter expression that nearly made Macati feel guilty. Nearly, but it was Guylian and he had no reason to trust Tlory's intentions.

 

And maybe he was a little jealous.

 

"Not that you'll believe me, but I'm not," Tlory finished, scowling briefly—and there was a normal expression.

 

"Good," Macati said, swallowing down the scoff that threatened to make its way out. "He doesn't need more hurt in his life."

 

"Duh," Tlory muttered, rolling his eyes impatiently. Macati wanted to believe him, if only for Guylian's sake. He couldn't be that careless, though, so he settled for pinning Tlory with a searching look. It made Tlory shift a little, but not a twitch of nervousness showed on his face. Macati smothered a surge of amusement, remembering the way Tlory had squirmed under that look during his ill-fated apprenticeship.

 

"So, threatening done?" Tlory drawled, but there was an undercurrent to his voice that belied his seeming nonchalance.

 

"For now," Macati said, hoping Guylian didn't learn of this. He'd probably die of embarrassment.

 

Tlory nodded, the smirk slipping from his face to be replaced by a more pensive look. Macati frowned a little. What on earth did Tlory have to say that was discomfiting him so much? Not seeing that infuriating smirk was a little disorienting, and Macati shifted impatiently, waiting for Tlory to speak.

 

"Guylian is making me tell you this," Tlory finally said, scowling angrily—and that was a familiar enough expression. "Otherwise I wouldn't say anything."

 

"Okay," Macati said slowly, a little thrown at that proclamation. He couldn't really see Guylian forcing anyone to do anything, let alone anyone forcing Tlory to do anything he didn't want to do.

 

Tlory stared at him, but he didn't continue. Macati stared back, his curiosity piqued. What did Guylian think he needed to know about Tlory?

 

Or worse—about Guylian and Tlory? Macati's stomach flipped, unsettled at that thought. He couldn't really see Guylian managing to say anything if he and Tlory were dating, so maybe he was making Tlory say it? But surely Tlory would be more smug if that were the case.

 

Unless Guylian had agreed to date Tlory, but only if Macati gave his approval.

 

"He wants me to tell you why I did it," Tlory said finally, and Macati nearly keeled over in relief. Except - "I told him you wouldn't care and that telling you wouldn't change anything, but—"

 

"Hold on," Macati interrupted, frowning. "Why you did what?"

 

"Tried the counterfeiting spells," Tlory spat out, looking furious again. Like it was Macati's fault he'd done it. Or that he had to talk about it now.

 

"Ah," Macati said. That… made sense, actually, considering that Guylian had asked before. "All right. Tell me why."

 

Tlory's face twisted before settling into a glare. He glowered at Macati for a long moment before speaking again.

 

"It was for my mother," Tlory said, his eyes skittering away to glare at the far wall. "She's… she moved to the city, right? She just…doesn't have the money to…" Tlory waved his hand lazily. "…do anything."

 

"Is that it?" Macati asked after a moment, confused.

 

"Yes, that's it," Tlory snapped, standing. "My mother spends too much money. She was going to be arrested. So I did what I could to help."

 

"Tlory," Macati began, frowning, but Tlory was already storming from the room. Macati sighed, muttering the spell to lock the door as he stood to follow. He could hear Tlory cursing before he even stepped into the hallway, and Macati nearly smiled because it seemed Tlory had learned a number of new curses since the days of his apprenticeship.

 

"The combination's changed," Macati spoke up after a watching Tlory fight with the door for a moment. Tlory whirled, his pretty face contorted in anger. Macati quickly pushed that thought away—Tlory did not have a pretty face and where in the hell did that thought come from?

 

"Let me out," Tlory demanded, and his glares had improved too.

 

"We're not done talking, Tlory," Macati said reasonably.

 

"Yes, we are," Tlory countered, crossing his arms and staring obstinately at Macati. Macati fought a wave of frustration—had Tlory been this stubborn and obnoxious before?

 

"Then you can stand there and listen, and I'll talk," Macati said, keeping his voice as calm as he could. Tlory stared at him flatly, leaning back against the door with a heavy thump.

 

"So talk," Tlory sneered. Macati took a deep breath, not moving any closer because he was pretty sure that wouldn't help anything but his urge to throw Tlory out and be done with it.

 

"All right," Macati said slowly. "You should have said something before, Tlory—"

 

"When?" Tlory demanded, shouting now. "During the lecture on how disappointed you were? When you were kicking me out? After that, when you wouldn't even speak to me?"

 

"Before you tried to cast the spell!" Macati snapped out, immediately regretting the harsh tone. Tlory flinched, but he didn't relax, just glowered more darkly. "If you'd told me, I could have done something. I could have worked something out with your mother's debtors or something."

 

"I did that," Tlory said acidly. "Without your help. You didn't care—you don't care. Let me out and then you won't have to worry about it anymore."

 

"No," Macati replied quietly. "You should have told me."

 

"You didn't ask," Tlory stressed, shifting irritably but not moving away from the door. "And it doesn't matter in any case, does it? You're not going to do anything differently now that you know why, right?"

 

"Your mother still has the debt?" Macati asked slowly, wondering what he'd do if Tlory said no. But Tlory gave a curt nod, and Macati wished fervently for the woman to be smothered by an expensive gown or something; she'd always tried to outlive her means, even when Tlory's father had been alive and bringing home a large paycheck.

 

He was surprised Tlory hadn't left her to flounder, but she was his mother.

 

"Then, no," Macati said quietly, wishing he could say differently. And not just because Guylian so obviously wanted him to.

 

"Like I said," Tlory said fiercely. "Can I go now?"

 

"I'm going to give Guylian Tuesdays off," Macati said quietly, walking to the door. Tlory barely shifted out the way, staring at him flatly. "Don't hurt him and don't you dare get him involved in anything dangerous."

 

Tlory didn't say a word, and Macati sighed, tapping out the combination for the locking spell before stepping back. Tlory gave him a last dark look before slipping outside. Surprisingly, he didn't slam the door shut behind him, and Macati sighed, running his hands restlessly through his hair and hoping like hell he'd done the right thing.



Chapter Ten
 

 

 

He was still wondering that a few days later. Guylian had gotten progressively sicker, and that was really the only distraction Macati had from his thoughts. It was a good distraction: it was terribly sad to see Guylian sick. He was pale and less responsive than usual and he looked heartbreakingly miserably whenever he wasn't sleeping.

 

Macati had moved him downstairs and was making him sleep in the bedroom despite Guylian's disjointed protests. Macati was sleeping upstairs, not really trusting himself to be in the same room with Guylian, sick or no.

 

But there wasn't really much to do about Guylian's illness. Macati had already made up three different pots of soup and it was relatively simple to keep the tea pot filled, especially since Guylian was sleeping more often than not. To little avail—he was still exhausted and getting worse slowly.

 

Macati sighed, sitting down heavily at the kitchen table. Guylian was asleep, and would probably stay asleep for a good while. He could try to go do some actual spell work… but he'd probably end up botching something with how scattered his thoughts were.

 

How much of the mess with Tlory had been his fault? He'd noticed Tlory acting strangely, but Tlory had always been hard to read and quick to distract. Had he done something that kept Tlory from trusting him?

 

But his reaction hadn't been outlandish, no matter what Tlory tried to imply. He'd been angry—Tlory had risked so much, so stupidly; there were easier ways to get money with magic. Less dangerous ways. The only crime that carried a worse sentence than counterfeiting was out-and-out treason.

 

He hadn't asked why, it was true, but really, did it matter? He couldn't have done anything differently—he couldn't have an apprentice so cavalierly risking both his and Macati's ability to use magic. He'd gone lightly on Tlory, more so than he thought any other teacher would have.

 

But it had been Tlory's first transgression. It was serious… but Macati had done stupid things when he'd been a young apprentice. He'd gotten second and third and even a fourth chance and then he'd earned his accolades.

 

What had he missed? What crucial sign hadn't he seen? Macati sighed, dragging his hands through his hair and tugging gently.

 

He was a terrible teacher, it seemed. How else did he hold the record of being on his fourth apprentice and never getting one through to their licenses? Taking a slow, deep breath, Macati decided that once Guylian had his license, he was going to do as Justain had and refuse to take on any more apprentices. Justain had the right of it; too much work and hassle and emotional upheaval.

 

Even if it seemed only Macati had problems with the last one. At first it had just been lusting after Guylian—which, well, Guylian was definitely interesting and maybe Macati thought a little too much about the things he could teach his apprentice in the bedroom.

 

But now—there had to be something wrong with him, because Tlory had thrown in his own dash of trouble and between the two of them it was all Macati could do to think straight.

 

Not that he was managing that very well, he thought wryly, frowning at the table top.

 

No more apprentices, ever, Macati decided firmly, and maybe a long vacation when he was done with Guylian. That sounded pleasant. A month-long trip to the coast to recover his senses.

 

Dropping his hands to the table with a thump, Macati winced as someone knocked loudly on the front door. Hopefully it was just someone after a spell and not someone after gossip. Macati really wasn't in the mood for conversation at the moment.

 

Making his way out of the kitchen slowly, Macati frowned when his visitor knocked again, more loudly. Picking up his pace—no one was that frantic for gossip—Macati opened the door.

 

"Where is he?" Tlory demanded. There were bright spots of color in his cheeks and he looked completely furious. He didn't wait for Macati to answer, just pushed past him and into the house.

 

"Tlory," Macati began, but Tlory was already disappearing upstairs, taking the stairs two at a time. Macati frowned, wondering what the hell was going on. Guylian hadn't left the house since Tlory's last visit—what had changed since then?

 

Tlory came pounding back down the stairs a moment later, completely ignoring Macati as he headed for the kitchen. Macati followed, well aware that Guylian wasn't in there. Planting himself firmly in the doorway, he waited for Tlory to turn around.

 

"Guylian's sick, Tlory," Macati said firmly. Tlory stared at him unblinkingly, unnervingly looking less furious and more upset. "I'm not going to let you disturb him."

 

"You have to!" Tlory snapped fiercely. "I have to talk to him. He—" Tlory cut off, a familiar, stubborn expression crossing his face. "I have to see him."

 

"He needs to rest, Tlory," Macati said, frowning a little. "You should come back in a few days."

 

"No," Tlory said, shaking his head. "It can't wait."

 

Macati stared at him skeptically. Tlory looked sincerely upset… but what in the world could be that important?

 

"Tell me. If it's really that important, I'll let you see him. Otherwise, you'll have to come back in a few days," Macati decided.

 

"I don't know if I can do that," Tlory said after a moment of hesitation.

 

"Then I guess you'll have to come back in a few days," Macati said, curious despite his best efforts to stay disinterested.

 

"I can't, because it's Guylian's past," Tlory snapped, his normal angry scowl back in black. "And I'm pretty sure he doesn't want me telling anyone, let alone you."

 

Well that was a low blow. Guylian had told Tlory about his past?

 

"It's important," Tlory stressed again, and Macati reluctantly caved.

 

"If he's awake, you can talk to him," Macati said, wondering when Tlory had claimed the spot of 'most trusted' from him. Had Macati ever even had it? "If not, you can wait here until he does wake up."

 

Tlory looked like he wanted to argue that, but finally he just nodded in agreement.

 

"Wait here," Macati ordered, then turned and headed down the hallway towards his bedroom. He knocked lightly and let himself in, jumping in surprise when he found Tlory right behind him.

 

"What part of wait here did you not understand?" Macati hissed quietly, sorely tempted to toss Tlory out on his ear. Tlory just made a face at him, peering past him into the room.

 

Guylian was actually awake, sitting up and staring at them like he was seeing something completely alien. He was pale even in the dim light of the bedroom, and Macati wished again that Guylian had been spared the flu.

 

"I should strangle you," Tlory proclaimed, pushing past Macati and into the room. Macati frowned, more than ready to reprimand Tlory for that… but Guylian smiled, ducking his head to stare at his lap.

 

"Did your mother write, then?" Guylian asked, his voice raw and barely audible.

 

"No," Tlory said, crossing the room and scowling fiercely at Guylian. "She came home. And she—" Tlory hesitated, glancing over his shoulder at Macati. Guylian followed his gaze and a bit of color crept back into his cheeks as he met Macati's eyes.

 

Guylian didn't say anything though, just motioned for Tlory to continue. Macati shifted his weight, leaning against the doorframe and waiting patiently despite his curiosity. Tlory frowned in disapproval, but then he shrugged and finished.

 

"She brought Lady Sullivan and her daughter with her," Tlory said cautiously. The hint of color fled from Guylian's face and a second later he was out of bed.

 

"I'm going to be sick," Guylian muttered, and Macati hastily got out of the way as Guylian dashed out of the room and into the bath across the hall.

 

Lady Sullivan? Macati didn't recognize the name, but Guylian did, which confirmed Macati's suspicions that Guylian had high-class background.

 

Tlory slipped out of the room and Macati trailed after him, wondering if he was going to get a proper explanation or if he was going to continue to be left in the dark.

 

Wincing as he listened to Guylian throw up the tea and bit of breakfast he'd managed earlier, Macati diverted into the kitchen. He started a fresh kettle of tea, sure Guylian wouldn't want the taste of stomach acid lingering in his mouth.

 

Sure enough, a moment later Guylian shuffled into the kitchen, supported heavily by Tlory. Macati set the tea pot down on the table as Tlory unceremoniously dumped Guylian into the closest chair.

 

"Drink some tea, Guylian," Macati ordered gently. "Slow sips."

 

Tlory sat down heavily in the chair nearest Guylian, not looking too pleased about something. Macati waited until Guylian took a sip of tea before turning around to fetch another two tea cups and the sugar bowl for Tlory.

 

"Who is Lady Sullivan?" Macati asked, briskly pouring tea for Tlory and himself. Tlory immediately tugged the sugar bowl closer, dumping a few heaping spoonfuls of sugar into his cup. Macati restrained himself from rolling his eyes, turning to Guylian expectantly.

 

Guylian looked translucent and he was staring at his tea like it held all the answers to the universe. Finally, when Macati had just about given up on getting an answer, Guylian looked up bleakly.

 

"She's my guardian," Guylian said, then coughed harshly.

 

"She's a shrew," Tlory said darkly, making Guylian flinch. "And her daughter isn't much better."

 

"I see," Macati said, frowning. From Guylian's reaction… well, it was highly likely that this Lady Sullivan was the cause of Guylian's skittishness.

 

"Tell him," Guylian rasped, sneezing adorably. He blinked a few times a Tlory fidgeted with his tea cup.

 

"But I don't know it all," Tlory protested, frowning. "And half of it is probably wrong. Gossip isn't exactly the most reliable source of information."

 

So Guylian hadn't told Tlory—Tlory had picked it up through gossip, probably when he was visiting his mother. Macati nearly smiled, feeling better about that at least.

 

"I—" Guylian began, then coughed again, fumbling out a handkerchief and coughing into it for a long moment.

 

"How about you tell what you know, and Guylian can correct where it's wrong?" Macati suggested. "Save Guylian's voice a little."

 

Guylian nodded, folding the handkerchief in two and setting it on this lap. Tlory sighed, frowning a little.

 

"Fine," Tlory said, pausing thoughtfully. Macati waited patiently, somewhat pleased that he was about to get his curiosity appeased. Picking up his tea cup, he took a sedate sip.

 

"Well, Guylian's engaged," Tlory dropped without preamble. The tea cup slipped from Macati's fingers, dropping to the table. Tlory grinned as Macati cursed quietly, standing up quickly before his lap was soaked. Snagging a kitchen towel, he dropped it on the spilled tea and gingerly straightened his tea cup.

 

He glanced at Guylian, grimacing to find him hunched and miserable-looking.

 

"To Lady Sullivan's daughter?" Macati hazarded, mopping up his mess. Guylian nodded, not looking up to meet Macati's eyes. Macati tossed the sopping wet towel into the sink to deal with later.

 

"All right, what else?" Macati asked, frowning at the chip missing form the edge of the tea cup. Damn Tlory anyway.

 

"Well, what I heard," Tlory began, watching Guylian with a small frown on his face, "was that the Sullivans don't have much money. The late Lord Sullivan was a gambler. A bad gambler. So their money came from the Fyrate estate—from Guylian. Then he had to go and set Kara Lee Sullivan's spring festival dress on fire and run away. Without him to sign the checks, no more money."

 

"Was that the accidental spell you set off?" Macati asked, fetching himself a fresh tea cup. Guylian nodded, coughing miserably and hunching down in his seat even more.

 

"Was this something your aunt set up?" Macati asked, because that was really the only way he could see Guylian ending up engaged of all things.

 

Guylian nodded again, and rasped out, "Lord Sullivan was a friend of hers."

 

Macati nodded, frowning thoughtfully. He couldn't let Guylian go back, obviously. But keeping him here might be a little difficult, since he didn't have the legitimate paperwork for Guylian as an apprentice.

 

"You don't want to marry this girl, do you?" Macati asked, just to be sure. Tlory shot him a disgusted look, and Guylian flinched.

 

"No," Guylian said very quietly, not meeting Macati's eyes.

 

"They'll probably try to take you away under the guise that you don't have official sanction from your guardian to apprentice here," Macati said thoughtfully. Guylian flinched again, but Macati ignored that—if he paid it any mind, there was no way he could keep his cool when he met the Lady in person.

 

"You being sick will stall that some," Macati continued. "And I can stall another few days by trying to get proper paperwork from Justain, because of course he wouldn't do something as irresponsible as take on an apprentice without properly documenting it."

 

"You're not going to send me back?" Guylian asked, looking pained. Macati grit his teeth against the urge to curse the miserable woman.

 

"Not even if I have to hide you in the cellar to keep you," Macati promised. Guylian nodded, then carefully stood up. Macati frowned, half-standing in response, but Guylian waved him back, covering his mouth with one hand as he darted from the room. A moment later the sound of retching came from the bathroom and Macati winced. Somehow, it was ten times worse listening to Guylian be sick than it had been when he'd been in there throwing up.

 

"You don't have a cellar, you know," Tlory said, frowning at his cup of tea.

 

"I'd dig one," Macati said, smiling wryly because he would. Of course, it would probably be safer to just send Guylian to stay with Justain for a while. Or with his teacher, since the Sullivans would learn about Justain with Macati's stalling tactics.

 

"So how did they find out he was here?" Macati asked, even though he was pretty sure he knew. Tlory glared at him, color rising in his cheeks.

 

"Because he's an idiot," Tlory said, scowling at Guylian as he shuffled back into the room. "He threw his money at my mother."

 

"Ah," Macati said, stifling a smile as Guylian gracelessly fell into his chair.

 

"I'm going to fire my solicitor," Guylian said petulantly, making Tlory smile reluctantly.

 

"You can do that later," Macati said, fighting a smile as Guylian nodded distractedly.

 

"Can you—" Guylian began, pausing as another coughing fit caught up with him. Macati waited patiently, watching Tlory play with his tea cup out of the corner of his eye. Guylian's coughing subsided after a minute, but he didn't continue, just looked at Macati blankly.

 

"How old are you, Guylian?" Macati wondered aloud, studying his apprentice thoughtfully. If Lady Sullivan was his guardian as well as the mother of his fiancée, there was probably a betrothal contract involved. And betrothal contracts typically expired when the subject—Guylian in this case—turned twenty-one. Guylian was older than most of Macati's apprentices had been, but he probably had a good while before he was legally free of the contract.

 

"Twenty," Guylian admitted with a crooked little smile. Macati nearly dropped his tea cup again.

 

"He turns twenty-one in a month," Tlory interjected, rolling his eyes. "One month, Guylian. Surely you could have waited that long?"

 

Guylian just shook his head, looking rather like he was about to fall over.

 

"All right," Macati said, standing up. "You're going back to bed before you pass out at the kitchen table. Tlory, do you have to go back to the tavern?"

 

"Keira gave me an extra day off to visit with my mother," Tlory said, his mouth twisting bitterly.

 

"Do you mind staying with Guylian?" Macati asked brusquely, already planning the letters he needed to write. He didn't think they had much time—anyone in town could tell the Sullivans where Guylian was—and he thought Guylian would probably need some extra support when they arrived.

 

Tlory smirked, shooting Guylian a look that made Guylian's cheeks flare with color. "I think I could stand that."

 

"Good," Macati said, carefully helping Guylian to his feet and leading him towards the hallway. "If anyone knocks, I want the both of you to stay in the bedroom, all right? I'll let you know when the house is empty."

 

"You'll get sick," Guylian rasped out suddenly, frowning at Tlory. Then he sneezed again, twice, and Macati couldn't hide his smile.

 

"I've had it," Tlory said, then grinned brightly. "Actually, I think I brought it here, 'cause I was the first one sick and it was right after I got back from the city."

 

Guylian made a face, but didn't say anything more as Macati supported him into the bedroom.

 

"Get some rest, Guylian," Macati said, dumping Guylian into bed. "And don't worry. A month is completely manageable."

 

Guylian nodded half-heartedly, hesitating another moment before curling up under the blankets. Macati gave him a last reassuring smile before slipping out of the bedroom, leaving Tlory standing at the bedside.

 

*\^/*

 

Macati set down his pen, studying the letter he'd just finished writing with a critical eye. He didn't doubt Nathan would hide Guylian away for a few weeks. His former teacher would probably be ecstatic at the opportunity, since he adored Diana Fyrate's work. He'd been heartbroken when he'd learned of her death.

 

Macati smiled wryly, putting the cap back on his bottle of ink. Really, the difficult part would be getting Guylian back. Folding the letter, Macati slid it into the waiting envelope. He stood up, picking up the letter to Justain and pausing as he heard quiet footsteps climbing the stairs. It wouldn't be Guylian—he would be out for hours—so it would have to be Tlory.

 

Tlory, who no longer had motivation to counterfeit because Guylian's heart was too soft.

 

Tlory didn't go any further than the top of the stairs, giving Macati a brief smirk before peering around the work room curiously. It hadn't changed much since the time Tlory had spent here; only Guylian's corner of the room was different. Tlory had lived in the room that was now Macati's parlor; he'd converted it after Tlory left, since he hadn't been planning to take on any more apprentices.

 

"Guylian's asleep," Tlory said after completing a sweep of the room. He crossed his arms and leaned against the doorway precariously. "Did you want me to stick around? Because you're going to have to entertain me if you do."

 

"I do," Macati confirmed. He wanted Guylian to have an extra ally when the Sullivans descended. Someone to bolster him, because Macati didn't doubt he'd have his hands full trying to keep them distracted.

 

That and he didn't want to take the chance that Tlory would report back to his mother the plan to spirit Guylian away. He didn't think Tlory would do that maliciously; he did seem to like Guylian. But he didn't trust Tlory's mother to not pull whatever strings she could, since she obviously was on the Sullivan's side of it.

 

"Then give me something to do," Tlory repeated like he was speaking to a particularly slow child.

 

"All right," Macati agreed, crossing the room to his letter baskets. Dropping the letter to Nathan in the proper basket, he spoke the short spell to send it on its way.

 

"Have a seat," Macati said, gesturing to the work table as he dropped the letter to Justain in his basket and sent it off. Tlory favored him with a suspicious look but stepped into the room properly.

 

Macati collected the letters that had gathered since the last time he'd collected his mail and dumped them in the stack of things to read later.

 

Turning back to Tlory, he smothered the frown that threatened to surface. Tlory was lounging in Guylian's seat, a very carefully blank look on his face as he studied his fingernails.

 

"So first," Macati said as he crossed the room slowly to his seat at the work table. Tlory looked up, his expression not changing a whit. "I owe you an apology."

 

Tlory scoffed lightly, but didn't say anything, his eyes narrowing ever so slightly as he stared at Macati.

 

"I'm not going to say it was completely my fault," Macati said, valiantly resisting the urge to throttle Tlory. Why in the world was he about to put himself in a position where he'd have to deal with Tlory every day? "But I could have handled the situation better."

 

"Okay," Tlory said unconcernedly, a complete contrast to his anger the other day. Macati sighed—had he been that aggravating when he'd been Tlory's age? He rather doubted it; Tlory seemed to excel at annoying people.

 

Except Guylian, for some reason.

 

"I could have handled it better," Macati said again, frowning at Tlory. "But you still should have trusted me."

 

Tlory's nonchalance slipped and he glared. "If you're just going to scold me more, I'm going home."

 

"I'm not scolding you," Macati said exasperatedly. Rolling his eyes, he sat down in his chair heavily. He was too used to Guylian, who didn't have a confrontational bone in his body. Tlory liked to pick arguments. "But if I take you on as an apprentice again, I have to be able to trust that you'll tell me that sort of thing."

 

"You're not taking me on again," Tlory said dismissively, rolling his eyes and looking supremely unconcerned again. "You've already got an apprentice. You don't trust me or like me. Besides, I never said I wanted to learn magic anymore."

 

"I never said I was," Macati replied, barely keeping the bite out of his words. "I said if. I can't take on another apprentice right now, not until this business with Guylian is finished."

 

Tlory shrugged, but his lips pressed more firmly together and Macati really wasn't fooled. Tlory wanted to learn magic. He just didn't want to admit it.

 

"Once everything is settled, however," Macati said, smiling a little. "I'll reevaluate and you can decide whether you want to learn from me."

 

"Why would I do that?" Tlory asked scathingly, shifting to sit up straight and nearly knocking over one of Guylian's ink bottles, barely skimming the side of the bottle with his elbow. "I probably wouldn't last even six months this time before you kicked me out."

 

"I would not," Macati said, sighing. Really, he should just let Tlory talk him out of it; it would be easier and he wouldn't even have to throttle anyone. "And if you don't trust that, all you have to do is say no. I'll write you a letter of recommendation and you can find a teacher in the city."

 

Tlory scoffed, but he didn't say anything more, just frowned at the papers on the table in front of him.

 

Macati bit back a laugh. What he should do was dump Tlory on Justain—they both deserved each other, even if he didn't think Justain's house would last a month against their combined attitudes.

 

"So are you going to give me something to do, or do I get to leave now?" Tlory asked flatly.

 

"Ah, right," Macati said, standing back up. Tlory muttered something disparagingly under his breath, but Macati ignored him, crossing the room to the shelf of books that dealt exclusively with water-based spells. He'd been planning to have Guylian work with water spells next; he'd be at a higher level than Tlory, but if Macati took on two apprentices at once, it would be better to have them on the same topics at once.

 

He could probably even get Guylian to help with Tlory's tutelage, especially when it came to teaching Tlory Civomic.

 

That he was considering such a thing was ludicrous, really. Macati frowned, studying the bookshelf. Tlory wasn't a good influence, even if Guylian seemed to like him. Still, Tlory might be worth the aggravation, if he could keep Guylian smiling.

 

Even if taking on two apprentices was stupid from every other viewpoint.

 

Selecting an intermediate level grimoire, something not so simple that Tlory would breeze through it but not so difficult that he wouldn't be able to understand it.

 

"Here," Macati said, returning to the table and setting the book on the table in front of Tlory. "You can read that if you're bored."

 

Tlory stared at him suspiciously, picking up the book slowly. He flipped it open, frowning a little at the words. "It's a spell book."

 

"Yes," Macati said, feeling a little more cheerful as he sat down. "Water spells. If you have problems understanding anything, just ask me. Or Guylian, if he's awake."

 

Macati waited for Tlory to protest or give him a smart comment, but oddly enough, Tlory kept his mouth shut.

 

"I'm reading downstairs," Tlory finally declared stubbornly. He stood up, giving Macati another suspicious look.

 

"That's fine. Don't wake Guylian," Macati said. He got another eye roll for his trouble, and then Tlory was headed downstairs again, holding the spell book close. Macati watched him go, tired at just the thought of dealing with two apprentices.

 

Not that anything was final—he could still decide to not take Tlory on again. Guylian wouldn't be happy, but Tlory might leave town and then he'd get Guylian all to himself again.

 

Macati sighed, shaking his head. He'd offer, because it was so obviously what Guylian wanted. It also seemed right—Tlory had screwed up, and screwed up badly, but everyone deserved a second chance. Even Tlory, much though Macati would love to throttle the obnoxious, antagonistic brat at times.

 

*\^/*

 

Macati was clearing up some of the clutter in the work room when the knock he'd been anticipating sounded on the door. Setting down the books he'd been about to reshelf, he headed downstairs slowly. In the hallway he checked to be sure there was no sign of Guylian or Tlory, and that the door to his bedroom was shut firmly before crossing the hall to the door.

Macati hesitated for another moment before gently tapping out the combination for the lock spell and opening the door.

There was only one person on his doorstep, a woman who had to be Guylian's fiancée by virtue of the fact that she was too young to be his guardian. She wore a simple, pretty dress of bright, sunshine yellow. The fabric was obviously expensive and tailored to show off her curves without flaunting them. Her dark hair was sleek, falling to her waist, and her smile was gorgeous and didn't waver a bit as she met Macati's eyes steadily.

 

"Is this the house of Macati Deleore?" She asked, smiling a little wider as she glanced past Macati and into the house.

 

"It is," Macati said, steadfastly ignoring her smile. "Do you need a spell?"

 

Kara Lee laughed brightly. "Oh, no, nothing like that. I'm looking for Guylian?"

 

Macati gave her a blank look and repeated, "Guylian?"

 

"Mmhmm," Kara Lee hummed, undeterred. "He's apprenticing with you? I'd like to visit, if I may."

 

"How do you know Guylian?" Macati asked, stalling for time. The longer this stayed pleasant, the better; if he could keep them deterred for a few days then everything would be in place for Guylian's dash for freedom.

 

Kara Lee beamed at that question, lifting a delicate, manicured hand to display a rather impressive-looking engagement ring. "He's my fiancé."

 

"Ah," Macati said, smiling a little despite how much he'd love to shut the door in her face. "Guylian's never mentioned you."

 

"He's a bit shy about it," Kara Lee confided, smiling ruefully. "He's also—" She paused, looking abashed. "We also had a bit of a fight the last time we spoke. I was hoping… I want to apologize to him in person," she said earnestly, beaming at Macati with a youthful, innocent expression. If Macati wasn't well assured of the effect she'd have on Guylian, he might have been swayed.

 

"Well, in that case," Macati said, smiling every bit as ruefully as she had been a moment before. "I'm sorry."

 

"You're… sorry?" Kara Lee repeated, furrowing her brow but keeping her cool. "Whatever for? Is Guylian not here?"

 

"He is," Macati said, leaning casually against the doorframe. Kara Lee's eyes slipped past him to the interior again before she turned back to Macati, staring at him beseechingly. "Unfortunately, he's caught that awful flu going around town. He's in no state to be receiving visitors, and I really doubt…" Macati trailed off, his attention diverted by the women walking down the street towards his house.

 

Tlory's mother, Anastasia, he recognized. That meant the other woman would be Lady Sullivan.

 

"I really doubt he'd want to be seen like that," Macati finished, focusing on Kara Lee again in time to watch her face fall.

 

"Is he okay?" She asked, giving him a wide-eyed, worried look. "Oh, the poor dear. Are you sure I can't see him? He might get some comfort from having me near."

 

"He's really sick, miss," Macati said, shaking his head as the older ladies headed across his front lawn slowly. "Come back in a few days. He'll be feeling better then."

 

"Kara Lee, what have I told you about rushing?" Lady Sullivan demanded, her voice loud and shrill. Macati winced, making a note to keep Kysera away—he didn't want the pixie learning to imitate that particular tone of voice.

 

"I didn't rush," Kara Lee protested, smiling broadly as she turned to meet her mother. "I walked sedately the entire way. You were only behind me because you spent more time chatting with the woman at that shop."

 

"Hmm," Lady Sullivan said, obviously disapproving. Kara Lee's smile didn't so much as twitch under the weight of her mother's gaze.

 

Lady Sullivan looked a great deal like her daughter, with sleek black hair and the same elegant structure to her face. Her dress was a dark blue, a somber contrast to Kara Lee's bright yellow, and instead of being allowed to fall free, her hair was pulled back in a simple, efficient bun.

 

"Guylian's sick, mother," Kara Lee said, her smile slipping to be replaced by a worried frown. Tlory's mother twittered at that, and Macati rolled his eyes—Anastasia had never really been the soul of decorum. She was quelled by a sharp look from Lady Sullivan, and Macati braced himself as she finally swung that gaze over to him.

 

"Really," she said slowly, giving Macati a look that left no doubt in his mind that she thought him worse than the dirt she walked on. "So you are the mage who's been harboring my ward?"

 

Macati laughed, making her eyes narrow further. "I've been teaching him magic, yes," Macati said, smiling innocently. "Why do you say harboring? Guylian is legally my apprentice." Or as legal as he could be without paperwork.

 

Lady Sullivan harrumphed, and Macati nearly started to laugh again. Who actually made that noise? But it wouldn't do to laugh in the woman's face, not this early in the conversation.

 

"He cannot be legally your apprentice," she said, puffing her self up and leveling him with a severe, pinched look. "To be legally apprenticed, he'd have to have my consent." She paused, giving Macati's house a derogatory look. "Which he doesn't."

 

"Apprenticeships can be transferred," Macati said mildly, making her pinch her lips together in frustration. "I took Guylian on as a favor to a friend of mine. He hasn't sent me the appropriate paperwork yet, but he isn't the sort to do things illegally." Unless it suited him, and then Justain did whatever he pleased, laws be damned.

 

"He won't be able to send you any such paperwork, as I never consented to Guylian apprenticing anywhere," Lady Sullivan declared, stepping towards Macati threateningly. Kara Lee prudently stepped back, joining Tlory's mother on the grass. She looked faintly smug, and Macati dearly wanted to dig out his curse books.

 

"You'll have to forgive me if I don't take your word for it," Macati said, smiling wryly. "I know Justain, but I don't know you." He paused, leveling Lady Sullivan with a cool look. "And you've given me no cause to give you the benefit of the doubt."

 

Lady Sullivan bristled, and she stepped right up to where Macati was lounging in the doorway. Macati didn't move, staring at her steadily.

 

"You will produce my ward and I will be taking him home tonight," Lady Sullivan declared, her voice getting even more shrill with each word. "And if you don't, I will come back with the town magistrate, and he will make you."

 

Macati smiled slowly at the infuriated woman, shaking his head.

 

"Guylian isn't in any shape to go anywhere, ma'am," Macati said. "And before I allow him out of my care, I would need to ascertain that you really never did allow Justain to teach him. It would be remiss of me not to."

 

"Yes, he's 'sick,'" Lady Sullivan said, scowling at him. "Somehow I doubt your sincerity in the matter, since you're so unwilling to obey the law and return him to me."

 

"Hmm, well," Macati began, pausing when the door to the bedroom opened. Cursing Tlory under his breath, he turned in time to see Guylian dash across the hallway to the bathroom. Macati winced at the sound of Guylian throwing up, turning back to Lady Sullivan and hoping Tlory had the sense to stay hidden.

 

Lady Sullivan looked a little disturbed, and Macati smiled cheerfully. "It will be a few days before he's anywhere close to healthy enough to do more than stay in bed and drink tea."

 

"I see," Lady Sullivan said, giving him a disapproving look and settling her ruffled feathers back into place. "And just what did you have him doing that made him so sick?"

 

"He'll be better in a few days," Macati said again, ignoring the accusation and giving her another pleasant smile. "I'll write Justain to remind him to send me the paperwork. Come back in a few days and perhaps you can visit."

 

Macati turned to Kara Lee and Anastasia, inclining his head respectfully. "It was nice to meet you, Miss Kara Lee. Anastasia, I'd like to speak with you alone for a few minutes, before you head back to the city."

 

Anastasia nodded, obviously confused. Lady Sullivan looked furious, but she didn't say anything as Macati nodded agreeably at her once more before stepping back and shutting the door in her face. He muttered the locking spell, not at all convinced Lady Sullivan would be deterred by a simple closed door.

 

Tlory poked his head out of the bedroom, saw the shut door, and crossed the hallway to the bathroom. Macati followed, frowning a little. Guylian was coughing furiously, but at least he wasn't throwing up anymore. Macati made his way down the hallway slowly, unsurprised to find Tlory sitting next to Guylian on the floor, rubbing his back gently.

 

"You smell," Tlory said cheerfully when Guylian finished coughing.

 

"Sorry," Guylian said, wilting even more at that comment. Tlory rolled his eyes and poked Guylian in the ribs, making him jump.

 

"Teasing, Guylian," Tlory said, shaking his head ruefully. Then he paused, giving Guylian a playful leer. "I could help give you a bath, if you want."

 

Guylian choked, setting off another miserable coughing fit. Macati reached out and kicked Tlory's shoulder, just a little.

 

"Don't kill him, please," Macati said mildly. "It would put all my effort to waste."

 

"I'm trying to thwart you," Tlory said deadpan, rolling his eyes. "My only goal in life is to make you miserable. It has nothing to do with a desire to see Guylian naked."

 

"Stop that," Guylian rasped out, but he was smiling a little. Macati just wished he'd kicked a little harder.

 

"Fine, fine," Tlory said, scrambling to his feet. "You want to sleep some more?"

 

Guylian shook his head, glancing worriedly at Macati.

 

"Come on, tea," Macati said. "Do you think you could keep any soup down?"

 

Guylian shook his head, letting Tlory help him to his feet. Macati led the way to the kitchen, setting about making another pot of tea as Tlory got Guylian settled without dumping him on the floor.

 

"I've bought a few days," Macati said reassuringly as he heated the water. "She kicked up a fuss, but there's not really anything she can do until she can prove without a doubt that I have no legal right to keep you."

 

Guylian nodded, coughing painfully as Tlory got out the tea cups. Macati ignored that irregularity and pulled out the sugar bowl, setting it on the table.

 

"I don't actually have legal right to keep you," Macati said, smiling cheerfully. "But by the time I let them know that I know that, you'll have 'run away' again."

 

"I'm running away again?" Guylian asked, looking a little upset about that.

 

"In a manner of speaking," Macati said, carrying the tea pot to the table. "If you're all right with it, I plan to send you to stay with my teacher in the city until the end of the month. He'll probably keep teaching you, so you won't lose any time. And his library is bigger than mine."

 

"And I'll be going with you," Tlory said stubbornly, and Macati nearly dropped the tea pot. Guylian blinked, looking startled, and Macati shook his head.

 

"No, you're not," Macati said, frowning. "It'll be safer—"

 

"You can just say Guylian and I ran away together," Tlory said, his jaw jutting out stubbornly. Guylian shook his head weakly, coughing into his hand for a moment before speaking.

 

"It's easier to hide one person," he said, looking pained. "And what if—what if Macati's teacher—"

 

"Nathan," Macati supplied.

 

"What if he won't hide two?" Guylian asked worriedly. Macati poured him some tea before his voice gave out completely, automatically filling Tlory's tea cup next before pouring his own.

 

"Then we can—" Tlory began, scowling in frustration.

 

"Besides," Macati said gently. "You're going to be part of Guylian's cover here. I need you to spread it around town that Guylian's gone and to keep your mother occupied. She's the only one who knows about Nathan, though I can't think of any reason she'd think of him."

 

"Is that why you want to talk to her?" Tlory asked, glaring suspiciously at Macati.

 

"No," Macati said, smiling a little. He sat down, not elaborating as he picked up his tea cup and took a sip.

 

Tlory scowled at him, dumping an egregious amount of sugar into his tea.

 

"Then what?" Tlory asked. Guylian looked curious—tired still, but better than he'd looked earlier.

 

"Hmm," Macati said thoughtfully, smiling a little. "It's a secret."

 

Tlory made a satisfyingly disgruntled noise, and Guylian started to laugh, cupping his tea cup in both hands. Tlory's face softened a little and Macati bit his lip against a surge of jealousy.

 

"It's not funny," Tlory grumbled, but he looked less put out.

 

"You're not funny," Guylian retorted, coughing a little. Macati didn't bother to hide his smile when Tlory muttered something under his breath before drinking some of his tea.

 

"In any case," Macati said, as Guylian's coughing subsided. "It will be your choice, Guylian, whether you decide to go with Nathan or run off on your own. It should be safe for you to come back at the end of the month." Macati paused, making a face. "That is, if Nathan hasn't completely kidnapped you."

 

"I'll come back," Guylian said quietly, sipping gingerly at his tea. "Should I pack now?"

 

"No, wait until Nathan gets here," Macati said, frowning a little. "Just in case your fiancée or her mother do manage to get a look around the house."

 

Guylian nodded, looking vaguely upset at that notion. Either that, or he was about to throw up again.

 

"What about Kysera?" Guylian asked hoarsely, and Macati frowned thoughtfully.

 

"He should probably stay here," Macati said after a moment of contemplation. "He's too noticeable. People will remember him, and you because of that."

 

"Oh," Guylian said, biting his lip but not protesting.

 

"But you could probably take him if you could convince him to stay with your luggage and out of sight," Macati said, completely contradicting his previous statement. But Guylian didn't know Nathan—it would be good for him to have something familiar and comforting along.

 

"Who's Kysera?" Tlory demanded, scowling at Macati. "And why does he get to go?"

 

"You haven't met Kysera?" Guylian asked, then sneezed, making both Tlory and Macati smile.

 

"No," Tlory said shortly, Guylian stared at Tlory for moment, looking utterly perplexed. Tlory stared back, his sharp, bratty look not slipping.

 

"But you went upstairs," Guylian said finally, glancing at Macati questioningly.

 

"I think they were asleep," Macati said, shrugging a little. "They've been quiet all day. You can introduce them now, if you want."

 

Guylian nodded, setting down his tea cup gently. He turned back to Tlory, who was doing his best to appear disinterested.

 

"Do you want to meet them?" Guylian asked, but he didn't wait for an answer before turning to smile shyly at Macati. "You should come too, since Blake is yours."

 

"You made him though," Macati said, well aware that logic didn't mean he should stay; he'd made Kysera, after all. Still, Tlory would probably prefer it if Macati stayed downstairs, even if it probably wasn't the smartest idea to let Tlory have the run of the place just yet.

 

"Made him?" Tlory repeated curiously. "Kysera is a construct?"

 

"He's a pixie," Guylian said, still smiling as he sniffled. "So is Blake."

 

"A pixie," Tlory repeated contemplatively. "All right, introduce me to your pixie."

 

Guylian nodded, sneaking a last sip of tea before standing up. Macati didn't get up, smiling in amusement as Tlory immediately left his chair to support the still-wobbly Guylian.

 

"You're not coming?" Guylian asked, looking at Macati hopefully. Macati sighed, climbing to his feet and smiling at Guylian.

 

"I suppose I should check my mail," Macati said, gesturing for Tlory and Guylian to precede him out of the kitchen. Guylian smiled again and Macati wondered briefly what his apprentice was up to now.

 

Deciding it didn't matter—he highly doubted Guylian had a malicious bone in his body—Macati simply kept his mouth shut as they headed upstairs.

 

Kysera and Blake were nowhere in sight, though the edge of their newly expanded nest was visible past the edge of the skylight's sill. Guylian pointed it out to Tlory as Macati crossed the room to his letter baskets. There were two in the basket from Justain, but nothing from Nathan yet.

 

"So they have wings?" Tlory was asking, even as he sprawled into one of the chairs at the work table. "And you made one?"

 

"It's Macati's spell," Guylian said, a hint of color coming to his cheeks.

 

"No, it's not," Macati said absently, breaking open one of the letters from Justain. "Not anymore."

 

"Can you wake them?" Tlory asked, apparently ignoring Macati. Which was fine by him. Macati pulled out the letter, whistling sharply as he unfolded the page.

 

Tlory nearly fell out of his chair in surprise, and Guylian jumped a fair bit. Macati snickered, pointing up when Tlory shot him a dirty look.

 

Kysera chirped out something peevish and high-pitched before making a beeline for Guylian. Blake just peered out with his brilliant eyes, obviously debating whether or not he wanted to leave the nest.

 

Kysera chirped something at Guylian, peering at him curiously. Guylian chose that moment to sneeze, sending Kysera fluttering away in alarm. He hovered in the air for a long moment before flying closer to Tlory, obviously uncertain of him.

 

Tlory stared at the little construct, obviously fascinated, and Macati smiled; Tlory was still interested in magic no matter what he said to the contrary. Tlory held out his hands, and Guylian smiled, glancing up at the skylight where Blake was still hanging out. The pixie didn't move, just lazily continued to watch.

 

Macati smiled again before focusing on the letter he held. It was short and to the point—Justain was sorry to say that he didn't have any paperwork for Guylian, considering he'd picked the boy up from where he'd been living on the streets. He'd also take full stock of Guylian's guardian's ability to take care of him before allowing him to go back, since something had sen him to the streets.

 

It would do to buy them a few days at least, whenever Lady Sullivan came back with the magistrate. Moira was a good magistrate, but she tended to side with the villagers in most disputes. Something that would come in handy here, since she'd grown up with Justain and had been friendly with Macati ever since he'd created that charmed mobile for her three-month-old twins.

 

Smiling, Macati set the letter aside, opening the second letter. He was distracted when Guylian started to laugh. Tlory was snickering too, and Kysera was pouting, so the pixie had done something silly.

 

"You can't get sick, Kysera," Guylian said, and amazingly, Kysera pretended to sneeze, making Guylian laugh again. Tlory smirked, shifting his hands restlessly and making Kysera fall down. Kysera shot him an annoyed look and crossed his arms, pouting outrageously again.

 

"Do you know that he can't?" Tlory asked, peering at Kysera curiously. "He looks human enough. Except for the wings, of course."

 

Kysera preened at that, flapping his wings before pretending to sneeze again.

 

"What are the bases of the construct, Tlory?" Macati asked, startling Guylian. Tlory shot him a disdainful look before peering at Kysera intently. Kysera held still obligingly, probably pleased to be the center of attention.

 

"Plant, obviously," Tlory muttered after a second. Kysera chirped, patting Tlory's hand lightly. "And…" Tlory paused, and Macati watched as he mouthed the names of each magical base, finally ending with, "Ash?"

 

Kysera chirped again, and Guylian smiled brightly, sniffling a bit.

 

"Exactly," Macati confirmed cheerfully. "So that means?"

 

"He can't catch any human diseases," Tlory said, making Kysera pout again. "But he could catch a plant disease."

 

"I don't think I've ever seen a plant sneeze," Macati said, earning himself a dark look from the pixie.

 

"Couldn't a plant disease affect him differently than it would a regular plant?" Guylian asked, the last half of his question coming out hoarsely. He paused to clear his throat before continuing. "He's animated, and most plants aren't."

 

"Hmm, well," Macati said, smiling as Tlory nodded in agreement. "I still think he's copying you, Guylian."

 

"Maybe," Guylian said, holding out a hand towards Kysera. Kysera stared at him suspiciously for a long moment before fluttering over to Guylian's hand. He made a sad, mournful little noise and Guylian lifted him to his proper shoulder perch. Kysera cooed again and clambered up, apparently mollified.

 

Macati smiled, unfolding the second letter. "You can show him the spell if you want."

 

"Okay," Guylian said, smiling a little crookedly. "My version or yours?"

 

"Yours, it's better," Macati said absently, reading Justain's second letter. Justain just bitched an awful lot about having to write the first letter, half-heartedly offered to hide Guylian, and in parting declared part of his debt resolved. Macati rolled his eyes, folding the letter up and muttering a quick fire spell that reduced it to ash.

 

Guylian and Tlory both looked up at the flare of light, but Macati just smiled and didn't explain. Blake had deigned to come down from the skylight, and he was sitting on the table next to Guylian's open grimoire, looking completely bored as he lounged on the table.

 

Kysera was still perched on Guylian's shoulder, looking for all the world like he wanted to stay there for the rest of the day.

 

"Don't let me interrupt," Macati said, when Guylian and Tlory continued to stare at him curiously. Tlory shot him a dismissive look, bending his head to study the page again. After a moment, Guylian pointed something out to him quietly.

 

Macati smiled, crossing the room to the end of the table he'd been clearing up before the Sullivans had descended. Pausing as he picked up a few books to reshelve, he studied Guylian discreetly. He seemed all right for now—obviously the amount of time he was spending asleep was helping him get better quickly.

 

Crossing the room to the fire shelves—and those spells he wasn't going to let Tlory at for another few years—Macati put away one of the books, glancing back at the table as he turned around.

 

Tlory and Guylian were sitting close together, bent over the open grimoire. Guylian was saying something quietly, pointing at a line in the book, and Tlory was paying rapt attention. Macati smiled, reassured that he wasn't being a complete idiot by taking Tlory on as a second apprentice.



Chapter Eleven
 

 

 

Macati was washing dishes the next time someone knocked on his front door. Sighing, because it really had been too much to hope for that they'd be left alone until Guylian was safely out of the house.

 

Drying his hands on a nearby kitchen towel, Macati dropped it on the back of one of the kitchen chairs before making his way down the hallway. Unlocking the door, Macati opened it, carefully angling himself so that he blocked most of the gap between the door and the doorframe.

 

Kara Lee Sullivan was dressed in sky blue today, and a single blue flower was tucked into her hair. In contrast, Anastasia was wearing a brown dress with a complicated pattern that involved dizzily overlapping stripes of fabric. It was fashionable, Macati supposed, but it didn't look very good on her.

 

"Macati," Anastasia greeted warmly. Kara Lee gave him a bright smile, folding her hands together demurely. "How are you this fine morning?"

 

"Ladies," Macati replied, ignoring Anastasia's question. "Can I help you with something? I'm in the middle of a project at the moment."

 

Washing dishes was a very important project, too. If he waited too much longer, the dish water would get cold, and then where would he be?

 

"You said you wanted to speak with me," Anastasia prompted, smiling vapidly.

 

"I did," Macati agreed, slowly looking over at Kara Lee. "I also said alone," he said mildly, unsurprised that Anastasia had chosen to work with the Sullivans on this. He really hadn't been thinking straight when he'd made that request in front of them, had he?

 

"Oh, Macati," Anastasia said, twittering a little. "Kara Lee is really worried about her fiancé. Surely you can let her visit for a few minutes?" Anastasia simpered at him, something a woman her age really should not do.

 

"Please?" Kara Lee chimed in, widening her eyes guilelessly. "I promise I won't upset him."

 

Macati barely bit back a scoff; just knowing Kara Lee was in the same town as him upset Guylian. He made a show of thinking about it, deciding that the best way to put her off was to have Guylian be asleep, if he wasn't already. Kara Lee was watching him hopefully and Anastasia pressed her arms together, accentuating her bosom.

 

Macati sighed, wondering how the hell Tlory dealt with his mother, but then, she probably didn't try to flirt with him.

 

"Hold on. I'll check to see if he's awake," Macati said reluctantly, stepping back. Before he could shut the door, however, Kara Lee stepped forward and gracefully blocked the doorway.

 

"I'll come with you," she said brightly. If Macati had ever been fooled by her sweet and innocent routine, he'd be having doubts about it now, if only from the sharp gleam in her eye. "I'll be very quiet."

 

Macati hesitated, not immediately coming up with a good reason to keep her out. Hopefully Guylian was fast asleep still. Nodding, he stepped back and allowed her into the house, wishing fruitlessly that Tlory had been able to stay around until Guylian left.

 

Unfortunately, Keira still needed a server, so Tlory was limited to brief visits in the morning. Something the Sullivans probably knew.

 

Kara Lee gave him another bright smile and stepped inside, followed by Anastasia, her fashionable brown dress crinkling obnoxiously as she moved. Macati barely kept from rolling his eyes, shutting the door before leading the way towards this bedroom.

 

Hoping fervently that Guylian was still asleep, Macati knocked lightly on the bedroom door and then opened it.

 

Unfortunately, Guylian was awake, and Macati wondered if Guylian ever really got to catch a break before Kara Lee was pushing past him into the bedroom.

 

"Guylian, sweetie," she gushed, making the little bit of color in Guylian's face drain away. "Are you all right? You look awful."

 

Macati hesitated, not sure how to contain this. Guylian shrugged a bit, sniffling and Kara Lee reached his bedside, wringing her hands worriedly. Guylian looked past her, at Macati, and Macati winced, shrugging.

 

"Not too long," he said finally, making some of the tension—not a lot, really—lift from Guylian's shoulders. "Guylian needs his rest if he's going to get better."

 

"Of course," Kara Lee said, flashing him a grateful smile. "Thank you ever so much for allowing me to visit."

 

Macati stared at her flatly for a long moment, making her smile falter the slightest bit.

 

"Keep it short," he said, stepping back from the doorway reluctantly. "We can talk in the kitchen, Anastasia." Macati turned away from the doorway to the bedroom, leaving the door open and resolving to make his conversation with Tlory's mother as quick as possible.

 

*\^/*

 

Guylian watched with muted panic as Macati walked away, leaving him alone in the bedroom with Kara Lee.

 

"You really do look terrible, Guy," Kara Lee said, leaning closer with a sharp smile. She pressed a cool hand to his forehead, letting it linger for a few seconds longer than necessary. "Don't worry, though. We'll get you home quickly and you'll feel right as rain again."

 

Guylian sneezed at that, hastily shutting the spell book he'd been reading to protect the pages inside. Kara Lee startled back a few inches, either at his sudden movement or the loud snap the book made at being shut so quickly.

 

"I don't—" Guylian began, thrown when Kara Lee reached out and threaded her fingers with his.

 

"You don't feel well, I know," she soothed, squeezing his hand.

 

"I want to stay here," Guylian said, tensing as soon as the words left his mouth. It wouldn't matter, of course. There was no way they'd let him.

 

"Don't be silly, Guy," Kara Lee said sharply, narrowing her eyes. Guylian flinched, but didn't retract his statement. "Do you really think—that man doesn't want you here! You're a burden to him. Why would you want to stay here?"

 

Guylian stared at Kara Lee blankly, and then did the only thing he could think of—he started coughing, on purpose. Then he couldn't stop, and Kara Lee's expression softened a little as he continued to cough.

 

"You poor thing, you really are very sick, aren't you?" She asked, patting his cheek gently when the fit subsided.

 

"I miss you, Guy," Kara Lee said, freeing her hand and pouring him a fresh cup of tea. She made it the way she liked it, with extra sugar from the bowl left over from Tlory's visit. "The house isn't the same without you. And I'm not mad about the silly dress. I know you didn't do it on purpose. You just need to be careful and not speak any of that gibberish anymore."

 

Guylian took the tea cup without a word, grateful to have something to occupy his hands so she couldn't try to take his hand again. The tea was incredibly awful, how sweet it was, but the heat soothed his throat momentarily.

 

"Oh, or we can find you a better teacher in the city," Kara Lee said brightly. "One much better than a frumpy mage from some backwater town."

 

Guylian flushed—Macati was the farthest thing from frumpy. Kara Lee didn't seem to take any notice—perhaps she thought he was just feverish.

 

"Oh, you wouldn't know," Kara Lee said, beaming and clapping her hands together gleefully. "Mother managed to get the OaishaGardens for the ceremony! Isn't that wonderful?"

 

Guylian gripped the tea cup tighter, trying to keep his hands from shaking too much. Macati wouldn't be happy if he spilled tea on the bedspread.

 

"The reception will be at the house, of course," Kara Lee continued after a moment, taking his silence as agreement, as she always did. "Everyone is coming—the Balakris, the Joralls, even Lady Gwyneth, and you know she never comes to any of mother's parties. Let's see, and—"

 

"I don't want to get married," Guylian said quietly, not looking at her. Kara Lee laughed flippantly, waving her hand at him dismissively.

 

"Oh, don't be silly, Guylian," she scolded, her smile at odds with the sharp look in her eyes. "The ceremony is already set, everything is paid for—you can't get cold feet now."

 

Paid for—more likely they'd done everything on credit, to be paid later. Guylian sighed, shaking his head a little—and Kara Lee reached out and slapped him hard across the cheek.

 

"Don't you dare," she said, her mouth trembling as she cradled her hand to her bosom. "You cannot walk away from me now, not after all the work we've put into this. Not after everything my mother has done for you."

 

Guylian shut his eyes, not moving in the vain hope that she'd… just go away. He didn't even set aside the half-spilled cup of tea, and really, he should have expected that. Not the slap—Kara Lee only did that when she was particularly upset—but the guilt trip.

 

He knew his aunt had called in a large favor with Lord Sullivan to get him a proper guardianship. Kara Lee and her mother brought it up whenever they could, but most often when they wanted something from him.

 

And usually it worked—it was no small thing, to take in and raise a second child, especially when the second child was as useless and defunct as Guylian was.

 

Still, he couldn't—he couldn't marry Kara Lee, no matter how much he owed the Sullivans. Really, he might have even repaid his debt at this point, what with the amount of money he'd spent on their upkeep and social events.

 

"The ceremony is in two and a half weeks," Kara Lee said, her light, cheery tone gone. "We're getting married at one, under the trees down by the River. It will be beautiful, and you will love it."

 

Guylian coughed miserably, but Kara Lee took that as acceptance, patting his arm gently.

 

"You'll be happy, Guy," she said earnestly, perking up again. "I promise, once we're married, you won't have to worry about anything anymore."

 

Guylian slouched a bit more, hoping she'd finish soon. Or that Macati would come back and chase her away.

 

"I should let you rest," Kara Lee said, and Guylian blinked, because he never got what he hoped for. She gracefully straightened the skirt of her sky blue dress, smiling at him inanely.

 

"Oh, and Guy," she said, and Guylian braced himself. "I don't want to hear a word of that gibberish anymore. We don't want a repeat of the spring festival, do we?"

 

Guylian made himself cough again, hoping she wouldn't press it. Kara Lee stepped close instead, pinching his arm briefly.

 

"Say yes, Guy," she ordered, crossly. "You're not allowed to set my wedding dress on fire."

 

"Yes," Guylian mumbled, hoping she couldn't tell he was lying through his teeth. If they did manage to take him back, he would set the dress on fire. Just… not when Kara Lee was wearing it this time.

 

Kara Lee beamed at him. "Good. Now rest up, I want you feeling much better when we go home. I'll see you in a day or two, Guy."

 

Guylian nodded numbly, waiting until Kara Lee had shut the bedroom door behind her to set aside the too sweet tea. The bed spread was wet, and his hands were sticky, and Guylian wanted nothing more than to hide under the covers for the rest of his life anyway.

 

*\^/*

 

Macati led Anastasia into the kitchen, gritting his teeth as her dress crinkled obnoxiously the entire way. It effectively blocked any sound from the bedroom, and he wondered briefly if that was the intent of the dress before deciding that was a little too paranoid for his tastes.

 

"I'm going to make this quick," Macati said, gesturing for Anastasia to have a seat. "It's about Tlory."

 

Anastasia sat down with a rustle of fabric. "What about him? Is he bothering your apprentice? That won't be a problem much longer, you know."

 

"He's not bothering Guylian," Macati said, ignoring her last comment because he refused to talk about Guylian at all with her. Anything he said would just get back to the Sullivans, after all. "How much did he tell you about why we went our separate ways?"

 

"Nothing at all," Anastasia said dismissively, leaning on the table and looking utterly bored. Which was better than having her flirt with him. "He doesn't tell me anything. To keep me from worrying about him, I think."

 

"All right," Macati said, wondering how he could get the promise he needed from her. "And if I said I was thinking about teaching him again?"

 

"If Tlory agrees, it's not my problem," Anastasia said, shrugging inelegantly and making her dress crinkle. She glanced down at her hands, studying her manicure for a moment. "Tlory's old enough to be making his own decisions." She paused, smiling proudly, and Macati stifled a surge of annoyance. "He's smart and independent. Losing a parent at such a young age does that."

 

"He won't be getting any income," Macati said flatly, resisting the urge to strangle her. Her husband had died, and not that long ago—less than two years had passed, and it really was closer to one—but she didn't seem to really care. "You can't ask him or pressure him for help with money. Guylian gave you a clean slate—he's not going to maintain it."

 

"Macati!" Anastasia said, and she really was a terrible actress. "I wouldn't dream of doing any such thing. Besides, I have it all worked out now." She smiled smugly, and Macati wondered how much the Sullivans had bought her for. If it had been them… but it made sense, with how quickly they'd found Guylian.

 

"Good," Macati said, hoping that she'd been smart enough to get her money upfront. "Just make sure it stays that way. I won't hesitate to turn Tlory out a second time if you pressure him like that again. Or I'll cut off communication."

 

"You can't do that," Anastasia protested, torn between looking hurt and angry. "He's my son."

 

"I still have the original paperwork," Macati said mildly. He felt like a jerk, but then, she'd done worse to Tlory and didn't even seem to feel sorry for it. "It's still valid. But I suppose it doesn't matter, does it? You're not going to ruin Tlory's future, so it won't be a problem."

 

Anastasia gaped at him a moment before puffing up again. "I wouldn't do that!"

 

"Good," Macati said, smiling as he stood up. Anastasia blinked at him dumbly for a moment before slowly climbing to her feet. "Let's go make sure Guylian's fiancée hasn't killed him."

 

Anastasia laughed half-heartedly, smoothing down the front of her dress with an odd shush of fabric. She preceded Macati into the hallway slowly, but if she was stalling it was a futile effort—Kara Lee was just leaving the bedroom as they left the kitchen. There was a faint flush in her cheeks and Macati tried not to wonder what damage she'd managed to wreak.

 

She paused when she saw them, summoning a wide, sunny smile. "Thank you so much," she said, gushing a little.

 

Macati barely restrained himself from rolling his eyes. Keeping his mouth firmly shut lest he say something he regret, he ducked round Anastasia and headed for the front door. Kara Lee took the hint, smile still firmly in place, and Anastasia followed the younger woman's lead.

 

"Good day, ladies," Macati said coolly, holding the door for them. They left quietly, and Macati graciously did not slam the door behind them, ignoring the pleased tilt to Kara Lee's smile as she left his house.

 

Activating the lock spell, Macati paused, wishing they were at the point where he could give the Sullivans the good news of Guylian's departure. The looks on their faces would be highly cathartic. Taking a deep breath, Macati headed back down the hallway to the bedroom.

 

Guylian was actually up. He was pulling the covers off the bed, strangely enough, and Macati stared a moment, confused.

 

"Hey," he said quietly, still managing to startle Guylian badly.

 

"Sorry," Guylian said immediately. "I spilled tea—"

 

"It's fine," Macati reassured him, even more annoyed with himself. He should have come up with a reason to keep Kara Lee out, even if it had just been I don't like you.

 

"Sit down, I'll take care of it," Macati said, because Guylian looked too pale and quite like he was about to pass out. Guylian bit his lip, but he just nodded, sitting down heavily in the chair Tlory had dragged in from the kitchen.

 

Macati took over where Guylian had left off, but instead of taking the covers off, he started making the bed properly with them.

 

"Want to see a neat spell?" Macati asked, when it appeared Guylian hadn't noticed his reversal. Guylian looked up from staring at his lap miserably, blinking at Macati a few times in confusion before frowning at the bed.

 

"A…cleaning spell?" He guessed, and Macati nodded, smiling cheerfully.

 

"It's like the healing spell, actually," Macati said, smoothing out the bedspread. "The cleaning is just a side effect of the spell. Here, listen carefully."

 

Guylian nodded, his brow furrowing in concentration. Macati obligingly recited the spell, making a note to commission a few new quilts from Saria Joasi before winter. The upstairs got a bit chilly, and Guylian would probably appreciate the extra warmth.

 

When he finished the spell, the air smelled faintly like lilacs—the main effect of the spell—and the bedspread was clean and dry, with no sign of the spill.

 

"Doesn't—" Guylian began, but cut himself off, fingering the edge of the blanket.

 

"Doesn't what?" Macati prompted, ignoring the idea of cursing Kara Lee and her mother. They'd get theirs soon enough.

 

"The spell wears out the fabric," Guylian said quietly, coughing a little. He sounded much better than he had yesterday, Macati noted.

 

"It does," Macati agreed, sitting down to he bed and wrinkling his handiwork. "That's why I don't use it on our regular wash. Also, Carill would be hard pressed to keep her hands off us—she loves lilacs."

 

Guylian flushed, and Macati continued, unperturbed. "Still, it's a good spell to know if you need to be presentable in a hurry or if you spill something on yourself someplace important."

 

Guylian nodded thoughtfully, probably already thinking of ways to make the spell work without wearing down the fabric it was restoring. Macati smiled, pleased his distraction had worked.

 

"Are you hungry?" Macati asked optimistically after a moment. Guylian had eaten—and kept down—breakfast and a small lunch earlier. Guylian shrugged, focusing his attention on Macati again. "Or you can rest some more."

 

"I'm not very tired," Guylian admitted, his voice slowly getting hoarser with each word. He made no move for the half-full cup of tea on the bedside table next to him, however, just cleared his throat with a small cough and sank down in his chair some.

 

"All right," Macati said, hesitating a moment before beginning, "Guylian… I know you like Tlory—"

 

Macati paused, watching Guylian's cheeks flush. Now there was a complication he hadn't thought of—what did he do if Guylian and Tlory started dating while he was teaching them?

 

"Tlory is nice," Guylian said roughly, coughing once unconvincingly.

 

"Tlory is a brat," Macati said candidly, smiling to take the sting out of the remark. "But he's always been a brat."

 

"Always?" Guylian asked curiously, and Macati winced because his voice sounded worse than before.

 

"Drink some tea before your throat completely rebels, Guylian," Macati said. "And yes, he's always been a brat. But he's good at magic when he puts his mind to it."

 

Macati paused, wondering again what had gone on in here when Kara Lee had visited. Guylian had made no move towards the tea cup, and Macati slid off the bed, heading over to the table at the bedside. Picking up the tea cup, he nonchalantly dumped the contents into the small potted plant next to the tea pot.

 

"I think I already know your opinion on the matter," Macati said, opening the drawer on the table and pulling out a clean handkerchief. He wiped out the inside of the cup and set it back down. "But it's good form to ask you before I extend the offer to Tlory."

 

Macati poured a fresh cup of tea, muttering a spell to make it hotter, and then handed the cup to Guylian.

 

"Thank you," Guylian murmured, sinking in his seat miserably as he accepted the fresh cup of tea.

 

"You're healing the plant if it dies," Macati said, and Guylian blinked a few times before smiling just a tiny bit.

 

"So, Guylian," Macati said more seriously, waiting until Guylian looked at him to continue. "Would you mind if I apprenticed Tlory again?"

 

Guylian shook his head, carefully swallowing a bit of his tea. He couldn't hide his smile though, and Macati grinned—he'd finally managed to do something right with Guylian. Even if it might lose him any chance at Guylian romantically, Macati couldn't help but be happy about that.

 

"And don't think I don't know that was what you were angling for," Macati said teasingly. "You're going to have to help—I'll probably set you to helping Tlory learn his Civomic lessons, since you're more advanced with that than I am."

 

"Okay," Guylian said, some of his smile fading.

 

"I'll help you structure the lessons, so don't worry too much about it," Macati reassured, not really sure if that was what had Guylian worried or not. "And, like always, you can ask for help whenever you need it."

 

"Okay," Guylian said again, a little more sincerely.

 

"Good," Macati said, leaning back against the edge of his bed. "I won't formally extend the offer to Tlory until after you're squared away, but once the Sullivans leave town, I will."

 

Guylian nodded, his smile slipping at the mention of his fiancée and her mother. "Is that what you had to talk to Tlory's mother about?"

 

"Yes," Macati said, grimacing a little at the reminder. "I am sorry. I didn't even think when I made the request of her. I should have realized they'd use that to get in."

 

"It's okay," Guylian said, but he was obviously lying through his teeth. He wasn't looking at Macati and he looked pale and tired and rather like he'd prefer to be talking about anything else.

 

"It's not," Macati said, sighing. "I just… I'm looking forward to seeing their faces when I tell them you're not here and they realize they've lost you again."

 

"Hopefully they will," Guylian mumbled, staring at his tea cup morosely. Macati moved before he really thought about it, taking the tea cup from Guylian's hands and setting it back on the bedside table. He tugged Guylian out of his seat and pulled him into a hug, a little surprised when Guylian just folded into him, pressing close.

 

"It will work out fine," Macati soothed, trying in vain to ignore how close Guylian was and how he smelled faintly of tea and the sweet-smelling soap that he got from the woman next door in exchange for enchanted wind chimes. "Nathan will be here in less than two days. If we can't wait that long, then you and Tlory can head out to meet him and we'll go with Tlory's plan of telling everyone you two ran away together."

 

Guylian nodded, sniffling a little and pulling away from Macati—reluctantly, unless that was just Macati seeing what he wanted to see.

 

"What if he doesn't want to take me?" Guylian asked quietly, staring at Macati's shoulder instead of meeting his eyes. "Where do I go? What if—"

 

"Guylian," Macati interrupted, unable to keep from smiling. He reached out and tucked a lock of hair out of Guylian's face, pleased to see a bit of color rise to Guylian's cheeks. "I know other people, many who owe me favors. But worst case? I can give you enough money to travel on for the three weeks until your birthday. I suppose I'd have to send Tlory with you for that too, even if he'd be a brat about us using his idea."

 

"He would," Guylian said, smiling reluctantly.

 

"Luckily, I don't think Nathan will flake out on us," Macati said, carefully putting a bit of space between himself and Guylian.

 

Nathan's reply to Macati's letter had been short and to the point—I'll be there in two days. It looked hastily scrawled, and Macati could easily picture Nathan scribbling the note before all but running out of the house. If anything, Nathan would give Macati a sound scolding before carrying Guylian off, never to be heard from again.

 

"Come on," Macati said, smiling cheerfully. "Now that you're not throwing up anymore, I'm going to ply you with soup until we're out of the stuff. Even if you're not hungry."

 

"Um," Guylian said, looking slightly alarmed. "Okay?"

 

"Good," Macati said, steering Guylian towards the bedroom door. "And then you can rest some more or do some work, if you feel up to it."

 

"Okay," Guylian said again, less hesitantly. Macati smiled a little ruefully. It was going to be a long three weeks until Guylian came back—and he hadn't even left yet.

 

*\^/*

 

 

Guylian was in the kitchen with Tlory when someone knocked on the door. They were cleaning up after the breakfast Tlory had made, something he'd done mostly to annoy Macati. And really, it wasn't fair that his cooking was so much better than Guylian's.

 

Tlory barely rescued the plate that slipped from Guylian's fingers and then they both looked at the back door, where, oddly enough, the knock had come from.

 

"Go hide in the bedroom," Tlory ordered, treating the door to a fierce glower. Guylian nodded, setting down his towel with shaky hands—but before he could do more than that, the person on the other side of the door tapped out the familiar code to unlock the door.

 

Tlory's brow furrowed, but he didn't hesitate, just stepped in between Guylian and the door. Then the door was opened, admitting a tall, bespectacled man into the kitchen.

 

He stopped partway through the door, the thick bag he was carrying over his shoulder still outside the doorframe. He wore an incredibly ugly hat low over his face and loose, nondescript clothing, but his bright blue eyes were just as sharp as they had been the last time Guylian had seen him, and why hadn't Macati said that Nathan was his aunt's Nathan?

 

Ignoring Tlory's startled noise, Guylian crossed the kitchen without any hesitance, throwing his arms around one of his aunt's oldest and dearest friends.

 

"He didn't say it was you," Guylian muttered, and Nathan laughed, hugging him tightly with one arm.

 

"I suspect he didn't know," Nathan said, and even his voice was just the same as Guylian remembered it—deep and smooth, still touched by the Shalian accent Nathan had grown up with.

 

"I don't know," Tlory said, sounding petulant. "He let himself in and then Guylian jumped on him."

 

Nathan laughed again, letting Guylian go. Guylian flushed, backing up a few steps to let Nathan into the kitchen. Tlory looked disgruntled, but probably just because he didn't know what was going on, not because he was jealous—Nathan was old enough to be Guylian's father, after all.

 

Macati had reappeared from the bath, his wet curls pulled back loosely. He didn't look surprised, just curious, and Guylian flushed a little, fighting the urge to fidget.

 

"You may want to reset your lock spell, Macati," Nathan prompted, giving Tlory an interested look. Tlory made a silly face at him and Guylian smiled, because of course Tlory wasn't going to behave himself.

 

"Right," Macati said, and then rattled off the spell quickly. "Are you hungry, Nathan? We just finished breakfast, but there are leftovers."

 

"No, thank you," Nathan declined, smiling warmly as he shucked off his traveling bag. He pulled off his hat and set it on top of his bag, running his fingers through his hair. And that was a difference—his hair was streaked liberally with gray and white, nearly blocking out the dark color it was naturally.

 

"All right, into the parlor, then," Macati directed, smiling a little as Tlory grumbled something under his breath.

 

Guylian bit his lip, but moved to follow, swallowing down the crush of questions he wanted to pepper Nathan with. There would be time for that later, if Nathan was still serious about asking him—why, why would he have come if he wasn't? He had to have known who Guylian was.

 

"We should probably get going soon, Macati," Nathan said as he entered the parlor. Tlory grabbed Guylian's wrist, tugging him onto the loveseat.

 

"I don't know. It might be better if you wait until after dark," Macati said thoughtfully. "No one saw you come?"

 

"Not so far as I know," Nathan said, shrugging easily. He sat down in the empty chair closest to Guylian, smiling, and Guylian smiled back a little. Macati sat in the remaining chair, shooting an amused look at where Tlory was still holding Guylian's wrist. Guylian flushed a little, but he didn't bother to try and remove his wrist from Tlory's grasp. "The young lookout you've got out front is asleep. I think the hour is a little early for him."

 

Guylian froze. There was someone watching the house?

 

"I didn't tell you because you'd just worry about it," Macati said, sighing. "Besides, it's Nella's cousin. He's eight and has the attention span of a gnat."

 

"I don't know," Tlory said, giving Macati a sour look. "That might be giving him more credit than he deserves."

 

Nathan laughed and Guylian even managed a bit of a smile, still not entirely reconciled to the idea that Kara Lee and her mother were keeping tabs on Macati's house.

 

"I don't believe you mentioned having another ally, Macati," Nathan said, his gaze lingering on Tlory's fingers, still wrapped loosely around Guylian's wrist. "Are you another reason Guylian is ducking marriage?"

 

"Yes," Tlory declared stubbornly, even as Macati said, "No."

 

Guylian blushed, covering his eyes with his free hand. Nathan chuckled and Guylian didn't have to be looking to know Tlory and Macati were glaring at each other.

 

"This is Tlory," Macati finally said. "He's… complicated."

 

"Damn straight," Tlory muttered, and Nathan hummed thoughtfully.

 

"The third apprentice?" Nathan asked, and Guylian let his hand fall back to his lap. Macati nodded, pushing back a lock of his wet hair patiently.

 

"Like I said, complicated," Macati said, making a face. Guylian smiled a little, biting his lip. At least that had worked out the way he'd wanted it to.

 

"All right," Nathan accepted easily, giving Guylian a fond smile. Guylian smiled a little wider, absently twisting his hand so Tlory could hold it properly.

 

"So how do you know Guylian?" Tlory asked, his suspicion obviously tempered a little. He squeezed Guylian's hand, adding petulantly, "You have to bring him back, you know. You don't get to keep him."

 

"Tlory," Guylian said, flushing again. Before he could say anything more, however, he sneezed, turning his head way from Tlory. The stupid flu just wouldn't go away, even if he was feeling much better than he had been a few days ago.

 

"I'll only keep him if he wants to stay," Nathan said with obvious amusement. "And I know Guylian because I knew his aunt."

 

"You never said you'd actually met Diana Fyrate," Macati said, slouching in his seat. "I thought you only corresponded with her."

 

"Hmm, well," Nathan said, smiling secretively. Guylian bit his lip to hide his smile, because if Macati didn't know Nathan had met his aunt face-to-face, there was no way he knew the rest of it. "I don't suppose it was salient, since she'd passed by the time I took you on."

 

Guylian's smile faltered and he accidentally glanced at Tlory. Tlory grinned at him brightly, raising his eyebrows suggestively. Guylian blinked, staring at him in confusion.

 

"Do I still have to wait until the end of the month?" Tlory asked nonchalantly when his apparent attempt at telepathy failed. Guylian nodded, ignoring the curious looks that got them from Macati and Nathan.

 

"I may decide to stay with Nathan, after all," Guylian said solemnly, more than willing to distract himself. He couldn't quiet hide his smile as he said it though, and Tlory rolled his eyes, sitting back to sulk properly.

 

"I think I probably don't want to know," Macati said, smiling indulgently. "So it's safe to assume you have no objections to going with Nathan?"

 

"I'm okay with it," Guylian said shyly, offering Nathan a smile. Nathan smiled back warmly.

 

"Good," Macati said, pausing. "I don't know whether it would be better for you two to leave now or later. If you leave now, you'll get a better head start."

 

"But there is a greater chance we'll be seen," Nathan said. "I wouldn't mind a bit of rest before we go. My old bones aren't up to traveling as hard as I used to."

 

Macati snorted inelegantly, making Tlory snicker. Macati didn't acknowledge Tlory's amusement, just regarded Nathan thoughtfully.

 

"Out with it, boy," Nathan said, sighing.

 

"Hmm?" Macati asked, and then laughed. "Nathan, I'm twenty-seven. I don't think you can call me boy anymore."

 

"I'll call you whatever I want," Nathan said, raising his eyebrows. "You had that look on your face that you always get when you want to pester me to death with questions."

 

"I haven't killed you yet," Macati pointed out with a smile, flicking his fingers discreetly at the loveseat. Nathan nodded slightly, and Guylian flushed—they wanted to talk about him.

 

"Not from lack of trying," Nathan said, scowling teasingly. "I'm getting old now, Macati. Your pestering may kill me now."

 

Macati snorted again. "I find it strange then, that you're trying to open a branch of the university for magic. Since you'd be nothing but pestered there, and by more obnoxious young people than me."

 

"You're pretty obnoxious," Tlory chimed in cheerfully, and Guylian forced a bit of a smile to his face.

 

"I should go pack," Guylian said, sliding his hand free of Tlory's. He slipped from the room before anyone could object, biting his lip even as he tried not to think about what Macati and Nathan needed to talk about without him there.

 

This was probably a stupid idea, Guylian thought morosely as he climbed the stairs to the work room. He paused at the top to catch his breath, coughing a little. Not much, thankfully, but enough that he didn't hear Nathan behind him until he spoke.

 

"Hey," Nathan said, and Guylian startled. "If you're not really okay with this, we can work something else out."

 

"No," Guylian said uncertainly, stepping back to let Nathan come into the room properly. "I'm—it's fine." Guylian winced, because that didn't sound very enthusiastic. "It's better than anyone else."

 

It was, even if a stranger wouldn't be disappointed to find out how Guylian had grown up.

 

"Good," Nathan said, his mouth curving in a half smile before he sobered. "I was afraid—I thought you might be upset at me. I know I wasn't around much when Diana was ill—"

 

"She didn't tell you," Guylian interrupted, flushing a little when Nathan nodded, looking incredibly sad for a moment before his expression cleared. "She didn't want anyone to know."

 

"I should have visited more," Nathan said regretfully. "She wouldn't have been able to hide it forever."

 

"It's okay," Guylian said quietly, twisting his hands together fretfully. "It… it all happened how she wanted it to happen."

 

"She always was the most stubborn of us," Nathan said, smiling faintly. "I still would have liked the chance to be there for her. To be there for you, and I am sorry about that, Guylian. I checked up on you at the Sullivans a few times after Diana passed, but you seemed happy enough."

 

"I was," Guylian admitted. The first few years hadn't been bad at all. "Then—"

 

"Lord Sullivan died?" Nathan guessed when Guylian didn't continue. "I wish I had the license to cast curses, Guylian. Nothing would make me happier than to consign those two women to fates worse than what they tried to force on you."

 

Guylian shrugged uncomfortably, not really wanting to think about Kara Lee or her mother, let alone talk about them.

 

"There are some books Aunt Di wanted you to have," Guylian said instead, changing the subject. "I never remembered to send them to you when we visited the country house."

 

"Really," Nathan said, his face brightening. "Macati mentioned you… let's see, how did he phrase it? Ah, yes, you 'have a way with Civomic that makes him look like a bumbling toddler learning his first words.'"

 

Guylian flushed, more than a little startled. He wasn't that—Macati was good at Civomic. Nathan grinned, and started chanting off a null spell that sounded quite like the one Tlory had cast in his room at the tavern.

 

"Chavar thalia, Guylian," Nathan said, giving him the traditional half bow that accompanied the traditional greeting.

 

"Chavar thalia," Guylian repeated quietly.

 

"I do hope," Nathan continued in Civomic, speaking the words slowly but without hesitation, "That you haven't forgotten how to carry on a conversation in this confounded language."

 

Guylian smiled, the butterflies in his stomach disappearing. "Confounded?"

 

"It's a new one," Nathan said, slipping out of Civomic. "Oops."

 

"You're out of practice," Guylian said, ignoring that he was too. He hadn't had a proper conversation in Civomic—and talking to himself didn't count—since his aunt had died.

 

"I am," Nathan agreed cheerfully, slinging a comfortable arm around Guylian's shoulders and leading him towards the table. "You will…" he paused, searching for a word. "… kick me at this."

 

"Do you mean, kick your schlara at this?" Guylian asked, smiling shyly. Nathan laughed, nudging him towards the closest chair.

 

"Yes, that," Nathan said, sitting down himself. "Have you done this with Macati?"

 

Guylian shook his head, flushing a little. "It's strange."

 

"It's a good… exercise," Nathan said, looking thoughtful briefly before focusing on Guylian again. "You ought to ask him. It's a good tradition."

 

Guylian shrugged. He could—but starting with Tlory would be easier. Perhaps not as much fun, since Tlory wouldn't have the vocabulary to have a good conversation.

 

"When I get back," Guylian said, even if he'd still start with Tlory. Nathan nodded, accepting that answer. Then he launched into a complicated question that didn't ask more than how Guylian's day had been.

 

*\^/*

 

"They're talking in Civomic," Tlory said, making a face when he reached the bottom of the stairs. Macati smiled, not too surprised. That cemented his theory that Nathan had been very close to Diana Fyrate and her nephew, though why he'd never said anything…

 

But why would he have? Especially to his young, trouble-making apprentices.

 

"We should let them be then," Macati decided, stepping away from the bottom of the stairs. He wouldn't mind a chance to talk to Nathan before he left, if only to learn more about Guylian and his aunt (and really, if they'd been so close, why hadn't she given Guylian to Nathan?).

 

Guylian needed the time with Nathan more, though, so if Macati had to wait three weeks to have a proper conversation with Nathan, then he'd wait.

 

"Fine," Tlory said begrudgingly. "He has to bring Guylian back, though."

 

"We'll mount a rescue if he doesn't," Macati offered, heading towards the kitchen. "I don't think Guylian will stay there anyway. He likes it here better than in the city."

 

"The city is obnoxious," Tlory said darkly, following Macati with obvious reluctance. He glanced back at the stairs like he expected Guylian to decide to come downstairs instead of enjoy the first conversation he'd had in Civomic… probably since his aunt's death.

 

"Tlory," Macati said, picking up a few of the dry plates sitting in the dish drainer. "I'm going to ask you something, but you're not allowed to answer for a few days."

 

"Oh-kay," Tlory said, drawing the word out slowly as he favored Macati with a suspicious look. "What?"

 

"I'm officially offering you a place as an apprentice with me," Macati said, keeping his voice as calm and even as he could make it. "This would be in addition to Guylian—you would be a second apprentice. Guylian would help with your teaching, mostly your Civomic."

 

Tlory stared at him for a moment, then shrugged. "I can't answer for a few days?"

 

"Not until the Sullivans leave town. I don't want them pestering you any more than they already will," Macati clarified, crossing to the dish cabinet and putting away the plates he still held. "You already know the terms of apprenticing with me. Oh, except that Guylian isn't allowed to cook. He's terrible at it. He's got cleanup duties instead."

 

Tlory snickered, making no move to help Macati put away the dishes. That was all right though, since he and Guylian had done most of the cleaning already.

 

"I'm going to go," Tlory announced suddenly. "I have some extra work to do today."

 

"All right," Macati accepted, glancing curiously at Tlory. He didn't look upset or any more annoyed than he usually did around Macati, so he probably did have something to do. "Say goodbye to Guylian before you leave."

 

Tlory rolled his eyes, muttering, "I'm not stupid," as he left the kitchen. Macati just smiled, relieved that Tlory hadn't pressed the issue or outright objected. Nathan was probably going to find it hilarious, after all the times Macati had sworn to never take on more than one apprentice at once. Guylian and Tlory were special though, so he didn't feel bad at all about making the exception.



Chapter Twelve
 

 

 

The house was eerily quiet. Not that Guylian made much noise usually, but his absence made the house seem emptier. Tlory hadn't visited this morning either, and Guylian and Nathan had been gone since yesterday evening, right after the eight-year-old lookout had gone home for dinner.

 

At least Guylian seemed happy about Nathan. Macati had been worried that Nathan might intimidate Guylian—he was a lot like Justain in some ways—but luckily that hadn't been the case.

 

Kysera was already sulking. Guylian had said goodbye last night, and the pixie had disappeared into his nest and hadn't budged yet, though Blake had deigned to join him on the work table, his bright orange hair a hilarious contrast to the green, blue, and yellow swirls in his eyes.

 

Macati wasn't really getting any work done. He was trying—there were a few spells he was in the middle of working the kinks out of—but it was hard to concentrate.

 

Half of it was Guylian's absence, but half was anticipating the moment when the Sullivans would arrive. Today would be the third day since Kara Lee's visit with Guylian. They wouldn't stay away, not for that long.

 

Still, he wasn't sure whether the Sullivans would still be playing nice or if they'd be moving onto more serious measures to get Guylian back. Namely, involving the town's magistrate.

 

He would be surprised if they tried to play it nice—time was running out. Besides, Macati had demonstrated how unwilling he was to cooperate. Perhaps that was why it was taking them so long to return—they were busy setting up more drastic measures to get Guylian away from him.

 

Macati smiled, twitching a pen out of Blake's reach absently. He really wanted to see the looks on their faces when they realized their chance was gone.

 

Blake hooted imperiously at him, flapping his wings in agitation. He pointed at the pen Macati had pulled out of his reach and hooted again.

 

"Don't hurt yourself with it," Macati cautioned, sliding the pen back into Blake's reach. "And you're not allowed any ink, either."

 

Blake's eyes swirled and resettled into a new set of colors and patterns as he snatched up the pen. A second later he was airborne, and Macati watched with amusement as he carried the pen off to the nest where Kysera was still sulking.

 

Kysera chirped something indignantly, but Macati didn't get a chance to focus on the pixies' fight, distracted by the knock on the door.

 

Reluctantly, Macati stood up, hoping it was someone seeking a spell and not the Sullivans. If only because that would give Guylian and Nathan more of a head start.

 

Taking the stairs slowly, Macati paused, a little surprised as his visitor knocked again, obviously impatient. Macati smothered a smile, leisurely crossing the hallway to the front door. Tapping out the unlock code, he opened the door.

 

Lady Sullivan stepped back, looking a trifle triumphant. Kara Lee, standing behind her in an exquisitely simple, pale pink dress, had her expression better schooled into something more hopeful.

 

"Good morning, Moira," Macati greeted the third woman on his stoop, the town's magistrate. She didn't look very happy, but her face softened a little at Macati's greeting. "How are your daughters?"

 

"Cranky," Moira said, rolling her eyes. "They've got new teeth coming in and all they do is squall about it."

 

"You should ask Carill about that," Macati said. Carill couldn't have children, but she was exceptionally knowledgeable about them, as most of her seven siblings had children. "I think she helped Saria with her son when he was growing teeth."

 

"I will," Moira said, brightening a little. "Anything—" Lady Sullivan cleared her throat demandingly and Moira shot her an annoyed look before continuing. "Anything to get more sleep."

 

Macati smiled, leaning casually against the doorframe and pointedly not inviting them inside. "But you're not here to chat, are you?" Macati asked, still ignoring the Sullivans.

 

"'Fraid not, Macati," Moira said, frowning. "These ladies say you're harboring Guylian. Do you have the paperwork for him?"

 

"No," Macati replied easily, making Moira grimace. "And Justain didn't have the proper paperwork either. He says he pulled Guylian off the streets to apprentice with him. Apparently he was got quite distressed whenever Justain mentioned returning him to his home."

 

"Right, well," Moira said, sighing. She turned and frowned at Lady Sullivan. "Care to explain that, ma'am?"

 

"He ran off after we had a fight," Kara Lee spoke up, giving Moira her best worried look. "He accidentally set off a spell. Guess he thought we'd be mad."

 

"Right," Moira said, hesitating another moment before turning to Macati again. "I'm sorry, Macati, but Ms. Sullivan—"

 

"Lady Sullivan," the older Sullivan corrected tetchily. Moira gave her a flat, unimpressed look, but Lady Sullivan just stared back coolly.

 

"Lady Sullivan," Moira stressed, rolling her eyes a little, "is Guylian's legal guardian. You're going to have to let her have him."

 

"I would," Macati began, shrugging and doing his best to keep his smile off his face, "but he's not here."

 

"Not here?" Kara Lee repeated, her eyes widening. Lady Sullivan's lips pinched together ominously. "But he was here just a few days ago!"

 

"Whatever you said to him ran him off," Macati said flatly, giving her a dark look. "When I woke up yesterday, he was gone."

 

"And you didn't think to inform us?" Lady Sullivan asked, her voice getting progressively more shrill by the syllable.

 

"After the way he reacted to your visits?" Macati asked, narrowing his eyes. "No. You don't deserve that boy. Either of you."

 

"Macati," Moira said exasperatedly, cutting in before Lady Sullivan could explode at him. "Did he leave a note? I'm going to have to check the house, you know."

 

"He didn't," Macati said, ignoring the glower he was getting from Lady Sullivan. "And you're welcome to check, but those two are not allowed in my house."

 

Moira nodded, waving him aside as Lady Sullivan began to protest.

 

"I need to—"

 

"Ma'am," Moira interrupted before she could get out more than those three words. "I will check the house. You will stay here, otherwise I will be forced to arrest you for trespassing. I'm sure none of us wants that, now do we?"

 

Lady Sullivan spluttered a little, but she didn't press the issue. Macati stepped back, allowing Moira into the house. He shut the door on the Sullivans, grimacing a little as Moira shook her head at him.

 

"You really cannot get a simple apprentice, can you, Macati?" Moira asked, and Macati smiled wryly.

 

"It seems not. He's actually gone, but you can poke around if you want," Macati said gesturing around the hallway.

 

"I'd better. If just to shut the mouth of Lady Bitch out there," Moira grumbled, trudging towards the stairs. She'd been in the house before, when she'd commissioned some spell work, so Macati let her wander as she pleased. He stayed put in the hallway so he could make certain the Sullivans didn't try anything.

 

"You didn't have anything to do with Guylian's sudden disappearance, did you?" Moira asked as she ducked into the parlor.

 

"Of course not," Macati called to her cheerfully. "That was all their fault."

 

Moira snorted, returning to the hallway. "You have a root cellar or anything?"

 

"Just the pantry," Macati replied easily.

 

"Good," Moira said, pausing in the hallway. She made no move to leave now that her search was concluded and Macati grinned, more than willing to make the Sullivans wait.

 

"So are the rumors I've been hearing around town true?" Moira asked curiously, shoving her hands into the pockets of her jacket.

 

"What rumors are those?" Macati asked, wondering what he was missing. He'd stockpiled supplies when Guylian had gotten sick, so he hadn't been back to town since.

 

"The ones about Guylian being betrothed to the little missus out there," Moira said, jerking her head towards the door. "And that they're pushing it for Guylian's money, which is some unspecified but appropriately horrifying sum."

 

"Oh, ulgh," Macati grumbled, frowning. "How did that get out?"

 

"So it is true," Moira said, snorting dismissively. "Well, however it got out—and I have my guesses concerning a certain former apprentice of yours, who apparently has some sort of romantic attachment to your missing apprentice—it's only made people less helpful towards those ladies, no matter the interference they have Anastasia running."

 

"Tlory," Macati said, making a face. He really shouldn't be surprised—Tlory liked to do whatever he thought was a good idea without asking first. "Wait, what romantic attachment?"

 

"Don't know," Moira said, snickering a little. "Keira thinks they might be dating, but one of her dish girls thinks Tlory's just playing at it to tease everyone. No one's been able to pin Tlory down on it—you know how he is—and no one's seen your apprentice since that rumor began."

 

"Guylian caught the damn flu," Macati said, sighing. He hoped like hell that those rumors died down before Guylian came back, but likely his return would only make them worse.

 

"Think they've waited long enough?" Moira asked, not waiting for an answer as she headed for the door.

 

"Sure," Macati agreed, making a note to write Nathan and let him know when the Sullivans had learned of Guylian's absence.

 

Moira opened the door, interrupting the fiercely whispered conference Kara Lee and her mother were having.

 

"He's not here," Moira announced, and Macati favored the Sullivans with the smuggest grin he could paste on.

 

"You little wretch—" Lady Sullivan spat shrilly, and Macati winced at the high-pitched tone. She cut herself off, thankfully, and turned to Moira. "I demand that you help me find him. He can't have gotten far—"

 

Moira snorted, favoring the woman with a look of disgust. "I'm not helping you, lady. It's my opinion that Guylian's best off where you can't get him. Besides, he ran away from you twice. At least. I think that pretty well signifies his intent with regards to your daughter."

 

Macati hastily swallowed back laughter as Lady Sullivan glowered at Moira.

 

"My daughter is a wonderful young woman. He should be grateful he's lucky enough to have the chance to marry her," Lady Sullivan snapped. Kara Lee was mostly pulling off a heart-broken look. She ignored her mother and Moira, focusing on Macati.

 

"Please—" Her voice actually broke. "Do you know where he might have gone?"

 

"No," Macati said flatly, well aware of the sudden attention from Lady Sullivan. "But if I did, I wouldn't tell you. He doesn't want to marry you, Miss Sullivan. You should honor that."

 

Kara Lee shook her head, puffing up just like her mother did. "You're wrong. He just doesn't realize how happy he'll be. You'll see. We'll find him and he'll marry me and everything will be all right then."

 

Macati bit his lip, looking at Moira. She just rolled her eyes, stepping down off his stoop.

 

"Thank you for your cooperation, Macati," Moira said. "I think we've covered everything we need to."

 

"You're welcome," Macati said, summoning a smile for her. "Good luck with the teething."

 

"Thanks," Moira said dryly. Macati gave her a last wave, making a note to make something special for her in appreciation of how well she handled this. He shut the door behind him, muttering the lock spell as he slipped into the parlor and made his way to the front window to watch as Moira ushered the Sullivans away.

 

*\^/*

 

Nathan's house was not unlike Macati's home. It was bigger—there were three empty bedrooms, so Guylian got his own room rather than having to sleep in the work room. It was just as homey and cheerful as Macati's house, too. The work room was on the top floor, and though it didn't have the skylights Macati's second floor had, it did have large windows in the walls that let in plenty of light.

 

There were lots more books. Guylian had spent nearly all of his first day in rapture over all the books. He had a rather large stack picked out and Nathan had already said he could take home as many as he could carry back, provided he return them at some point.

 

Guylian didn't really go out—he and Nathan had both agreed that it was too risky, since anyone could recognize him in the city. Nathan went out a lot, spending his mornings away from the house working on his project to set up a school for magic.

 

Guylian usually slept in, like he had this morning, and then stumbled downstairs to help himself to whatever was left over from breakfast. That was another difference—Nathan had a cook. She was a nice woman, older than Nathan, but Guylian did his best to avoid her in any case. It wasn't hard to do, since she didn't cook here—she brought the food over from her house next door.

 

Today was no different. She'd left a large plate of pancakes with some fresh cantaloupe. Guylian fixed himself a plate and retreated to the work room. He hadn't done much magical work since he'd arrived, but he'd done a lot of reading. Mostly on magic and Civomic, but a few books about just Civomic, with no specific tie to magic.

 

Sitting down in one of the comfortable armchairs set in front of the window overlooking the well-manicured backyard—and Nathan had to have someone doing that, too—Guylian settled the book he was reading on the arm of the chair and his plate in his lap.

 

The plate was on the floor and the book in his lap when Nathan returned sometime in the early afternoon. He tromped loudly up the stairs, making more than enough noise to rouse Guylian from his reading. Guylian looked up, smiling faintly as Nathan made it to the top of the stairs.

 

"Morning, Guylian," Nathan greeted absently, crossing the large room to one of the many desks he had in the work room. He set a stack of letters and two thick books down on the desk, then fished something out of his pocket and dropped it on the desk's surface with a clatter.

 

"Ready for lunch?" Nathan asked, turning back to Guylian. "It's nearly two, so a late lunch today."

 

"It's a late lunch every day," Guylian pointed out, marking his page and shutting his book. Nathan just smiled and headed back downstairs, not bothering to wait for Guylian.

 

"Greti's made sandwiches," Nathan called over his shoulder. "On that fresh bread of hers."

 

Guylian smiled, scooping up his empty plate and sliding out of his chair. He followed Nathan down to the kitchen, looking forward to lunch. Greti did make some wonderful food, even if Macati's was just as good.

 

Two plates were made up and set out on the table, both sporting a thick sandwich and a large pile of sliced vegetables. Nathan settled at the far side of the kitchen table, pulling the plate in front of him a few inches closer.

 

There was an actual, gorgeous dining room, but they never used it. Guylian sat down in the seat opposite Nathan, then hopped up again to make a pot of tea. He cheated, using the conjuring spell Nathan had taught him to create the tea inside the pot, already steeped and at the perfect temperature.

 

Setting it down on the table, Guylian fetched tea cups, smiling a little in acknowledgement of Nathan's grunt of thanks. Sitting back down, Guylian took a small bite out of his sandwich as Nathan poured them tea. The sandwich was delicious—everything Greti cooked for them was—and Guylian ate slowly savoring it.

 

"How did your meeting go?" Guylian asked curiously after a moment of quiet eating.

 

"It's like pulling teeth, getting any kind of support from these university jackals," Nathan grumbled, biting viciously into a bit of celery. He chewed for a minute, swallowing before continuing. "They don't want to give up any of their funding or their space or their conveniences."

 

"Do you need more funding?" Guylian asked hesitantly, but Nathan immediately shook his head.

 

"No, there is more than enough funding going into that university to support a branch for magic. The miserly bastards just won't part with it," Nathan said, and then grinned at him. "If you really want to help, you can come teach some classes once you earn your mage's license. I could use an expert on Civomic."

 

Guylian blanched, then made a face and looked down at his plate. "I'm not—I don't think I'd be a very good teacher."

 

"We'll work something out," Nathan said reassuringly. "Maybe guest lectures or something. Besides, you've got more than a year of schooling left. I plan to have this up and running in two months."

 

Guylian laughed, shaking his head. "But you don't have funds. Or space. Or teachers."

 

"Or students," Nathan tacked on, smiling cheerfully. "But I do have a lot of people who owe me favors, so I'm confident I'll be able to work it out."

 

Guylian shook his head again, smiling a little. He wouldn't be a good teacher—he could barely deal with being taught, after all. Besides, he didn't really want to leave Tlory and Macati to come live in the city. The only person he knew and liked here was Nathan.

 

"So, looking forward to your birthday?" Nathan asked, swallowing most of his cup of tea in a single drink. His plate was already empty, but that was usually how it went.

 

"Yes," Guylian said, his smile widening. He liked Nathan and he liked staying with Nathan… but he missed Macati and Tlory, even if he wasn't really sure what to do with either of them. And he didn't really have an answer for Tlory yet.

 

"Ah, that young man was your beau, wasn't he? Macati's last apprentice?" Nathan guessed, and Guylian nearly choked on the mouthful of sandwich he was eating.

 

"No," he answered, shaking his head. "I don't—he wants—" Guylian shook his head again, shutting himself up before he could say anything stupid.

 

"He cares for you," Nathan said, eyeing him thoughtfully.

 

Guylian's cheeks flooded with warmth, and he stared stalwartly at his plate as he asked. "How did you and Lucille and aunt Di work it out?"

 

Nathan coughed, sounding suspiciously like he was covering a laugh.

 

"Ah, Guylian," Nathan said, but he was smiling. "You really cannot do anything simply, can you?"

 

"Sorry," Guylian muttered, his cheeks burning. What had he been thinking? "It's—it wouldn't work—"

 

"I didn't say that. Let's see, so it would be your young gentleman friend and… Macati, unless I've missed my mark," Nathan mused thoughtfully. "I wouldn't say they'd be uninterested, though you'd know better than me. I only saw them for a few minutes."

 

"They don't like each other," Guylian said, fidgeting with his tea cup.

 

"They put aside their differences for you already. I don't think it's too much of a stretch to assume they've mended those fences for this fiasco," Nathan said gently. "Besides, you never know until you ask. I know Lucille was convinced your aunt hated her until they actually spoke about it."

 

"Really?" Guylian asked, not getting his hopes up. He didn't think he could ever talk about it, not and make any sort of sense.

 

"As for how to start, well," Nathan said, and then paused. Guylian glanced up, biting his lip worriedly, to find Nathan smiling at him fondly. "I've always found words to be a trifle constricting. Just do something big. Something that conveys your intent. Actions speak louder than words and all that claptrap."

 

"I don't think I can do that, either," Guylian muttered, staring blankly at his half-full plate.

 

"Of course you can," Nathan said encouragingly. "You care about them. Just let them know that and work things out from there."

 

Guylian shrugged, wondering how in the world he was supposed to do that. Nathan laughed a little, reaching across the table and stealing some of the vegetables off of Guylian's plate.

 

"Kisses, Guylian," Nathan said, emphasizing the words by shaking a piece of sliced zucchini at him. "That's an action with plenty of intent. Then just let them work it out. Trust me, you'll feel ten times better with it off your chest, even if it doesn't work out."

 

"But what if it doesn't?" Guylian asked, frowning. He'd never do it—he couldn't do it. "I don't—how do I—I can't, if Macati says no—"

 

"You're always welcome here, Guylian," Nathan reassured him gently, somehow parsing what Guylian was trying to say. "If it doesn't work out and you don't think you can stay there, then I'll finish your teaching."

 

Guylian nodded, biting his lip worriedly. It wouldn't work. His aunt was an exception. There was no way Macati would agree, even if Tlory did. And Tlory probably wouldn't agree because he was still upset with Macati over kicking him out the first time.

 

"You're only worried about Macati saying no?" Nathan asked, stealing some more of Guylian's vegetables. "Not Tlory, too?"

 

"He'll say no, too," Guylian said, more convinced than ever that it was a bad idea. "He doesn't like Macati. Macati doesn't—"

 

"You're thinking about this too much," Nathan said, smiling cheerfully as he poured himself more tea. "Life is risky, Guylian. But the biggest risks have the greatest rewards. Di and Lucille and I grew apart, but I wouldn't trade a single moment of the time I spent with them."

 

Guylian smiled sadly, fidgeting some more with his cup. It was too risky, wasn't it? He didn't want to ruin what he had now—but it would be so much better… except it wasn't—

 

"You've got a week to think about it, Guylian," Nathan reminded him. "But you won't make it to the end of today if Greti finds you haven't cleared your plate again."

 

Guylian smiled reluctantly at that—one of the reasons he liked to avoid Nathan's cook was that she kept trying to force more food on him than he could actually eat. Resolving to think about the mess with Tlory and Macati later, Guylian forced his focus back to his plate and finishing his lunch.

 

*\^/*

 

Guylian hung back behind Nathan as they approached Macati's house, fighting a surge of déjà vu. This was far too much like how he'd come to meet Macati the first time, even if he'd been hiding behind Justain instead of Nathan.

 

But Macati's house was a comforting sight despite knowing that he was about to screw everything up. Fidgeting with the strap of his bag, Guylian bit his lip and fought the urge to turn around and head back to the city.

 

"Breathe, Guylian," Nathan advised warmly, knocking loudly on the front door. Guylian nodded jerkily, wishing he had another minute to collect himself. The door was already opening, though.

 

"Finally," Tlory declared, pulling the door all the way open. Macati was barely reaching the bottom of the stairs, and Guylian—Guylian wasn't really breathing.

 

Nathan gave him a little nudge forward and Guylian stumbled inside, letting Tlory take his bag. He set on the floor inside the door and Nathan dumped his bag next to it.

 

"Happy birthday," Tlory said with a wide grin, and it was suddenly a little easier to breathe. Guylian managed a small smile—his birthday had been in the city, two days ago, but the sentiment counted.

 

"The trip was fantastic, Macati," Nathan said, clasping Guylian's shoulder and squeezing gently. "I'll just nip into the kitchen for a bit of wine."

 

"I'll get—" Macati began, turning towards the kitchen.

 

"Don't trouble yourself. Go say hello to your apprentice," Nathan said, waving him off. He disappeared into the kitchen, and Guylian bit his lip again, curling his fingers to hide the way they shook.

 

"I see Nathan didn't convince you to stay," Macati said, smiling warmly.

 

"No," Guylian said. "I wanted to come home. I mean, back."

 

"Home is good," Macati said, his smile widening a bit. "I'm glad you're back, and not just because it will make Tlory and Kysera stop being such insufferable brats."

 

"Hey!" Tlory objected, snagging Guylian's wrist and pulling him further into the house. "I'm not a brat."

 

"You are too," Guylian said, smiling shyly, hoping even though it was a stupid idea to get his hopes up.

 

Tlory heaved a sigh, but he grinned at Guylian cheerfully. Guylian looked away, giving Macati a searching look as though staring would make his choice any clearer. He was being stupid again; he should just take what Tlory was offering and not ruin the rest of it.

 

"Guylian?" Macati asked, his brow furrowing in confusion. Guylian shrugged in answer, then just… stopped thinking about it. Tugging his wrist free of Tlory's grasp, Guylian turned to face him squarely. Tlory looked incredibly, adorably startled for half a second, and then Guylian was kissing him.

 

Tlory muttered what sounded like a muffled curse and then he pulled Guylian close and kissed him back fiercely. Guylian's knees nearly gave out in relief, because though Tlory had outright asked… well, Guylian was good at complicating things.

 

Tlory pulled back after a moment, somehow managing to look both surprised and smug. Guylian smiled faintly, his lips tingling as he struggled to keep his breathing even. His knees still felt weak and he really wanted to sit down, but now came the hard part.

 

"Good god, Guylian," Tlory said, sort of breathlessly. He didn't say anything more, just stared wide-eyed. Guylian offered him a small smile, turning a bit to gauge Macati's reaction.

 

Macati was smiling a little, but Guylian couldn't tell if it was a resigned, unhappy sort of smile or just a bland… teacher-like sort of smile.

 

"I suppose I really shouldn't let the two of you share a room, then," Macati said. Guylian hesitated—he could still stop now.

 

"Hey, no," Tlory began, but he trailed off when Guylian pulled away from him. "Guylian?"

 

"Guylian?" Macati prompted again, frowning as Guylian crossed towards him. "It's okay, I don't—"

 

"Sorry," Guylian said, not really sure what he was apologizing for. Macati opened his mouth—probably to ask—and Guylian stepped right up to him, only catching the hot flash in Macati's eyes because he was so close, watching so closely. Then it was easy; Guylian sank his fingers into Macati's curls and kissed him just like he'd kissed Tlory.

 

Macati was utterly, terrifyingly still for a long moment, and Guylian's stomach sank. Guylian ignored the curl of humiliation in his stomach, starting to stumble backwards, but Macati made a rough, unhappy noise and tugged him back. Guylian's curled his fingers in the front of Macati's shirt, not really able to worry what Tlory was thinking as Macati kissed him just as devastatingly as Tlory had.

 

Then it was over and Macati was stepping back, detangling himself gently.

 

"I think I need to sit down," Guylian said faintly into the quiet. Tlory started spluttering.

 

"Guylian," Macati said, a little helplessly. Guylian flushed, his face heating. He stumbled back a step, accidentally glancing at Tlory and flinching at the hurt look on his face.

 

"It's stupid and I'm sorry," Guylian said, unable to keep from speaking. "But I thought—you don't—words get in the way and Nathan—he and my aunt and Lucille had a—they—" Guylian stuttered to a stop, wishing the pretty hardwood floors would just swallow him whole. This had been a terrible idea.

 

Macati laughed softly, looking completely flummoxed. "My god, I don't think I could have been more wrong about your aunt and Nathan. So much for passing acquaintances."

 

Guylian risked glancing over, hunching his shoulders a bit at the soft smile Macati gave him and trying to not remember the way Macati had pulled him close, the way his kisses burned or the way his lips still tasted of him.

 

"So, you're okay with it?" Guylian asked uncertainly, because that hadn't been a yes or a no.

 

"Guylian," Macati said softly, shaking his head. "You're my student. Tlory is too. That's—"

 

"A stupid objection," Tlory interjected, then snapped his mouth shut with an audible click of teeth. He glared at them both, his jaw set in a stubborn line.

 

"I can—I can go back with Nathan," Guylian offered. Nathan had been wrong; this wasn't at all worth it.

 

"No, you can't," Tlory snapped, apparently annoyed by any option Guylian gave him.

 

"What—what can I do then?" Guylian asked, confused.

 

"I don't know," Tlory said sulkily, his glare softening. He frowned, then suddenly moved, crossing the hall to where Macati stood. He stopped in front of Macati, giving him a stubborn glare. Macati stared back warily, and Guylian watched, perplexed and a little worried—what if Tlory decided to fight Macati for Guylian's favor or something?

 

"You have to kiss me back," Tlory announced, and Guylian nearly choked as Tlory curled his fingers in Macati's collar and yanked him close.

 

Macati obviously hesitated again, but Guylian saw the moment he gave in and kissed Tlory carefully, like he was afraid Tlory might take offense or bite him, which, well, that probably wasn't outside the realm of possibility. Tlory seemed like a biter. Guylian flushed a little, a warm, pleasant feeling unfurling in his stomach as he watched them.

 

"All right, enough of that," Macati said, pushing Tlory away. They were both slightly flushed, and Tlory smirked, looking completely pleased with himself.

 

"This is still a bad idea," Macati said, tearing his hands through his hair in agitation. "I can't teach you and—and—"

 

"Bed us?" Tlory asked, still smirking. He reached out and tugged Guylian a few steps closer to Macati, draping himself over Guylian's shoulders. Guylian blinked, a little startled by Tlory's quick turnaround.

 

"Yes," Macati said quietly, sighing. He didn't continue for a moment, just looked tired and frustrated and Guylian shifted a little closer to Tlory. He hadn't meant to make this… it really wasn't that awful, was it? "It's not conducive to giving you a safe, sheltering environment to learn in."

 

"Then why would Nathan say it would be okay?" Guylian asked, confused. Nathan had been a teacher before.

 

"Yeah, and," Tlory said, shifting his hip comfortably against Guylian's. "I'd feel much more trusting knowing you have a… vested interest in keeping me around."

 

"That's not—Tlory," Macati said exasperatedly. "I'm not going to get rid of you. And I don't know what Nathan was thinking, Guylian. He knows better."

 

"Yeah, well, I'd believe you if you kissed me again," Tlory said, turning his head and pressing his lips to Guylian's temple. Guylian flushed, fighting the urge to squirm. He had started it, after all. "Or you could let Guylian molest you some more. It's kind of hot when he gets all forward."

 

"Tlory," Guylian said reprovingly, his face on fire.

 

"He wants to," Tlory stressed, and Guylian didn't have to look at him to know he was scowling. "But he's being stubborn for no good reason."

 

"You can't make him," Guylian said, a little wistfully.

 

"Why not?" Tlory asked, sounding a little petulant, and Guylian had to smile a little. At least he had Tlory in his corner, even if he was at a loss for how to convince Macati.

 

"Look, as your teacher, I'm in a position where I can exert undue influence over you," Macati said, frowning. "I don't want to take advantage of either of you."

 

Tlory snorted, but Guylian spoke up before he could, cutting off whatever dismissive comment Tlory had on the tip of his tongue.

 

"You wouldn't," Guylian said quietly, leaning closer to Tlory. Tlory grumbled something wordlessly. "You're not—you're a good person."

 

"Yeah, a bad person would have already dragged us off to his bedroom," Tlory added unhelpfully. Macati sighed, tearing his hands through his hair and looking torn.

 

"If I agree to this—if—there will be rules," Macati said slowly, narrowing his eyes at Tlory when he opened his mouth. Tlory obligingly shut up and Guylian smothered a smile. "There will be no funny business—"

 

"Funny business?" Tlory cut in, apparently unable to help himself. Guylian elbowed him in the side, making him quiet down again.

 

"No funny business in the work room," Macati said firmly. "We're all sleeping in separate rooms. I'll still convert the parlor; Tlory, you'll sleep in there. Guylian, you'll stay upstairs still."

 

Guylian nodded—that sounded less hypothetical than he was sure Macati meant it.

 

"Anything else?" Tlory asked, almost sweetly.

 

"You have to trust me," Macati said, staring at Tlory. "You have to tell me if your mother starts pressuring you again."

 

Tlory tensed, then gave a terse nod. "That it?"

 

"I reserve the right to add rules," Macati said, sighing. "But you two can add them, too. Within reason."

 

"Good," Tlory said, nudging Guylian forward, towards Macati. "I'm sure we can come up with lots of fun rules."

 

Guylian stumbled to a stop in front of Macati, fidgeting a minute. "You're sure?" He asked quietly, not really able to believe that this was actually happening. He was supposed to be kicked out, sent packing back to Nathan's, not… actually part of a three-way relationship.

 

His aunt would probably be laughing at him right now.

 

"Yeah, I'm sure," Macati said, smiling faintly. "I—I should say no, Guylian. It would be better—easier. But I suppose that's not really how that works; we don't do things the simple way, do we?"

 

"Simple is boring?" Guylian suggested, flushing a little.

 

"I'm instituting a rule," Tlory said, shoving Guylian again. "If I shove you at him, you have to kiss him, not talk to him."

 

Guylian turned his head and made a face at Tlory, distracted when Macati drew his attention back with a soft touch to his chin.

 

"I like that rule," Macati admitted, and then kissed him gently. Guylian went with it, twining his arms loosely around Macati's neck and returning the kiss. Macati pulled back after a moment, giving Guylian a playful smile before turning him with gentle, guiding hands and nudging him towards Tlory.

 

Tlory grinned, his eyes bright, and tugged him close to make good on his rule. Guylian kissed back fervently, deciding hazily that it really hadn't been such a stupid idea after all.



Epilogue
 

 

 

Macati finished writing the last words of the spell with a small flourish, smiling as he set down his pen. Glancing up automatically to check on Tlory and Guylian, Macati rolled his eyes at the sight that greeted him. 

 

They were sitting on the other side of the long work table, closer to the stairs than Macati was. He'd purposefully sat farther from them, to keep from being distracted as he finished the spell he was working on.

 

Tlory had obviously taken advantage of his distance and scooted his chair close to Guylian's. It could have been Guylian, but he was usually better than Tlory about following Macati's rule of no play in the work room.

 

Guylian was usually better than Macati at following that rule, too.

 

Tlory was snickering and Guylian's face was flushed, so Macati highly doubted they were doing an actual lesson in Civomic like he'd set them to.

 

"Say it again," Tlory demanded, and Macati revised his opinion as Guylian obligingly said something quietly in Civomic. Nothing Macati recognized, and from the way Guylian's face reddened, it was something not at all spell-related.

 

Tlory tried repeating it, but he mispronounced something and Guylian started to laugh.

 

"What?" Tlory asked, sneaking a furtive look at Macati. Macati raised his eyebrows, but Tlory just grinned. "Guylian's teaching me new words."

 

"Is he," Macati said, capping his ink bottle as Guylian shrugged a shoulder, smiling shyly.

 

"Tlory just learned how to say, 'I would like to sleep with your roasted pheasant,'" Guylian said with a straight face. Macati laughed as Tlory spluttered, shutting his current grimoire and standing up. He resettled in the seat across from them, tidying the stack of spell circles Tlory had been working on earlier.

 

"What else have you taught him?" Macati asked, wondering if he could find a book on naughty Civomic phrases. Just to see Guylian's face when he read them out loud.

 

"Um," Guylian said, flushing anew. "Vocabulary. Spell vocabulary."

 

"Like what?" Macati pressed, wondering if he could get Guylian to admit he'd been slacking.

 

"Um," Guylian said, obviously at a loss. Tlory snickered, bumping his shoulder against Guylian's.

 

"For sex spells," Tlory said cheerfully. Guylian shook his head mutely, but he didn't deny it out loud so he'd probably just been teaching Tlory dirty words.

 

"Tlory wants to do his pixie spell," Guylian said instead, obviously hoping to distract him. Macati paused for a moment, keeping a straight face as Guylian squirmed in his seat.

 

"All right, let me see it," Macati said, making a note to find his lone volume of sex spells and leave it where Tlory could find it.

 

Tlory nodded, getting up from his seat gracefully. He wandered over to the far end of the table and pulled out a few pages of paper, which he brought back to Macati with a smile.

 

Macati skimmed through the spell quickly, relatively assured of its posterity simply because Guylian had helped Tlory with it. Most spell mishaps were caused just from improperly structuring Civomic sentences.

 

"Try it," Macati said, handing the papers back. Tlory grinned, quick and fleeting, and Guylian spoke the few short words to end the null spell they'd been practicing under.

 

Tlory fidgeted for a moment before sitting down next to Guylian again. He frowned at the paper for a long moment before starting to speak it.

 

It took him a while—Tlory was getting much better at casting. Part of it was Guylian's influence, but part of it was also the regular conversations in Civomic that Macati made sure they had. That had been Nathan's suggestion, but it was a good one. It helped Tlory practice, it made Guylian happy, and Macati had learned more new Civomic words than he had since he'd been an apprentice.

 

Tlory didn't falter once during the spell, unlike Guylian's mishap. Tlory's pixie had darker skin than Blake and Kysera, but his hair was the same shockingly bright orange that Blake's was—Tlory had, for whatever reason, taken strongly to the color. The pattern on the pixie's wings was much more complicated than the other pixie's; that had been the biggest change to the spell and the hardest to accomplish.

 

The pixie stared at Tlory for a long moment, fluttering its wings experimentally. Tlory stared back, studying it critically. Then the pixie suddenly whirled, peering at Macati curiously for a few seconds before turning to stare at Guylian. Then it meowed plaintively and Macati started to laugh.

 

"You gave him a cat's voice?" Guylian asked, his eyes wide.

 

"Yep," Tlory said, looking rather pleased with himself. The pixie meowed again, then growled, knocking himself over in his surprise at the noise. Macati snickered, and then whistled loudly, startling Guylian and earning a dark look from Tlory. Tlory's pixie twisted its head to glower at him, and Macati had to smother another laugh.

 

Blake came tumbling out of the nest, apparently shoved by Kysera, whose head poked out of the nest.

 

"What are you going to name him?" Guylian asked quietly as Blake flew down to the table. He shot Macati a disdainful look, also not pleased by the whistle. He landed awkwardly a few inches from the new pixie.

 

"Shalthariamus," Tlory declared. Macati shook his head, because really, only Tlory would come up with such a difficult name. "But Shal for short."

 

Blake hooted inquisitively at Shal, not looking particularly thrilled by having another pixie around. Shal stared back for a moment before walking right up to Blake. He mewed softly and Blake gave him an uncertain look before hooting again. Shal smiled brightly, showing off tiny, perfect teeth, and then started to purr.

 

"Huh," Tlory said, leaning closer. "He purrs."

 

Guylian giggled, covering his mouth with a hand as Kysera finally tumbled out of the nest in a tangle of wings and limbs. He straightened himself out after a foot or two, and headed straight for Guylian despite his obvious interest in Shal.

 

"Hi," Guylian greeted quietly, letting Kysera land gracelessly in his cupped hands.

 

"So, I did good?" Tlory prompted. He grinned at Macati, obviously wanting to enact the latest rule he'd tacked on, and Macati wondered why he'd ever thought letting Tlory make rules was a good idea.

 

"Well," Macati hedged. "You'll have to wait a few days. Just to make sure he doesn't unravel. He hasn't even flown yet."

 

"He's not going to unravel," Tlory said, making a face at him. "You just don't want to pay up."

 

"I'll pay," Macati said mildly, smiling slowly. Guylian flushed, then leaned over and pressed a quick kiss to the corner of Tlory's mouth.

 

"I've paid," he said, setting Kysera on the table carefully. Blake hooted at him reprovingly, probably for shoving him from the nest, but Kysera ignored him.

 

"Maybe half," Tlory said, wrinkling his nose at Guylian. "That wasn't a real kiss, so it doesn't count."

 

Guylian moved quickly, repeating the kiss but catching Tlory mostly on the chin. "There's the other half, then."

 

Tlory spluttered for half a second, but Guylian just smiled brightly and scooted his chair a few inches away as though it would really make Tlory keep his distance if he was inclined to pursue the matter.

 

"Fine," Tlory said, heaving an aggrieved sigh. He turned to Macati expectantly as Shal took flight, following Kysera and Blake towards the nest in the skylight. "Well?"

 

"All right, but if he does disintegrate, you're going to have to issue a refund," Macati said thoughtfully.

 

"I don't know, that might be tough," Tlory said sarcastically, then turned and stole a kiss from Guylian before Guylian had a chance to do more than look startled. Tlory shifted in his seat so he wasn't at such an awkward angle, deepening the kiss as Guylian let out a soft, familiar noise of encouragement.

 

"There, now you've paid," Tlory said with satisfaction as he pulled back. Guylian blinked, looking a little dazed, and Macati would never really tire of the way they both looked after sharing kisses. He turned back to Macati, slouching in his seat and kicking Macati's ankle beneath the table. "Well?"

 

"All right, all right," Macati said, climbing to his feet slowly. He took his time in walking around the table, but he stopped behind Guylian's chair instead of approaching Tlory. "Hey."

 

"Hi?" Guylian said, tilting his head up to look at him curiously.

 

"Good work," Macati said, leaning down and kissing Guylian gently. Tlory grumbled something halfheartedly, but Macati ignored him, focusing on Guylian.

 

"Tlory earned it," Guylian said when Macati pulled away, but he was smiling.

 

"I know," Macati said, smiling cheerfully. "But I don't like to let him get too cocky. It's not healthy."

 

"Hey," Tlory objected, kicking his ankle again. Guylian laughed, smiling mischievously. He didn't say anything, but Macati was pretty sure that particular smile was reserved for when Guylian was thinking something naughty. Resisting the urge to kiss him again, Macati heaved a sigh and turned to regard Tlory.

 

"I suppose—"

 

"I've changed my mind," Tlory said contrarily, crossing his arms and giving Macati a stubborn look. "I don't want your reward."

 

"Too bad," Macati said, and before Tlory could protest any further, Macati leaned down and kissed him hard. Tlory grumbled something into his mouth, his teeth sinking into Macati's lip briefly before he pulled Macati closer and almost into his lap. Macati barely braced himself on the arm of Tlory's chair in time to keep himself from falling. Then he pulled away, smiling slowly at the dazed look on Tlory's face.

 

"Good work," Macati said, and Tlory scoffed half-heartedly before shoving him away.

 

"We're going downstairs," Tlory said, climbing to his feet. Guylian predictably flushed, but Macati had figured that they'd be taking a break from the work room and the first law of their relationship as soon as Tlory had started making noises about getting his reward.

 

"For half an hour," Macati said, knowing even as he said it that they probably wouldn't be getting back to work until after dinner. If then.

 

"Sure, half an hour," Tlory said, pulling Guylian out of his chair and obviously believing that as much as Macati did.

 

Macati rolled his eyes—at the rate they took breaks, Guylian wouldn't be earning his license for another year and a half, and Tlory for nearly four years. Not that Macati particularly minded the thought of keeping them for that long, and hopefully for even longer. 
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