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Chapter One


***


The city of Turmen was alive and busy on this weekday. Craftswomen were on their ways to fulfill the jobs at their customers or deliver their finished pieces, merchants peddling their wares from carts and stands. The children were playing in street corners, nobles and mages going about their businesses in carriages or on horses. Jorlan had been a part of this for many years, and he knew that he would miss it. Change was not a bad thing, and he was sure he would find things he loved about his new home in a short time, but parting was sad nonetheless.


Still, he checked his satchel with his personal belongings another time, and set off to the east market of the city. There, the caravan of merchants that would take him with them should be waiting, with his chest of clothes and books already loaded to their carts. Only the most prized of his belongings he still carried about himself. What he couldn’t take with him, he had given away or sent to his parents to be stored in their family home.


The goal of his journey were the estates of Duchess Salina of Linten, in the far east of the kingdom. He had gotten a generous offer to serve as her mage, and he had wanted a change of pace and actual work out in the world after brooding over his graduation assessment and the required spells for months. He had passed, with flying colors, but the exhaustion of the long preparation drove him to want something else. He was quite done with sitting in the library, re-working his spell thesis again and again and again, and re-writing his documentation thrice over.


Thus, to the east. He had never been there before, though he had had friends at the Mage's School of Emotions that came from the area. They had had complimentary things to say of the Duchess, and shrugged when he asked after the look of the area. "Forests, hills and lakes, nothing special”, was what he had gotten out of Grendar, a Novice from the east, after some pestering. That sounded similar enough to the area surrounding the capital, though there were more open fields here, to supply grain for the many people who lived inside the city walls. He would learn soon enough what the court and lands of Lady Duchess Salina of Linten actually looked like. But first, he would need to travel there. Hence, to the east market, and the merchant’s caravan.


Weaving around the last few corners, he arrived at the east market to closed stalls, most merchants already in the last moves of packing up for the day. He had no trouble making out the caravan, as they were hooking horses and mules to carts with practiced ease. After a moment, he spotted the caravan’s leader, a man with a finely braided red beard and colorful clothes. "Karel, it’s me, Jorlan!” he called over, and Karel turned to him.


"Ah, Lord Mage Jorlan, you are punctual. Your chest is on that cart, if you want to check on it. As agreed, you can choose if you want to walk with the caravan or take a seat on one of the carts. We will start as soon as all the carts are hooked. Any questions still?”


"No, thank you, Karel. And it’s just Mage Jorlan, I am no Lord.”


"In comparison to us poor merchant folks, you are a Lord, Mage Jorlan. But if it please you, I will call you Mage.”


"Please do, Karel. And I will get out of your hair now, I am sure you have important things to finish.”


"We have time, Mage Jorlan, but yes, I need to check up that everyone is where they should be. We will talk later!” Karel had a wide smile for Jorlan, but then someone caught his attention and he turned to take care of the final preparations for the travel.


Jorlan went to the cart that held his chest and found it properly secured among the other things. The last few animals were rigged and the carts hooked, and the caravan assembled to start the journey. Karel was up front with a stocky woman, still in a conversation, but soon joined by two others. They exchanged a few more words, then turned to the whole group of assembled caravan members.


"We are starting, and we will travel until we reach Trebbin, where we will stop tonight. We have three traveling guests, Mage Jorlan, Misses Kanrha and Misses Inda, please be sure to be polite to our guests. As they paid for the travel, they are not to be tasked with camp maintenance, once we sleep on the road. Tonight, we will stay at the inn in Trebbin. Everyone, let's go!"


The caravan began to move, the horses and mules pulling the carts to the eastern gate of Turmen. The gate wasn't very busy at this time, as the carts and people leaving the city were not checked, and since it was already past noon and the markets closing up, rarely any new carts were arriving. The guards gave Jorlan a bow when they saw his mage's insignia, a big embroidery on the front of his robe. These were the official robes he had gotten upon his graduation, a fine wool, strengthened by spells, and declaring his rank as a full Magister to anyone who knew to look for the insignia.


It felt a little strange to have people of authority like the city guards actually bow to him. Just two weeks ago, he'd been an overworked Adept of the Mage's School of Emotions. Over forty people studied there for their Magister at any given time, with another 250 or so in basic and advanced magic training. Of course, the full Magisters were to be treated with respect, but to experience people outside the School of Emotions react like this was different. Jorlan wasn’t sure if he liked it. He would think about that.


They left the city gates behind and were out on the street. It branched in two directions just outside the city, and they took the one slightly further to the south, which led to the Duchy of Kastum, and from there to Linten and beyond, until the port cities of Anhark and Arden. A thought hit Jorlan then. Maybe he would someday even get to travel and see the sea. That would be different, he had heard that the water stretched all around until the horizon and beyond. He had never seen anything the like.


The fields around Turmen were full of grain, ripe for the harvest. The sun was out, only a few clouds to be seen, it was a warm and beautiful day. Jorlan turned around to take a last look at the city, sure that he would return at some point, but not knowing when and under what circumstances. It was a goodbye, though not forever.


Three towers reached far above the other roofs, the royal castle tower, the cathedral's tower and the high tower of the Mage's School of Emotion.


Jorlan gave a salute in the direction of the Mage's tower, then he turned back to the caravan. He had a new destination, and he wanted to look forward now, not back.


***


Life on the road was very different from what Jorlan was used to.


He was not a noble, but his parents were well-off craftspeople. When he had shown the gift and been sent to the magic school in Turmen, he had had to get used to sharing his room with three other Novices, since he had had his very own room at home ever since he was weaned. After passing his Adeptus exam, moving into his own room in the school had been a relief.


Being on the road with a caravan was far out of his comfort zone. The nights in the inns were spent in large rooms with up to ten beds, and more often now, they spent the nights at the roadside in tents, sleeping on the floor. Though he was not obligated to help with the camp, Jorlan had slowly gotten used to helping the caravan. It wasn't as if he had much else to do. When they walked, he talked to some of the people, many of the caravan members were curious about him being a mage. Caravan Leader Karel himself was the most curious, asking about what magic he could do, and how one recognized signs of the gift in children. Karel's partner, the smith Bola, chuckled as she heard Karel ask that. "Karel, I will not have your children until we do less traveling. And Hiruz most certainly cannot have your children, no matter how hard you try." Hiruz was a bard, and Karel's other partner. They were quite the triad, the stocky smith, the self-assured caravan leader who took such great pride in his well-tended beard, and the flirtatious bard, who seemed to be in a never-ending competition with himself to invent new compliments for both his partners, to make them blush. They were radiating a happiness Jorlan had rarely seen with the married couples in his parents' craftspeople guild, and he wondered if it was because they were free to love more than just one partner or if it was the freedom the traveling gave them. Jorlan really liked them. He still had trouble connecting to some of the caravan members, but he tried being friendly with all of them.


About a week into the journey, already well into the Duchy of Kastum, they were held up by a sudden commotion. He heard a horse’s whinny and saw the other horses grow restless, while some of the caravan members ran in the direction of the loud horse. Then, there were shouts and a loud scream of agony, and without much thought, Jorlan ran towards the sound of distress. Karel was ahead of him, and the agonized scream came from a woman who was on the floor, a nervous horse shying over and over next to her. Karel was right ahead of Jorlan, and asked what had happened.


"The horse shied, Junna tried to calm her, and the horse stepped on her foot.", came the short answer from on of the other caravan members. Someone else had now seemingly managed to get the horse somewhat calm, and it was being led away, and everyone stared in shock at Junna, who still wailed in agony. Her mangled foot was hard to look at. Jorlan steeled himself and knelt down next to her.


With an eye on Karel, he spoke: "I am not the best healing mage, but I can do a spell that will set the foot right. She will have to heal for weeks still, since a full healing is beyond my powers, but she will not be lame. Is it acceptable if I do magic on you, Junna?"


Junna had the fog of pain in her eyes, but she nodded. Karel nodded, too. "If you can help her, please do, Mage Jorlan."


Jorlan didn’t waste more time with further questions. Opening his satchel, he took out a crystal focus, and sat himself down in a meditation seat next to Junna. He needed to access feelings of happiness, as happiness and laughter were needed for healing. Healing was hard in that, as you had to focus on happy things in face of the suffering of your patient. But a mage worth his salt had learned to put his focus where it was supposed to be. He thought back to the joy and relief of passing his exams, of the happy smiles on the faces of his friends as they celebrated his Mastery.


He channeled the happy memories into the crystal focus and wove a web of magic from them, which he then sent into Junna's foot. The web pulled the foot back into its proper shape, rearranging muscles and bones in the right order. Everything was still tender and bruised, but after about fifteen minutes of concentration, Junna's eyes were cleared as she looked from Jorlan to her foot. Her eyes carried wonder in them.


"Thank you, Lord Mage Jorlan," she said, her voice equally awed.


"I'm no Lord, Junna, and you are welcome. Please, remember to let it heal for two weeks at least. It would be best if someone made you crutches for the time being. The magic has put everything back in the right places, but once I let go of the crystal, your body has to do the healing itself."


"Of course... Mage Jorlan. Thank you. Thank you so much!" There was some mixture of disbelief and euphoria in her voice, of awe and almost worship.


Jorlan was a little embarrassed. He had learned the healing spells, but since he could not do the full healings that were actually much more sought-after, he had rarely put them to use. He had meticulously crafted that crystal focus to be able to channel a complex healing spell at all. Nobody had ever been that thankful for him doing what he was trained to do.


Karel was still next to them. And he looked at Jorlan with awe in his eyes as well. "I thank you very much as well, Mage Jorlan. An injury like that is no trifle, and you made sure Junna would not be crippled by it. As the leader of this caravan, I owe you my own thanks for that. And you will receive payment for your service, as well."


"Please, Karel, there is no need. Everyone in this caravan is working together, and I cannot do any less, when it is in my power. I do not need money," Jorlan deflected.


"If you do not wish it, but know that we all are in your debt for this," Karel insisted.


Then, Karel bent down to take Junna in his arms, carrying her to a tent that had been set up by the roadside. They would stop here for the day, the interruption reason enough to just set up camp now, even if they would have traveled another two or so hours normally.


The same evening, Jorlan noticed how some of the more reserved caravan members approached him at the campfire, some just silent company, but others, who seemed to be friends with Junna, thanking him openly for his help. From that, some conversations sprung, and Jorlan felt as if the caravan members had almost adopted him as one of their own. It was a strange, but good feeling.


***


Three days after the accident, Junna sat on one of the carts, a set of crutches in her reach for when she needed to get down. She strictly adhered to Jorlan's instructions regarding her recovery, and most of the caravan members had warmed up to Jorlan at an incredible pace. Nothing like helping someone to become friends with people, it seemed.


Jorlan himself was sitting next to the driver of another cart, and the driver had just told him of a trip they had done to the north, beyond the borders of Turmenias, years ago. After the war, which to Jorlan was more history than anything else, but from what the driver said, tensions were still there, and some people in the border regions refused to do business with their former enemies - on both sides of the border.


Suddenly, the carts in the front stopped, sending a ripple through the caravan. Karel, who had been walking with one of the carts further back, was taking fast steps to the front, even as all around them, men and women in armor and with weapons at the ready stepped out of the woods and onto the street.


The caravan members raised their arms, showing they were unarmed, while Karel raised his voice. "We are a traveling caravan registered with the merchant's guild! We do not want a fight, and any attack on us will bring the merchant's guild into the region! Please, everyone stand down!"


From the front of the caravan, an armored man on a horse appeared, wearing part mesh armor and part plate, and it did not seem to be cobbled together. As Jorlan took a closer look, he noticed how all the people who had surrounded them actually wore matching colors. This did not look like he had pictured bandits.


The man on the horse took off his helmet and started speaking in a haughty tone, obviously used to giving orders and having them followed.


"Halt, merchants. We are the Knights of Darim, and we protect these lands from threats to the godly order. We have reason to believe that you bring a mage with you, which is against the godly order."


At the mention of the Knights of Darim, Jorlan had already felt a sense of dread pool in his stomach. He had heard some ugly tales, but that had been from really remote places, not the main roads of the kingdom. What in all four godly directions were they doing?


When the Knight mentioned a mage, many of the caravan member's eyes instinctively went to Jorlan. He had no chance to hide, as he was seated in the front of one of the carts, talking to the driver. The knights all around them were attentive, and singled out Jorlan in no time. One of them stepped closer to the wagon and pointed at Jorlan.


"You. Get down here."


Jorlan did not want to endanger any of the caravan members and followed the order. The threat of the armored troops all around them was very visible. He was glad to have his satchel on him in the moment, since within, he carried the letter that affirmed him as Lady Salina of Linten's new mage. It might offer him some protection. He hoped.


As he stepped down from the wagon, the man who had pointed at him turned to him and looked him up and down. Jorlan wore his official Mage's robe, still new, with the signs of the School of Emotions on the front, next to the Sigil that marked him as a full Magister, not just an Adept. He had gotten these robes after his graduation, they were a deep green. His hair fell just to his shoulders in thick dark brown waves.


The grey eyes of the knight or whatever he was locked onto the sigils on his robes. "This one is a mage, Commander Gerrem."


Commander Gerrem, who seemed to be the knight on the horse who had spoken to Karel and the whole caravan, moved his horse over to them. He didn't get down from his horse, just examined Jorlan from above. Jorlan held onto the same composure he had trained into himself in preparation for his Adeptus exam years ago. He mustn't be nervous under the scrutiny. He was a trained mage, he could take whatever these knights might throw at him. He had Duchess Linten's letter, they would not dare move against one of the most powerful Duchesses in the country.


"You, mage. Have you worked magic in the lands of Duchy Kastum?"


"I am merely traveling through this region to reach the Duchy Linten. Duchess Salina of Linten is expecting me."


"We are patrolling the streets of Kastum in the name of Duke Intar of Kastum. He has forbidden magic in his Duchy. Any mage who is suspected of disobeying may be taken into our custody, so the case may be examined and judged. So, in order to assess the truth of whether you are adhering to the Duke's law, you will be coming with us."


Jorlan kept an exasperated groan inside. What a flimsy, dumb excuse. Any mage could just be taken away in this manner, because being a mage was grounds enough to be suspected of casting magic. And he doubted very much that the Duke actually forbade any and all magic from being cast. But fighting would most likely not gain him any favors right now.


Karel had approached the knight from the other side in the meantime. "Knight Commander Gerrem, this mage has paid fare to accompany our caravan until Linten. Leaving him behind would violate our contract and make us oathbreakers to the merchant's guild. I implore you to let him continue his travels with us. He has not magicked anyone on this journey, and we will only be in Kastum another few days. He is being expected by the Lady Duchess of Linten, he will not trouble you or Lord Duke Kastum in any manner."


"Be silent, merchant. We will investigate this mage's intentions on our own. You are free to travel on, or stay here, as you wish. The mage however will be coming with us." The knight commander’s tone was harsh and unrelenting.


At that, Junna suddenly appeared on her crutches.


"Please, good Lord Knight. Mage Jorlan has healed my leg after an accident, he does not mean anyone harm. Leave him be, he is no trouble."


Now, the knight made an impatient sound.


"Be silent, merchant. My decision is final. If you dare oppose me, you and your band of merchants shall feel the consequence of disobeying your betters."


Junna shrunk back at the harsh tone. She looked to Karel, who shook his head slightly. Her face turned angry, but she made her way back to the wagon she usually rode on.


Jorlan needed to take this into his own hands, as he saw the struggle on Karel's face. The caravan was powerless against the knights, and he didn't want them to come to harm just because they wanted to protect Jorlan from a far too powerful adversary.


"I will come with you, Knight Commander Gerrem. Karel, please continue on and tell the Duchess of what delayed me. I am sure everything will be handled properly."


The last, he said with his eyes on of the knight commander. Jorlan was not some hedgewizard from a local village without support. The Knight Commander should be reminded that anything he did to Jorlan might well come back to him. From his "betters", no less.


The knight commander however did not seem impressed. His lined and strict face was unsmiling underneath his open helmet.


He made a gesture to one of the other men, and someone came towards Jorlan with a length of rope. Jorlan didn't resist as they bound his hands behind his back, though he protested as they took his satchel. "If any of my things inside that satchel go missing, I will bring my complaint to Duchess Linten herself!", he threatened, though his captors showed little reaction. Then, he was roughly grabbed by the shoulder and pushed away from the caravan. He dared a last look back and saw Karel and Junna stare intently at him, while all the caravan members followed his path with their eyes. Even the two other guests, Misses Inda and Misses Kanrha had gotten out of their cart and were looking on with worried faces.


Then, he was shoved again and had to look ahead to stay on his feet. Just a few meters to of the front of the caravan, the knights had a wagon of their own, onto which Jorlan was led. Just as he was carefully sitting down, maneuvering made a lot harder by his bound hands, he heard shouting from the caravan. He turned to his captors with anger in his voice.


"You promised not to harm them! They are merchants, they have nothing to do with your grudge against mages!"


"Shut up, spell-cusser. Just looking through the wagons to see if any of your kind tried to hide. Can never be too sure, most of you are cowards, after all."


Jorlan didn't raise to the bait. This whole thing felt a little surreal. He hoped that they would let him go as soon as the Knight Commander had read his letter from the Duchess of Linten. Maybe they would even apologize.


The loud voices from the caravan died down, without any pained cries, so Jorlan hoped nobody had gotten hurt. Minutes later, the band of knights formed a guarding circle around the wagon that Jorlan sat on, and they began moving. To wherever they were taking him.




Chapter Two


***


The knights of Darim had a camp set up around some kind of hunting lodge. Jorlan had sat silently on the wagon for the entire trip, which had been about one hour, from his estimate. None of the knights had tried talking to him, either.


Now, one young woman in the same colors as all the others came to him and made a sharp gesture for him to come down from the wagon. "Come on, mage," was her unfriendly order.


Still awkward from not being able to use his hands, bound as they were behind his back, Jorlan moved to the edge of the wagon, where someone at least had put a few steps, so he could actually walk down without falling and possibly hurting himself.


As he was down on the ground, the woman grabbed him by the arm and pushed him in the direction of some tents that were arranged next to the lodge. They passed those, and came to a cage structure. It was made from wooden fences, with a makeshift tarp roof. Jorlan saw some people sitting inside the cage, but what immediately drew his attention was the array of metal half-rings laying on a table in front of the cage. He had heard about them, but never actually seen them.


Magic blockers, they were called. Iron could block the flow of magic, and it was used to forge heavy neck-bands that due to their proximity to heart and head could mostly stop a mage from casting. For a full blocking, however, they needed magical reinforcement, which was possible but frowned upon because it was a terrible thing to cut off a mage from their powers. Jorlan took a closer look at the people in the cage and yes, he could see they were wearing metal around their necks.


As he was still contemplating all of this, the woman who led him gave him another push towards the table in front of the cage. A bulky man stepped to the table, and took one of the neck-rings into his hand.


"A new one, Linna?", he spoke to the woman who held Jorlan. Jorlan himself was utterly ignored.


"Found him with a caravan, doing Goddess-knows-what. Need to get a ring on him, the Commander wants him processed soon."


The man nodded, and took up another neck-ring, holding them up in front of Jorlan. They seemed to be slightly different sizes.


"I think we'll need the bigger one, he has some more meat on him than some of the runts we got in last time. Spell-cusser, down on the table with you."


Jorlan was disgusted by their use of the immature insult, but there was no way to resist, as the woman pushed him down onto the table.


The man roughly pushed Jorlan's hair out of the way, laid the metal band around his neck, closed it and took a hammer into his hand. Jorlan wanted to move away, but Linna was stronger than he had anticipated - and obviously had expected him to resist at some point. "Keep down, you don't want him to miss with that hammer, do you, spell-cusser?"


Jorlan reigned himself in, knowing it was futile. He was in the middle of their camp, and probably the vast majority of these so-called knights were physically stronger than him. Even if he managed to break out of Linna's grasp, he would be overpowered before he could get away. He closed his eyes, giving in. He felt the neckband move and heard the hammering next to his ear, then Linna dragged him back into a standing position by his shoulder. The iron sat pretty snug around his neck, though he knew it would chafe soon enough. He also felt how it changed something in him, or more accurately, limited his connection to the magical energies. He might still be able to cast, but he wasn't sure. It depended on whether this was magically reinforced... and how competent the mage who had done it was.


Linna dragged him along while he was still adjusting, and as he really looked around himself next, he found himself pushed inside the cage. The door closed behind him, and he stood inside with three other people, all of whom wore the same iron neckbands. He heard Linna's footsteps retreat, and when she couldn't be heard anymore, two of the three prisoners moved towards him.


"They got you, too, huh? I'll take off the rope from your arms, then you can move better. They don't mind us being unbound as long as we are in here." The man who spoke to Jorlan had a shaggy beard of salt-and-pepper, his hair equally unruly and greying. He stepped behind Jorlan and opened the ropes. As the ropes fell to the floor, he moved his shoulders and rubbed his wrists. The rope had chafed, but the skin wasn't broken yet. At least that.


"Thank you. Have you been here long? I was taken from the road, I was traveling with a caravan." He looked at the man, who stood before Jorlan in a careful manner, a little slouched, as if he didn’t want to draw attention.


The other man nodded in sympathy. "I’ve been here for over six weeks. They can't prove that I have ever done any magic, so they keep me here. Usually, they give you a trial after two weeks, and then they sentence you, and someone cuts off your head. I've seen about ten mages come in and die. But you... you are not some hedgewizard, are you? That robe, you look like you come from one of those fancy academies. They are getting bolder, taking the likes of you off the main road." He spoke quickly and low, but Jorlan could still hear him fine.


Jorlan shuddered at the image of mages being beheaded by these knights. He really, really hoped that his invitation to Duchess Linten's court would make enough of an impression to get him set free - and as soon as he was at the court of the Duchess, he would raise the alarm about what these knights of Darim were doing. Executing mages? This was far outside of a knight order's jurisdiction. What was the Duke of Kastum doing? Did he not know, or not care?


"I am from the School of Emotions in Turmen."


The other mage who had moved towards Jorlan spoke up for the first time at that. "From the capital?" The stocky woman had a dark voice, raspy and a little hoarse. Jorlan nodded.


"Have you ever met the king, then?"


The question almost brought a smile to Jorlan's face. "No, though I've seen him from the crowd. I was busy with my studies, and the king is busy with being a king, I guess."


At that, another voice from across the cage joined in. The man who hadn't gotten up to meet Jorlan and still sat hunched on the floor spoke with contempt in his voice, and didn't look at Jorlan and the other two.


"Busy? Those nobles just don't care a rat's ass about anyone but themselves. The higher up, the more of an asshole. The king must be the biggest asshole in this whole damn kingdom."


The woman made a scandalized sound at that, and the older man shook his head. "There's good nobles and bad nobles, just as there's good commoners and bad commoners. Don't mind Indal, he's just a nasty fellow. They took him as he was trying to steal from his lord's granary. He hates the nobility."


"It’s the people’s granary! That asshole was sitting on the grain my village had paid in taxes while children were starving!"


Jorlan frowned unhappily. He had heard of such happenings every so often, but he didn’t feel much sympathy for the aggressive man. There was always a choice in how one dealt with a situation, and stealing didn’t sound as if it really could fix what Indal described. He chose to focus on the other two mages.


"Would you tell me your names? I’m Jorlan."


"Oh, right. I’m Kris, this is Hilla."


"And you, Hilla, how long have you been here?"


"About two weeks. I was a midwife and healer. The village head’s child was born malformed, they blamed it on me. Called in the knights. They want to hold my tribunal soon."


Jorlan was silent at that. Another ugly story he had only heard from afar before. In the School of Emotions, Magic was powerful and everywhere, and at the same time complicated and a subject of deep study. He had never had to deal with petty prejudice like this. The city people were gossipping about the ecstasy magic in the School of Emotions, and some were wondering what one could spend years on in the Mage’s schools, but since the mage’s clinics and other magical services were commonplace, most were not afraid and didn’t make up rumors to badmouth mages.


"It is what it is," Kris said. "But please tell, where did you travel to, Jorlan? This is not exactly the kind of place that would be of interest to a Magister from the School or Emotions."


"I was to enter the service of Lady Salina of Linten. And with the gods willing, I still will. I have her letter of admittance in my traveling things, and I’m being expected. The caravan I traveled with will alarm the Duchess, and I will talk to the Commander as soon as he will see me."


Indal’s laugh was derisive. "The Commander barely bothers with us. Haven’t seen him since I was brought here, and probably only will once they put me in front of their tribunal. So, good luck, Young Mage of whatever fancy school. They’ll kill you just as dead as the rest of us."


Hilla and Kris looked away, and Jorlan felt dread creep into his stomach. He had hopes of this being handled properly, of him being given the opportunity to plead his case, but these people who had been in this situation longer didn’t think so.


He pushed the gloom away. "Well, we shall see, I shall certainly try not no be killed. And if I get away from here, I will alert the Duchess to what is going on. This is not how the king’s law is supposed to be."


Indal snorted, Hilla nodded, Kris sighed. Jorlan saw how little hope they all held, and he realized that he would be tested severely. This would take all his willpower to not give in to desperation. But he would not. He would stay focused and he would get out of here. Alive.


***


The night on the floor didn’t agree with Jorlan, but it wasn’t as if he had any choice about it. The cage the prisoners were kept in had no beds, no mats, nothing, just the hard floor. At least there was a bucket, but privacy also wasn’t to be had. Against the night’s chill, he had eventually snuggled up to Hilla and Kris, who lay with each other to keep themselves warm. They had offered right as they went to sleep, and Jorlan had been hesitant at first, but even with his robes the floor was cold and their bodies promised at least some warmth. Indal had kept away from them, sitting in a corner by himself, brooding or asleep, it was impossible to tell.


The morning was colder still than the night, but the uncomfortable position and the sounds of the camp awakening around them roused him from his uneasy sleep. He heard animal noises and people going about morning business, and soon the smell of food was in the air, making Jorlan painfully aware of how he hadn’t eaten anything since leaving the caravan yesterday. Nobody had offered any food last evening, and his stomach was growling. At the sound, Hilla gave him a pitying look. "You’ll have to get used to the tight rations. They feed us, but just enough to live. Since they want to kill us anyways, it’s not as if they have a need to keep us fed well."


So, breakfast wasn’t going to be soon, he guessed.


The day dragged on, at some point, a woman with tightly braided hair came to them and put some bread and cheese into the cage. It was one piece for each of them, of equal sizes. Water had been available all the time, since a bucket of fresh water was inside the cage, and someone had refilled it over night.


Jorlan also found that his magic was fully blocked. Looking at Kris’ and Hilla’s neckbands, he found carved sigils that probably held the magic. When he asked Kris if he knew who had magicked the neckbands, his face drew into a frown. "There is a mage, a woman. I only saw her once, and I think she left the camp a while ago. She is the only mage they somehow tolerate. I don’t even know her name."


Nothing else happened that first day. The next was pretty much the same, cold and uncomfortable at night, and bleak in the day.


The third day without any change, he grew impatient. He needed to talk to the commander, present his case, make them look at his letter from Duchess Linten.


When the woman came to give them food for the day, he tried talking to her.


"May I please speak to the commander, misses? There is some details to my travels that will be important to him."


The woman didn’t take any notice of him, placing the food inside the cage and then leaving. Jorlan sat down and put his face in his hands in frustration. He was utterly powerless. He had never thought he would end up in a position such as this. His magic blocked, imprisoned in a makeshift cage, and nobody even willing to consider his case. He was a Mage of the School of Emotions! Why did nothing he had learned actually help him in this situation?


As he was still busy with being frustrated, Hilla came to sit beside him. She laid her hand on his shoulder and spoke to him in her raspy voice. "It’s hard. But please, do not lose hope. You have the best chance of any of us of ever escaping this fate. Keep fighting, for yourself and for us. Don’t let them get you down."


He nodded, but he didn’t really feel it inside. How was he supposed to even get to the commander? Would they even still have his satchel? Would the letter still exist? Did these atrocious bullies who called themselves knights even know how to read?


It was useless to dwell on, he knew, but his thoughts still ran in the same circles over and over again. Trying to find a way out of the situation.


His thoughts were interrupted by two knights approaching the cage. They opened the door, and Jorlan wanted to go to them, would they finally bring him to the Commander? Had the other woman passed his message along, even though she hadn’t reacted to him? But as he approached, one of the knights called out to him. "Stop right there, fancy mage. Butchering hedgewitch, they’re calling for your tribunal. Come with us."


Hilla took a step back, fear clear on her face. They had come for her. Jorlan turned to her, but she motioned him to stay away, and visibly steeled herself as she stepped towards the door of the cage. "Remember me, please. Even if no-one else does."


Then, the knights had her in their grip and locked the cage door again. Kris and Jorlan took one look at each other, then they moved to the cage’s bars and tried to follow Hilla with their eyes. But she was soon lost behind a row of tents, and they didn’t see her anymore.


Indal scoffed at them as they turned away from the bars, but didn’t say anything.


Silence reigned inside the cage for a long time. The camp around them seemed to move the same as usually, but then, Jorlan still didn’t quite know all the routines. He also didn’t want to know them, because that would mean he would stay in this cage long enough to do so. Kris probably knew. Jorlan didn’t want to ask.


As the hours dragged on, they were caught in the same lethargy as the previous days inside they cage, but with more desperation to it. Would they even see Hilla again? Would the knights just kill her? What did this "tribunal" even look like? Questions whirled around Jorlan’s mind, filling him with even more dread and anxiety. As a mage from the School of Emotions, he had learned to feel, identify and harness a vast number of different emotions, but this was the first time since his training started that he was this utterly helpless and exposed, unable to find either a purpose to turn his emotions to or a distraction from them. He could not use them to power magic, as he had learned, and he had no distractions inside this goddesses-forsaken cage.


He hated it.


The hunger setting in again, since the meagre meals they were provided just didn’t hold out that long, was another reminder of the terrible situation he found himself in. He felt rage and resignation fight inside him, and he knew he could not let the rage out now, since it might still worsen his situation, and his fellow prisoners did not deserve to be the focus of his anger.


Caught in his internal battle, he only realized belatedly that Kris had stood up fast and was turning to the cage door. Jorlan turned as well, and saw Hilla approach, led by two guards, not the same ones who had taken her away. Her face was expressionless, but he saw tear tracks on her face.


The guards opened the door and shoved her inside, then closed the door again. Kris went to Hilla, putting an arm around her, asking her how she was in a low voice. Her answer was equally low, her voice even more hoarse than normally.


"They said I was guilty of harmful magic against innocent children. They want to execute me tomorrow." Then she burst into tears.


Kris hugged her, and Jorlan also moved closer to lay a hand on her shoulder. He had no words, and words could not make any of this better or properly console her. A village healer, accused of harming those she had cared for. The unfairness of it all made a bitter clump settle in Jorlan’s stomach. Hilla did not deserve this. None of them deserved this.


The night came soon afterwards, and after an initial crying fit, Hilla described scenes from the tribunal. How the Knight Commander had read from a book he said was the village chronicle of Hilla’s home, and how there were more children dying since she worked there, how there were more children with deformities, who experienced sickness and accidents. Hilla had denied it, but her denials and explanations were deemed lies. Hilla said she had never seen that book before, and the head of her village didn’t really know how to read and write, just do numbers and sign his own name. How he should have kept such a book was a mystery.


Then there had been witnesses, again, people Hilla had never met before, who said that she had done wicked things in her hut and that they had found skeletons in her yard.


Hilla talked long into the night. After finishing her description of the tribunal with the sentence they had passed - death by a sword to the heart, to be carried out the next day - she reminisced about days long gone, wanting Jorlan and Kris to know her happy memories, so that someone might remember her fondly.


Jorlan listened to her, and vowed to hold her memory dear. When the sun rose, they were still talking in low voices.


Indal hadn’t joined them, had sat in his corner of the cage as usual, but he also hadn’t made any disparaging or dismissive remarks ever since Hilla had returned. When the sun was fully above the horizon, he woke, and to all of their surprise, actually came over to them.


"We are different Hilla, but I respect you, you are a strong woman. I will remember you. And if there ever is any chance, I will take revenge upon those who betrayed and sent you here. I know your village, I know your village head betrayed you. He will not rest easy, I promise you."


He didn’t wait for any acknowledgement of his vow, but turned away and sat back down in his usual spot. Jorlan had an ominous feeling about that sincere vow.


With the morning, activity in the camp picked up again. Kris, Hilla and Jorlan were tired from a night spent awake and talking, but the knights were rested and up. In front of the cage, there was a little open space, and to Jorlan’s horror he realized that the knights were setting up the place for Hilla’s execution right there.


It was nothing grand, but they set up a small plattform and put a low table with shackles to bind arms and legs on it. It was stained with blood. They had done this before. Jorlan pushed the thought of how many mages these rampant knights might have killed already away. Hilla was still alive, and needed his support, not his brooding.


Hilla refused to look at the setup, turning away from it with purpose. She started praying to the Goddess of the west, to receive her soul and lead her to the lands of the dead safely. Jorlan could do little more than offer silent support now.


To his surprise, Hilla still received a portion of food for this day, but she refused to eat it, offered it to Jorlan and Kris. "I will be dead in a few hours, they can hear my stomach growl. You eat, maybe it will help you find a way out of here, even if it is too late for me."


At last, two guards came and called for Hilla. For once, they had the decency to use her name instead of calling her by some inane insult. Hilla went with her head raised high. She had washed her face earlier, none of the tear tracks remained.


Kris turned away from the place of execution as soon as Hilla had left the cage. Jorlan could not stop himself from following her with his eyes.


Some kind of herald raised his voice, loudly proclaiming the verdict the tribunal had reached. Death by a sword to the heart.


It was a fast death, was Jorlan’s bitter thought.


They bound Hilla to the table, and an executioner stepped up onto the platform after receiving a nod from the knight Commander, who was present but hadn’t spoken so far. He had a short sword in his hand, and Jorlan realized that they would deny Hilla last rites with a priest as well. He couldn’t stay silent.


"Stop! She deserves a priestess of the western Goddess! She deserves her last rites!", he yelled, loud and clearly. Many heads turned to him.


The executioner hesitated, but the Knight Commander made a gesture at him to go ahead. He raised the sword, and killed Hilla.


She didn’t even shout.


When she lay still, and the executioner had taken his sword back, the Knight Commander stepped onto the platform. He addressed his knights.


"Saint Darim sees our work, and he is proud of us! We have once again made sure that another evil witch is culled form this earth, and if the Goddess has mercy, her soul will not reach the lands of the dead, because she was undeserving! Know that what we are doing is the righteous work of Saint Darim, and that you will have his eternal gratitude for doing the things that are hard in his name!"


With that, the execution was evidently concluded. The knights dispersed, some set out to dismantle the platform. Someone took Hillas body.


Jorlan couldn’t take his eyes away from Hilla’s corpse, until it had vanished from his line of sight completely. He had only known her for days, but she had shared so much with him in the last night, he thought he knew her better than many of his old friends from the School of Emotions.


And now she was dead, killed by zealous, self-righteous monsters who called themselves knights.


He realized that he had never before felt such hate. It was an emotion completely new to him.


***


The days after Hilla’s execution were gloomy, Jorlan was brooding and wallowing in his hatred for the knights of Darim. Kris was equally silent, though Jorlan thought that for him, it was less anger and more sadness for having lost another person he had been close to. They were in this cage together for weeks at a time, and Kris had been here the longest. It was not the first mage he had gotten to know and then seen murdered.


Indal did not intrude on their mourning, either. They lived in the cage next to each other, and the only solace was that the knights did not bring in any other mages. Maybe their terror had spread far enough to make people wary of the region.


The weather began changing too, and if sleeping on the hard floor had been bad, sleeping on the wet floor was far, far worse. At first, it was just a little rain, but one day, it rained all day and all night and the floor of the cage became a muddy pit.


It was cold, wet and absolutely miserable, and Jorlan felt a near fear combat his anger - the fear of not just dying here at the hands of these knights, but of exposure or sickness. It was mere weeks since he had finished his Mastery at the School of Emotions, and now he was on the muddy floor of a wooden cage, possibly dying the next day.


His clothes were no longer warming, but wet. His shoes were soggy, and the cold and wet made him shiver long into the night, and sleep brought no rest, just more cold.


They had no fire to keep themselves warm, and after three days, Kris had a cough. Jorlan’s first instinct was to go to him and help him, but the other man gestured him to stay back. "Don’t want you catching it."


At least the weather got drier that day, and Jorlan had hope that it might hold long enough to get his clothes dry again.


The next morning, after another cold and miserable night, he woke to Kris’ coughs, which had gotten worse. The other man lay hunched on the floor, obviously in pain. Jorlan’s heart ached. But when he moved to him, Kris shook his head weakly. Jorlan sat back. They had preciously little say about their lives here, he would respect Kris’ wishes. It was what he could do, the only way he could still show him the respect he deserved.


Then, guards were at the door, and Jorlan felt a sense of dread unlike anything he had felt before. Were they here for him? For Kris? Would they take the sick man and put him in front of their tribunal?


But then, they called for Indal, and Jorlan hated himself a little for being relieved. Not even thieving and snide Indal deserved that travesty of a trial.


Indal swore at them as they took him away, and Jorlan followed him with his eyes. He deserved a final witness, too.


But Indal didn’t disappear behind the tents with the guards. He was still on the open ground before the cage when an alarm sounded through the ranks of the knights. And suddenly, unexpectedly, there were people slinging spells against the knights, and the guards that held Indal had to let him go.


The last Jorlan saw of him was that he ran into the woods.


Then, all hell broke loose in the camp.




Chapter Three


***


The knights were shouting at each other to attack and defend and march forward and fall back, it was a thorough mess. They had obviously never even contemplated that someone might be brazen enough to attack their camp. They did not look as if they had any plan for this situation.


Jorlan had no sympathy whatsoever. They were little more that bandits, and since they set out to kill their prisoners with intent, in a way they were even worse. Most bandits were poor people who stole to survive, these knights kidnapped people to kill them cruelly.


Whoever these attackers were, the knights deserved it.


Kris had sat up at the noise, looking around with wide eyes. "What’s happening?", he croaked, his voice hoarse from the illness.


"I don’t know, exactly. Someone is attacking the knights. I think I saw spells being fired, so it could be mages. Indal ran away from his guards when the attack started."


Kris stared at Jorlan in surprise for a minute, then his face turned to a harsh resolve. He pushed himself up and stood.


"This might be our chance as well. We need to try to run away."


Jorlan hadn’t really thought that far yet, too caught up in being spiteful towards the knights. But Kris was right.


Jorlan went to the door of the cage. It was locked, of course, an the lock itself was made of iron. It was not susceptible to magic, which he could not use anyways right now. He had nothing to manipulate it with manually. He looked all around the door, if there were any weaknesses. His eyes fell on the hinges. Maybe he could manipulate them, somehow. He had once heard one of the other students talk about a task she had been given by a wealthy citizen, a merchant who wanted their warehouse proofed against thieves. It was about more than just locks, because seasoned thieves knew not to go after a good lock. The hinges were a weak point, as well as any windows and sometimes even the walls or floors.


But Jorlan was no seasoned thief and he had no tools at hand. Kris was no help there either, the other man was busy enough to even stay on his feet, coughing badly most of the time.


But as Jorlan was still contemplating what he might do, the face of a young man appeared on the other side of the cage. It was not a guard, he wore colorful clothes and had run to the cage in a crouch.


His fingers moved in patterns that were unfamiliar to Jorlan, but evidently his technique to cast magic, because moments later, a blast shot into the cage bars not far from them. The man smiled a toothy smile at Jorlan. "Come, we are here to free all of the prisoners."


Jorlan didn’t ask any questions. He could do that once they were free. He turned to Kris, supporting the other man as they ducked through the hole in the cage.


Then, they ran for the woods, as fast as Kris could, weakened as he was.


***


They ran until they passed the tree line beyond the camp, then they ran until Kris could run no longer, then they took a break. Kris’ coughs had grown worse, but if they were caught and imprisoned again, he had no chance to get better, somewhere else he might. Jorlan checked Kris over, to see just how bad off he was, and was somewhat reassured that though he was coughing, he didn’t seem to have any other signs that indicated a dangerous shortness of breath.


As Jorlan was checking over Kris, he suddenly heard a sound and whirled around. But instead of the knight he had feared, it was the young man again, who had blasted the cage to free them. He had bright copper-red hair, and a face full of freckles. He raised his hands in a placating gesture at Jorlan.


"It’s just me. I followed you, we won’t keep up the attack much longer, we mostly wanted to free the prisoners. I will lead you to our camp, if you want to follow me."


Kris looked up, still coughing and out of breath. He nodded to Jorlan, who said "Yes, we’ll come with you. My friend needs rest and a healer, if possible."


"We have both. And a smith to cut you free from these horrible neckbands. I will lead the way, it’s a while away, can’t set up camp too close to the bastards." The redhead smiled and motioned them to follow him.


Kris pushed himself away from the tree he had rested against, and more slowly, they made their way through the woods, following the redhead. Jorlan realized that they could be walking into a trap after a few minutes, but then he forbade himself any such thoughts for the moment. The mage had freed them from the cage of the knights, he couldn’t imagine him leading them to any fate worse than that. Wherever they might end up, it would probably be easier to run away from if they didn’t like it, and right now, any place was better than the cage they had come from.


Their walk took what Jorlan estimated to be about an hour. Kris slowed them down, as he paid the prize for running fast from the cage now. Then, suddenly, they were on a clearing in the woods where a small camp sat, haphazard and patched tents, a few fire pits, and about 30 people. Upon their arrival, many heads turned, but only three people came to approach them. Most seemed to have a look at the redhead and then focused back on what they were doing before.


At the front of the approaching trio was a woman with age lines in her face, though not too many yet. Jorlan would have thought her to be not quite fifty. Beside her were two androgynous people who looked like twins. The woman looked Jorlan and Kris up and down, then she looked at their guide and savior. "Tahik, these are the prisoners? Did you have any trouble?"


"There was a third one, but they ran away in another direction. I hope Kalina found them. I was busy not getting caught by the bastards after I blasted open their ugly cage." He spoke of the knights with a vindictive edge to his voice, and showed his joy at having destroyed the cage. Jorlan could sympathize with the sentiments.


"Kalina is not yet back, I’ll keep an eye out for her. As for you, would you tell me your names? You are among friends here, Uliq will shortly take care of these awful collars." The woman finally addressed Jorlan and Kris. She gestured towards one of the twins, who probably was Uliq.


"My name is Jorlan, this is Kris. Thank you for helping us. I understand you are the leader of this...group?" Jorlan decided to speak for them, as Kris was already coughing again.


"Yes, I am Anrhea. But I will tell you more about us later. You need to get the collars off, and your friend here seems to need the attentions of a healer. Paliq, please take care of that as soon as Uliq is done. I will leave you in the capable hands of Uliq and Paliq for now. Tahik, if you’d come with me and give me a full report of how it went?" The redhead flashed another smile at Jorlan, then turned to follow her.


She nodded to Jorlan and Kris in parting, then went off with Tahik, a little ways into the trees outside the camp. Jorlan didn’t look after them for long, since Uliq motioned them to follow. Jorlan helped Kris, who was visibly strained now, but it didn’t take them long to get to a workbench with smithing tools. Uliq - Jorlan couldn’t really keep the twins apart, but he had focused on Uliq enough to be sure it was still him - bid Kris to go first. "I’ll be gentle, please lay your head here and I’ll open the collar." His voice was deep and calm.


Kris coughed, but then he lay his head down as Uliq had shown and tried to keep his breathing in check. Uliq took his tools, and with a few moves, the collar sprung apart and Kris shrunk away, coughing again. But still, he croaked to Uliq: "Thank you."


"It’s my pleasure. It is barbaric to do this to our brethren, and I like to end it."


He turned to Jorlan.


"Would you come and lay down now?"


Jorlan nodded, then put his own head on the workbench. It was weird to feel the strange man handle his neck so closely. His hands were rough but handled Jorlan gently. With only a few moves of his tools, the collar was broken.


Jorlan immediately felt the energies stream through his body again, at his fingertips to be used. He withheld the urge to cast a spell right now, he didn’t know what rules applied with these mages in their camp. He also lacked a proper focus.


"You have my Thanks as well, Uliq," he said to Uliq as he stood up.


"You are welcome." Uliq smiled, though it was a small smile in an otherwise hard face. Paliq was already asking Kris some questions about his cough, and then, Paliq helped Kris move to another part of the camp. Jorlan followed them, and nobody moved to stop him.


They arrived at a tent that had some empty beds that looked to be the healer’s area. Paliq motioned Kris to lie down and began casting a low-level healing spell on his chest. Jorlan recognized the spell, and it felt so freeing to finally be able to feel and witness magic again. He had never realized how much magic had always been around him and how much it meant to him that magic was all around him.


Jorlan kept himself out of the way, and Paliq talked to Kris in a hushed voice, probably asking him about the progression of the illness. Soon, Kris was handed some kind of potion, and he fell asleep, his breathing easier than it had been in days. Paliq turned to Jorlan. "Do you also have a sickness or injury?", he asked of Jorlan.


Jorlan shook his head. "I don’t think so. I wasn’t there as long as Kris, he got sick after the rain held for days and we couldn’t get warm or dry anymore. Will he be alright?"


"If it gets better now, he will be alright within a few days. Should he get worse despite my efforts, it might be dire. But we have stronger healers still, and we will try our best for him."


"Thank you. I have only known him for the week we spent in captivity, but he has become a friend."


"Most of the people you see here have fled from the Knights or were rescued. They have recently bolstered their ranks, so it has gotten more difficult and dangerous to free people. But for more of the details, you should talk to Anrhea. My brother Uliq takes care of the smithy, I take care of the small sicknesses. Anrhea is our leader, and she is the best person to talk to about everything. I am just a small healer."


"Then I will go look for her, talk to her how I can make myself useful. Again, you have my thanks for caring for Kris."


"If you will make yourself useful, let that be your thanks to me."


Jorlan nodded, then he left the tent and stood in front of it to orient himself in the camp.


He looked around, but there was no pattern to discern what was what here. Sure, the tents were grouped somewhat and there were bigger paths and smaller paths, and in the center of the camp was a bigger open space, but that didn’t tell him where to look for Anrhea’s tent at all.


He obviously made enough of a confused or searching expression - or was just that easy to identify as a newcomer - that someone approached him first. A young woman, maybe even still a girl, with long curly hair and dark skin approached him with purpose in her steps.


"Hey. I’m Rilla. You are new to the camp, right? Did they free you from the Knights’ camp today?" She spoke fast and excitable, which made her seem younger that Jorlan had assumed at first.


"My name is Jorlan, and yes, I was freed from the Knights today. I’m glad to meet you, Rilla."


"So, where are you from? Are you a mage?"


"I was born in Turmen, and trained at the schools there. I have recently obtained my Mastery at the School of Emotions."


"The School of Emotions? That sounds important. Me, I’ve learned fire magic from my grandma, but when she died, nobody could teach me anymore. So my magic isn’t very useful. And the other elemental mages all know water and air and earth magic, but none really know fire. Did you learn fire magic in your School of Emotions?"


"Not exactly. At the School of Emotions, we didn’t learn elemental magic as such, but magic of emotions. It can be used to create an effect that is similar to elemental magic, but it’s worked very differently. So I’m afraid I probably wouldn’t be a good teacher for you, either. I started learning Magic of Emotions as a child, and it took a long time. Since it is very different from elemental magic, I don’t know if I could even teach you if you are already used to elemental magic."


She made an unhappy face as he said that he couldn’t teach her, but she soon returned to her seemingly habitual animated self.


"That sounds exhausting, if it’s that difficult to learn. Well, I will find someone who can teach me better fire magic some day. Now that I’m among mages, I will surely meet someone who can teach me! In my village, only my grandma knew her fire magic, and once she was dead, my parents were afraid. The new priest had said that mages were bad, and they were afraid he might take me away. But he never found out that I can do magic. I ran away when we heard of the Knights coming to the neighboring village. And I was lucky to find the mages! I haven’t seen my parents since then, but once we have defeated the Knights, I’m sure I can go home again. And if I actually know my magic better until then, my parents will be glad that I learned properly."


Jorlan nodded along to her words, and it felt a little surreal to him that this morning he had worried about being killed, and now he was freed and this young girl was telling him her life’s story.


He liked being told her life’s story far better than being in that damned cage, fearing for his own and Kris’ life.


"Can you tell me where I can wait for Anrhea, Rilla? She said we would talk later, and since my friend was taken care of by the healer, I would like to thank Anrhea for her help."


"Oh, right, Anrhea’s tent is over there." She pointed towards a simple tent that bordered the open space at the center of the camp. "She passes by there often enough. If you want to, I can join you in waiting."


"If you don’t have any other tasks, I wouldn’t mind some company."


She followed him, continuing to tell him some odd details about people here he had of course not met. But she seemed comfortable to have someone who would listen to her.


They sat down on some boxes on the edge of the central space, and it didn’t take long until Anrhea actually returned from her talk to... Tahik was his name. The mage who had freed Jorlan and Kris.


They split up just as they entered Jorlan’s line of sight. The redhead, Tahik, went off in another direction. Jorlan stood up as Anrhea came closer.


"Hello, my friend is staying with the healers, and I thank you for helping us. In return, I would like to offer my gratitude. Is there anything that I can do to repay you?"


She stopped in front of him with a smile. "Tahik told me you were the ones he freed from the cage itself. You are welcome to us, as we are all victims of the knights and their cruelty. We help each other. So, if you say you want to repay us, we would only take your willing help with our camp and our fight against the knights."


Jorlan nodded solemnly. "Then I will gladly offer my assistance to you and this camp. I am a recent master’s graduate of the School of Emotions in Turmen, so I can primarily offer my magic skills."


Anrhea mustered him more closely, turning contemplative as he spoke. Rilla stood next to him and looked at them both with excitement in her eyes. Or maybe that was just her usual expression.


"The School of Emotions? I’ve only heard of it by name, people from around here don’t usually make it that far. Especially not common folk like us. Can you do artifact magic? Based on wood? We need some more durable storage units. And help with some of the tents. Any kind of molding magic might help, as well. If you can do combat magic, we might take you on missions to free prisoners and try to get rid of the knights. But since we managed to free all of you today, that won’t be for some time."


"Wood-molding should be possible, though I’ve never done big things, only smaller, delicate things. I know some combat magic, but I would certainly need a refresher again, it was not a focus of my study in the last years."


She nodded, the kind expression that seemed her default back on her face.


"Fine, let’s get you working on the wood first. I’ll show you to Olin, he’s our most competent woodworker. And then, as soon as we decide how to proceed with the knights, you can work with Tahik on fighting. He will be in charge of that. You have already met him, he was the one who freed you and your friend from the cage and led you here."


***


Anrhea had started moving during the conversation, and Jorlan followed her. Anrhea had utterly ignored Rilla’s presence, but Rilla didn’t seem bothered by it. The camp wasn’t that big, and soon they were at a wooden table with tools on it, and an elderly man with a scruffy beard who was currently resting, sitting with his eyes closed.


When Anrhea stood at the table, she cleared her throat, and the man opened his eyes. "Oh, Misses Anrhea. What do you need from me?", he asked, but didn’t get up.


"Olin, this is Jorlan. He is new, but wants to help, and he has some skill at wood molding. I’ll hand him over to you, see how he can help you. We need the storage boxes soon, and it would be best if they were able to retain some cooling spells for a few days. If we have to renew the spells every day, we can just use the spells on things directly."


"Yes, Misses, I know. I try my best."


Anrhea nodded to him, then to Jorlan, and departed again. She seemed to have her next destination clearly in mind, and left them with determined steps.


Jorlan looked at Olin. Rilla was still nearby, though she held back from Olin’s worktable.


Olin got up, and eyed Jorlan.


"So, you know magical wood molding? What have you done before?"


"It has been quite some time. We were instructed to make household objects like cooking gear as a training exercise. Those who showed talent were tasked to make more artful things. I have only ever done small objects. A penholder I gifted to my mother, a box for trinkets for my father."


Olin nodded, but his face was skeptical.


"Hm. Well, it’s something at least. As Anrhea just said, we need storage boxes that are able to hold magic. I am a carpenter first, a mage second, not that anyone saw a difference when those damn knights showed up. I mostly used my skills to embellish my work, and I was never strong in the first place. So, while I can make her storage boxes just fine, creating the magical pockets that hold the spells is hard. Have you ever done something like that?"


Jorlan thought back to his earlier academy days, since the magics he focused on for his mastery were not exactly an option here. He knew they had never done things like that with wood itself, but...


"I learned to craft magical artifacts, though we did it with stones that have magical conductive properties, mostly."


"What kind of stones?" Olin looked at him in askance.


"Jade, Obsidian, Lavulite, mostly."


"That’s not what you said before, I know these stones."


"Oh, I meant they are magically conductive. They are better able to take the magic."


"Why didn’t you say so from the start, what’s with the fancy words? Whatever. So, you did it with stone."


"Yes, and I think I should be able to work the same technique into wood as well."


"Hrm, well, it is certainly worth a try. Come here, I made this chest."


Olin showed him to a wooden chest that was well-crafted and showed the telltale signs of having been partially worked with magic. The way the wood grain was no longer following a completely natural pattern as well as the joints being made entirely from wood, but not in danger of warping and blocking.


Jorlan let his magical senses reach out to the chest. It was wonderful to have the flow of magic through his body again, to bend it to his will and feel this extension of his senses move about and give him information beyond what his normal senses could. He had missed doing magic.


The chest was well-crafted and the magic used to shape it had been used correctly. But when he focused more closely, he felt the pocket that Olin had tried to create. It existed in the wood, but it had no magical properties to it. Jorlan remembered that this actually was a common mistake, because the pocket had to be strengthened with magic without filling it with magic, since it had to be empty so that another spell could be placed there later.


He pulled his magical senses back in, then looked at Olin, who looked at him expectantly.


"And, what do you say?"


"The pocket is there, but it needs to be stabilized. I think I should be able to do it."


"I felt you reaching out, your control is very good. And you got so much in such a short time? They teach you good, wherever you’re from."


Jorlan held back his raised eyebrows, he didn’t want to offend Olin. This was very far from the most controlled magic that Jorlan had used in his life.


"I’m from Turmen, I learned magic at some of the best academies of the country. But Turmen is far away now. Let us try doing this, right?"


Jorlan didn’t want to reminisce about his school years right now, the difference to his current situation was too big. He would rather focus on the task at hand, at least for now.


When Olin nodded, Jorlan began forming the runes in his mind, the way he had learned them many years ago. His fingers drew them on the lid of the chest as well, and he felt the flow of magic bend to his will. It created a stable pouch inside the wooden pocket that should be able to hold a spell for a reasonable amount of time, probably for a month.


He opened his eyes as the spell was finished, and Olin looked at him in awe. "It feels really strong. You are a powerful mage."


Jorlan had a rising suspicion that the average level of training these mages had received might be lacking if this mage was that impressed by what to Jorlan was an intermediate-level spell.


"I’m glad if it will hold. If you need me for something like this again, I’ll gladly help."


"I’ll get you when I am done with the next chest, for sure. None of the others have ever been much of a help with this. I’ll tell Anrhea about the finished chest right away!"


And thus, Jorlan was out of a job again, for now. Rilla had stayed a few steps away the whole time, taking care not to be in Olin’s way, it seemed. She smiled at Jorlan as Olin went to look for Anrhea.


The afternoon had progressed closer to the night, and he was growing hungry from all the activity. And, here, he had hopes of getting more that the meagre daily ration of a prisoner.


He noticed that some of the people had gathered around the cooking fires already. He looked at Rilla, who knew more about the day-to-day than him. "So... how does dinner work?"


"Oh! Right! We share cooking duties all around, though some who are bad at cooking only need to help with preparation and cleaning up. Every tent-group may make their own food, I can take you to my tent-group!"


So, he followed the girl again, as she led him to some other mages who were busy with a cauldron of soup over a fire. When Rilla introduced him, he was welcomed and offered to partake in the food, so he stayed with them and ate. It wasn’t the most plentiful meal, but it was such a welcome change that he enjoyed it heartily.


***


It was later in the evening that there was another commotion in the camp, and Jorlan, still on edge from all that had happened, went to see what happened. A female mage had arrived at the camp, and Tahik and Anrhea were with her, in a heated discussion.


"Are you sure he didn’t follow you here?"


"Really sure, Anrhea. He took off into a completely different direction, which is why it took me this long to get here at all."


"Fine. So, he didn’t want to join. Let’s hope he finds himself far from the knights in the future, anyways." Her eyes fell onto Jorlan.


"Jorlan. Come here, if you please. This is Kalina, she was part of today’s rescue mission, and she went after the third mage they had held. She said that he wasn’t in the cage with you?"


"Yes. They had just collected Indal to take him to his 'trial'. Then, Tahik showed up to free me and Kris. I think I saw Indal run away?"


"Kalina said he ran away fast, but she caught up to him after a while. He refused to join us, saying he’d get on on his own just as well. He’d somehow already broken free of his collar, you said?" This was again to the other mage, Kalina, from what Jorlan gathered.


"Yes. He seemed really distrustful, wanted to get away from me as fast as possible. Barely stopped to talk to me, then he was gone again."


"I’m not surprised", Jorlan cut in. "Indal is a thief and was hostile even to us as his fellow prisoners. I guess he will be fine on his own."


"A thief? Well, I wouldn’t want him in my camp anyways." Anrhea said at that. "Thank you for telling us, Jorlan. Kalina, thank you for your efforts, now get some rest and some food. Tahik, do you recall what this... Indal looked like?"


Tahik shook his head. "Sorry, didn’t see much of him."


Jorlan cut into the conversation again, describing Indal. "Dark hair, he’s young, still. Younger than me, I would say. Slim and average height, very light skin."


Tahik nodded, though the description probably wouldn’t suffice to identify Indal in a mass of people. But Jorlan and Kalina would be able to identify him, should they ever run into him again, as would Kris, once he got better. Anrhea thanked Jorlan again, then she dismissed them all. He’d probably go to sleep soon. But he didn’t have a sleeping arrangement yet.


Nightfall was close. The tent-group he had shared the evening meal with had told him apologetically that they had no open beds, but he should ask Anrhea. So, he brought it up and asked for a place to sleep. Tahik was still next to Anrhea, and he looked at Jorlan at the question.


"You can share with me. I currently have a tent to myself, we have space. Anrhea, do we still have a leftover bedroll?", the redhead stepped into their conversation. Jorlan followed the other man’s lead and looked at Anrhea. She nodded. "Yes, we still have a few. Jorlan, come with me, I’ll lead you to our storage. Then, Tahik can show you to his tent."


It was only a short trip, then Tahik lead Jorlan to a small tent not far from the central space. Jorlan set up the bedroll, but it was done quickly, and then he finally had a dry, warm place to sleep again, and it was wonderful. He was asleep soon, tired from all that the day had brought. The last he knew was Tahik wishing him a good night.




Chapter Four


***


Jorlan visited the healer's tent again the next day. As he went inside, a woman he hadn't met before turned to him and looked at him in askance. "Do you need something? Did you get injured or sick?"


"Oh, no, I just wanted to come by and look after my friend, Kris. We arrived yesterday, after being rescued from the knights. He was very sick, Paliq took care of him yesterday."


"Ah! You are the new mage! I'm Rahmi. Your friend is over here, last I checked, he was still asleep. But, will you please tell me your name?"


"Oh, yes, of course. I'm Jorlan. Jorlan Saares."


"Jorlan, welcome amongst us. Come over here, your friend Kris is resting."


The bed where Kris had lain yesterday was still the same. Jorlan knelt down next to it, and looked down upon his friend. He looked frail, but his breathing was more even than yesterday.


But just as Jorlan had looked at him for a few moments, his breathing started to change. Jorlan looked at Rahmi in alarm, but before he could say anything, Kris coughed and opened his eyes.


Jorlan focused his attention back on Kris. "Kris! Are you okay?"


The other man coughed. Then, he said: "I am alive, so I guess that's something?"


Rahmi came and checked Kris over. She seemed to be content with her findings, and then nodded to Kris and Jorlan as she departed. She took a seat in the corner of the tent, occupying herself and demonstratively not paying attention to them for the time being. Giving them privacy even though the tent was not quite large enough for her to not overhear what they were saying, unless they talked in whispers.


"I'm glad you seem better, Kris."


Kris gave him a wan smile, still very tired-looking, but coughing less than the day before.


"I feel a little better already. It still seems a bit like a dream, that I'm no longer there. But I don't think my mind could make up that wild a dream. That boy, blasting open the cage. Never would have thought that might happen."


"Yeah, it was very much a surprise. His name is Tahik, I got moved into his tent. He's quite friendly."


"Gave you a dry place to sleep, gave me a bed, and healing. One might return to believing in the gods, with such luck as they dealt us."


"The mages in this camp fight against the knights. It wasn't just some accident, they set out to help us."


"Fighting? Sounds crazy. But they saved us. Too late for Hilla, but never too late for you."


"And not too late for you, Kris. You'll get better, be healthy again."


"Maybe." A cough interrupted his speech.


"Surely.", Jorlan said, with fervor.


A wan smile was on Kris lips at that. "I'll try, Jorlan. But you are a young, strong fighter. You do your fighting, I'll just be here snuggling up with the blankets."


"And that's all I'll ask of you, Kris. You snuggle up with the blankets and get healthy, right?", Jorlan reassured Kris.


Kris nodded, and they lapsed into silence. Soon, Kris excused himself for being sleepy, and fell into a slumber not long after.
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