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All of us have people in our lives without whom we’d never find what we’re truly capable of accomplishing. Such influences in our lives deserve recognition so I’m putting my big three here for all to see. 

First, I’d like to thank my dad.  He is the one who taught me how to be a good man by being a good man himself. Without him I’d have never seen how it was supposed to be done. All my life, whether I’d done well or royally screwed up, he’s always been there for me. His unwavering support for his family is a true example of how to care for those you love. 

Of course, my mom too has always been there with her full love and support. Hard as I may try, I’ve found no words to properly describe the most hardworking, loving, intelligent, wise, and overall wonderful woman I’ve ever known.  For so many reasons there would be no book in your hands now to read without her.  My parents together make up the solid rock upon which my house is built. 

Finally, I must thank my partner Tim.  He is a light in my life who came when all looked dark.  Without him I may never have learned to open my eyes again and see how God’s hand is everywhere.  Without his love, support, and understanding, as well as his constantly wanting to know what happens next in each story, I’d have never been motivated to get all the stories inside me out and onto paper. I’m lucky to have had God drop him in my lap when I wasn’t even looking for love.
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Prologue - A Long Time Ago




“Never have I seen a goblin look so troubled. Are they getting restless out there?”

“I wouldn’t be as concerned if they were. See for yourself,” the goblin councilman said to the elderly wizard. When the wizard looked through the spot of wall spelled to allow the Council of Elders to observe the Great Hall of Magic from within chambers, he too grew concerned. Beings of every magical race from wizards to dragons filled The Great Hall to overcapacity. To a one they held a look of defeat and most showed fear in their eyes. Only the youngest in attendance seemed to still contain a glimmer of hope that the Great Council of Magic could put things right. He hoped so, too.

Those beings had plenty of reason for their fear and sense of defeat, the wizard thought as he watched. A few years ago, a rift formed between the magicals and mundanes, taking a toll on everyone. As yet, nobody could pinpoint a cause for this sudden divide other than it seemed to come from the mundanes. Before long things escalated from wariness, to distrust, and finally murder. At first many dismissed the dead wizards found with their throats cut, blaming it on known enemies sneaking into their bedchambers at night. That was until they learned the very kings the wizards had grown up with and served faithfully all their lives had ordered their deaths. Worse yet, many had done the job themselves. For reasons still unknown, the mundanes now considered magic an affront to man and nature alike. While wizards were the first targeted, it wasn’t long before they weren’t enough. In the last few months, they found the mundanes to be hunting sentient magical animals for sport. While these were all horrible happenings, they were not what finally brought them to this critical juncture.

“There is fear and confusion among them and they are looking for guidance, my friend. It’s what they elected us to give them,” the old wizard said as he backed away from the view port. 

“Killing wizards was one thing, a terrible thing, but something they could have dealt with…” he trailed off, unable to finish as he choked up. Now the magical forests were burning and children from all magical races had been kidnapped and found brutally murdered. That brought them to this point.

“Which is why I don’t like this one bit!” the goblin snapped out. “I’d rather go out fighting.”

“We all would my friend, but we can’t and you know why. You agreed at the vote.”

“I voted for Lord Morros’s option because it’s the best for my people and everyone else. That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

The goblin leader knew only too well why they couldn’t declare war on the mundanes. He’d consulted his generals, had his own mathematicians run the numbers, even consulted with goblin seers. All agreed with the wizards and their counterparts among the other races. A war now would destroy both sides in more ways than mere death.

“I understand, and I don’t like it either. It’s this option, our destruction, or the destruction of everything. I do not envy the elf his job today,” the wizard councilman said, nodding toward the old High Elf meditating next to a small forest dragon in the corner. In a few minutes the prescribed time would arrive and he along with the representatives of the rest of the magical world would file out into the Great Hall of Magic. There he would be the one who had the unenviable task of telling the assembled people the fate of their world.



[image: image-placeholder]As the clock struck the hour, all eyes in the Great Hall of Magic turned to the council’s chamber door and voices fell silent as it opened. One by one, each magical race’s representative exited chambers wearing full ceremonial garb. All save the ancient High Elf took a seat at the long stone table at the front of the hall. As the elected head of the Great Council of Magic, he walked to a raised dais in front of the table. What he was about to say to all assembled here would affect every being, beast, and plant on Earth. It tied his stomach in knots as he looked out at the gathered people. Even though the elf did not wish to announce this, he knew it was his job to protect these people. Knowing there was no other choice he steeled his resolve and spoke to the hushed room.

“Today we are all gathered together as one to hear the final ruling about recent events. As you all know, things are no longer as they once were, and Earth has become a dangerous place for all who hold magic. After consulting experts in many disciplines from all races, we have considered all options. This is our ruling:

“As of this day, the magical and mundane shall be separate upon this Earth. We will all use our magic to hide ourselves and our abilities from the mundanes. To them, as of this date, we no longer exist. Nothing more than myth and legend shall remain of us in their eyes and minds. All with the ability to do so shall assist in this endeavor.”

At the declaration there was an expected burst of conversation, which he allowed to continue a moment before raising his hand to call for quiet. Within seconds the hall was silent. There was still more to say.

“We do not mean these actions to be permanent, as it would destroy our way of life as surely as a war would destroy both sides. That is why the council made the decision that once all are hidden and safe, we will prepare to leave for a new home.” This again caused ripples of conversation to break out and as before, he silenced them.

“As we speak, modifications to one of the Great Stone Circles is in progress. We are to use it as a portal to a new world. All our astronomers and seers agree this will allow all our cultures room to thrive. Once open, this portal will remain a gateway between the two worlds for twenty years before the Earth’s magical field drains, causing it to close. Therefore, everyone and everything must be through the portal by that time. Once the magical field closes, Earth will be the domain of the mundane alone, as anything magical left behind will perish. This is our only hope for peace and life to us all. May the Gods be with us and the Great Creator guide us.”

He did not mention to the people it required thirty-eight young witches and wizards to sacrifice their magic and their lives to open the portal. There was no need to burden them with such things as the thirty-eight had already volunteered and were putting their affairs in order. Everyone would have full details soon. With everything he could share conveyed to the gathering, the rest of the elders stood and filed back into chambers. He turned to do the same when he heard a cry of “wait” from the crowd. When he turned back, he saw a small wizard boy upon his father’s shoulders trying to get his attention despite his father’s attempt to stop him. Once again, the crowd went silent with a gesture from the elf elder.

“Let the child speak.”

“Thank you elder, I have a question,” he said, hesitant now that all eyes were on him.

“So I gathered,” replied the elf with a twinkle of amusement in his eyes. “I will do my best to answer if I can. Ask your question, young man.”

“Er, I just wanted to know what we will call our new home. What’s its name?”

“A good question, and one I cannot answer as, to be honest, it has no name yet.” After a slight pause he asked the boy, “What would you call it?” The boy looked thoughtful for a moment before seeming to decide.

“How about Malati?”

“Hmm… a well learned young man. Malati from the old tongue, meaning guardian of life. Yes,” the elf said, “I believe that is appropriate.”

Then to the assembled crowd he announced, “We will call our new home Malati,” before bowing to the child and exiting the room with the others. There was much work to do for all of them.










one

Free Day





The beautiful summer day had aged to late morning by the time Tobin made his way to his favorite tree in the forest surrounding his uncle’s cabin. Already tired from his adventures and foraging, he sat himself down at the base of a giant oak. With a small grin he nestled amid its large roots, some larger than the boy sitting among them. He loved this tree so much because it looked like the dryads he’d read about. Except this tree never spoke except in the whispers of the wind through its leaves. Nor did its branches move of their own will. Still, he figured it made an excellent friend as it gave him a comfortable place to rest and fed him with the acorns it dropped. Most of all, it never responded with harsh words when Tobin spoke and its branches never attempted to hit him. With his dirty face turned skyward, Tobin brushed his long blond locks from his eyes and greeted the friendly tree announcing he’d turned eight-years-old today.

“I wonder how old you are to get so tall. You’re the biggest, strongest tree in the whole forest, you know.”

The only response the boy got was the drop of an acorn at his feet, which Tobin picked up and put in a ratty sack at his hip after thanking the tree. Unlike the squirrels, he couldn’t eat the nuts right away, but if he put them in the small stream for a while the nasty stuff would wash away. He’d already eaten the two sacks full he’d hidden the last time his uncle allowed him outside, along with a lot of summer berries.

This trip to the forest was his birthday present to himself; an entire day away from the cabin and his uncle. It and the acorn from his tree friend were the only gifts he’d receive today, as he chose not to remind his uncle of the day’s importance. Like most things, he’d learned such lessons the hard way soon after arriving at this place. His uncle’s gift had been two harsh slaps to the face. One for talking out of turn, and another for continuing to live another year. It was a mistake he’d never made again. He’d learned fast how much love his uncle didn’t have for him. It had been a tremendous change from the fuzzy recollections Tobin had of the man called uncle who’d played with him when he was little. Many days Tobin sat under this tree pretending that somewhere out there another man called uncle cared about him as his parents had.

Before going to bed last night, Tobin hadn’t been sure he would make this escape today. When he woke before dawn after a pleasant dream of the witches and wizards he both feared and admired, he’d decided to go. Any dream he had where no words stung him or blows landed felt good, and he’d wanted it to last longer. Quickly and silently Tobin had dressed in his best clothes and, with a stealth born from years of attempting to go unnoticed, slipped outside through the kitchen window. Experience had taught him not to use the door as his uncle would hear the horrendous noise the ancient hinges always made no matter how often or thoroughly Tobin oiled them. Those hinges had caused him a lot of pain over the past few years.

Once outside, the small boy was a blur as he dashed for the safety of the woods. He prayed all the while his uncle didn’t wake and look out the window before he made the tree line. When he’d made it in far enough to be sure he was out of sight of the cabin, he breathed a sigh of relief. Tobin knew he would remain safe so long as he stayed in the forest. His uncle never ventured closer than the path which led to town, while Tobin spent as much time as possible in these woods. There were hundreds of hidey holes out here, and no one would find him unless he wanted them to. In the woods he was the master rather than the whipping boy. 

First thing Tobin made for the stream running through the forest where he knew sections were as deep as he was tall. He chose one spot, stripped off his clothes and dove in. Near the bottom he found a thick stick wedged between two rocks with a worn handmade sock full of acorns tied to it. With a grin on his face nobody but the trees ever saw, Tobin surfaced with his bounty and made his way to a sun patch where he lay them out to dry. This was the other half of the boy’s love of the forest, for in here he would never go hungry, because the forest provided all he could eat. Tobin felt like he could eat a lot today as he hadn’t been out of the cabin in a week and still shouldn’t be. He’d not asked permission, nor had his uncle ordered him out of his sight. As such, it had been some time since Tobin’s belly had seen more than a few scraps of stolen bread and what drippings he rescued from his uncle’s plate and cooking pans before he washed them. One day, the boy thought, I’ll just stay out here and not go back. Yet for some inexplicable reason, at the end of every day, he returned to his uncle’s home. For now though, this small freedom was all that mattered to Tobin.

“So, what do you think,” Tobin asked the tree as he slipped on his handmade birch bark sandals. “You think these’ll pass for shoes in the library?”

The nice teenager there always let him into the Keelar library and even helped him with more than the basic math and reading. He’d even taught him to write. Except the teen got in trouble last time for letting in a dirty, barefoot peasant. With sandals now covering his usual bare feet, he could wash his hands, feet, and face in the fountain before going inside. He figured two out of the three wasn’t bad, and the tree whispered its agreement.

“After a short nap,” Tobin said before laying back in the comforting cradle of the tree’s roots. After swimming, playing, foraging, and filling his belly, his small newly eight-year-old body was tired. In moments he was off into the comforting embrace of sleep only a full belly could provide. In his slumber, he dreamed joyful visions of all the wonderful books at the Keelar library. It was always well worth the two-hour walk.

Only an hour later Tobin jolted awake. His mind fuzzy from sleep, he couldn’t place what had woken him. The hair at the back of his neck stood on end at a sound on the wind, and his shoulders slumped in understanding. His uncle was calling for him, and even at this distance Tobin could hear the depth of the man’s anger. For the first time in years, he did not respond instantly. As angry as the man sounded, Tobin knew only pain would follow, and it was exactly what the boy wanted to avoid for his birthday. Except he knew the longer he kept the man waiting the angrier he would get and the worse the punishment would be.

With a resigned sigh, Tobin slipped off his sandals and dropped his acorn sack before running at full tilt towards the cabin. Breathing hard after his run, Tobin arrived at the threshold of his uncle’s study as the man was calling for him again. He slowed his breathing and using his most polite and subservient tone, Tobin answered the call. To any outside observer there would be no trace of fear, uncertainty, or regret on his childish face or in his soft voice. Inside, he was just the opposite.

“I am here uncle, what may I do for you?”

“Where have you been, boy? I’ve called three times!” The man’s roar warned Tobin his uncle had been drinking. For without the drink the man had a much quieter cruelty. This worried Tobin, as so much volume so early in the day never boded well for him. Still, he showed no reaction, only waited to be told what he required of him.

“Fetch me another bottle boy and be quick about it,” the elder Ammagan said in a low growl. Tobin had learned that voice meant if he wasn’t careful his uncle would teach him a lesson in obeying his elders. More often than not he’d receive his ‘lesson’ no matter how quickly he complied with the command.

Faster than the eye could blink, Tobin was at the liquor cabinet just inside the door to the study. Looking in, he paled at what he saw. Only one bottle remained, and it was almost empty. Swallowing a cry of fear, he grabbed the useless bottle and brought it as commanded. With hands trembling in fear, he nearly dropped it before he could walk the distance to his uncle’s chair. Tobin shook in fear, remembering the last time he’d received a conflicting order. He’d learned early on how much disobeying either a direct or implied order would hurt. His uncle’s favorite torture was giving him an impossible command to complete. The last time his uncle ordered Tobin not to speak for the rest of the day. Only minutes later, his uncle asked a question requiring a verbal answer. He received two whippings that day. Once for not answering while deciding what to do. The second for answering the repeated question after the order not to speak. His uncle’s wrath was inescapable, and he would feel it once again for being unable to do the impossible.

Tobin took a deep breath and steadied himself before reentering the older Ammagan’s line of sight. No matter how scared he was, Tobin refused to show fear to his uncle as it only encouraged further torment. As he set the bottle on the small table, Tobin bit back a cry at the sight of a whetstone and freshly sharpened knife upon the man’s lap. Said knife had shed Tobin’s blood more than once.

And the morning had gone so well, Tobin thought to himself with dismay. To his uncle he said in a flat dead tone, sounding formal and almost soulless.

“I am sorry uncle; this is all there is in the cabinet.”

After glancing at the empty bottle, Anthony Ammagan glared at Tobin with a growl of anger in his throat and fury in his eyes. From habit Tobin held his place as his uncle jumped up, towering over him with knife in hand. Until his uncle spoke, Tobin’s mind was on the broken whetstone and spilled oil on the floor he’d be cleaning up later. With the knife added to the too common display, the boy worried the oil and blood would mix, making for a more difficult cleanup.

Those thoughts banished in an instant when Tobin saw the normally cold, expressionless eyes of his uncle blazing in an uncontrolled fury as he spoke.

“I am sick of your incompetence, boy!” he roared. “I’ll rid myself of you for good this time and damn the money I lose.”

He finished in such a cold slow tone Tobin knew it to be the truth. Tobin had always known this event would occur eventually. If he was honest with himself, in his weaker moments he looked forward to it happening. For in death he could suffer no more in this place. If he could believe the ancient tombs in the library, in death he’d reunite with his parents once again.

Time slowed as his uncle thrust the knife toward his chest. A deep fear and an odd calm vied for space in him with each beat of his heart. With the blade mere inches from his chest, Tobin felt as if a river of fire flowed through his veins. He felt more powerful than he could remember.

The next thing Tobin knew, a haze of gold distorted his vision and he heard screams of pain. He thought the sound came from his own voice until the sight of a white hot and half melted knife dropped at his feet. His uncle stood before him screaming while holding a burned hand. With a howl of rage, the elder Ammagan reached out with his good hand to strangle Tobin.

Again, Tobin didn’t move. Pure terror held him rooted to the floor as the large hand lunged toward his throat. As the hand touched the odd gold haze, a brilliant flash of bluish white light blinded them both. A crack like thunder accompanied the light, throwing everything away, including the elder Ammagan. When the light faded and the shaking of the cabin subsided, there was an eerie silence to the place. A grunt of pain from Tobin’s uncle as he slumped to the floor in a smoking bloody heap was the only thing to break the silence. The place where Tobin stood only moments ago was empty save for a blackened spot on the gray stone floor and the smoking remains of ratty clothes he’d donned that morning. The floor was shattered from wall to wall in an intricate spiderweb pattern. Everything from books to furniture was shoved away from the black spot. Of the tormented little blond boy named Tobin, there was no sign.










two

Lost and Found





Lyle Johnson was certain he had the worst job for a government worker. It wasn’t dangerous or even difficult; quite the opposite, in fact. It was the worst job because it was mind numbingly, boring work. His position was as an apprentice investigator in the Global Magical Law Enforcement branch of the Malati Central Government. Currently, his assignment was in the Magical Monitoring Department. Here the workers all kept their eyes on magical maps of the little world that was Malati. Most watched for things such as magical fights requiring law enforcement’s assistance. They also watched for unexplained magical events, dark magic practitioners, or magical experiments gone awry. Specifically, anything needing professional investigation or cleanup. His coworkers were constantly flitting about, porting themselves around the globe to occurrences of interesting magic appearing on the government sensors.

As an apprentice in the department, Lyle wouldn’t receive an assignment to any interesting monitoring stations for some time. Some day he even hoped to become a senior investigator where he could do some good. For now, he only monitored his desk-size magical map of the Keelar province area and watched only non-magical homes for signs of magic use. If seen, he would evaluate any magic detected and take appropriate action. In the past year he’d seen only rare low-powered levitation spells cast inside one of these mundane homes. Levitation was often a child’s first sign of magic detectable by the government’s magic detection sensors. A toddler using their magic to get a toy or a treat from beyond their reach being the usual cause. Unfortunately for Lyle, even the rare times such things happened didn’t require him to leave his desk. He’d only send a memo to the department of education to test the child for placement in an appropriate school. They flagged the household as a magical home and removed it from his jurisdiction. 

Just as he put his feet up on the desk, daydreaming about his upcoming vacation to the Salazar islands, an alarm sounded. Not an unusual happening in his department as various alarms went off all the time here. The young wizard fell out of his chair in surprise, however, when he realized the alarm had sounded from his own desk. Shaking off his shock, he picked himself off the floor, hoping nobody noticed his undignified decent to the ground. With growing excitement, he saw a bright orange dot appear on his map two miles outside the main town. Lyle turned to the magical log book to see what information it recorded. There he saw something he never expected at this desk. Almost frantic in his excitement, he flagged down the nearest superior. As an apprentice, he required a senior investigator to accompany him into the field, and he couldn’t wait to go.

Although Lyle was as enthusiastic as he’d ever been, the stern look from the old wizard standing by his desk reading the log made him compose himself. The nearest investigator to him was Wulfric Jorden, head of Global Magical Law Enforcement. One didn’t trifle with this man, for not only was he a powerful wizard, he was also a legend in law enforcement. Nobody had a higher arrest record, or a higher closed case ranking than he did.

The old wizard summoned his staff from his desk to his hand after reading the log, startling Lyle with the swift action. 

“We must go quickly. Such a high-level shield spell being held during a partially failed teleport will have caused a powerful magical backlash. It may have hurt or killed someone,” Wulfric stated.

He placed his hand on Lyle’s shoulder and with a soft sound of displaced air, both men vanished. Moments later, the pair appeared at the coordinates listed on the map. Here they found a small cottage on the edge of a forest. All was still and quiet except for Lyle’s pounding heart. He was as excited as he’d ever been to go on his first investigation, but Wulfric was more experienced and cautious. After serving one-hundred-fifty years in law enforcement, his well-honed instincts were telling him something was wrong here. This was an evil place to be certain, and his instincts were calling for an extra degree of mindfulness. Such instincts had served him well over his lifetime. Wulfric had long believed that listening to them was the reason he was still alive and whole after so many years on the job.

“Wait,” Wulfric said calmly.

Lyle froze mid-step and watched in fascination as the elder wizard placed his staff in the short grass and closed his eyes in concentration. When his boss cast his spell, the orb atop the staff gave a soft glow. Staff magic was both difficult and powerful. Lyle longed for the far-off day when he too became old enough and wise enough to wield such a powerful tool. Such a day was at least forty or fifty years off for the twenty-two-year-old investigator. He felt the wait would be worth the benefits. Far too many never bothered to learn such useful magic, in his opinion.

At this thought a chill shot through Lyle, and it had nothing to do with his thoughts or any magic he knew. It was a feeling of dread and absolute wrongness he could not place, and when Wulfric spoke it was gone in an instant. His spell had found a single, likely unconscious, non-magical being inside the dwelling. There was also an unspecified magical being in the area, yet for some reason it could not be pinpointed. A cautious check of the home revealed a man’s broken body inside a study in ruins, and Lyle rushed to give him aid. Although alive for the moment, he’d need a hospital quickly if he was to survive.

Lyle had not yet mastered the advanced art of teleporting someone else while staying put oneself. Nor was he powerful enough to port and take someone with him, so he used his emergency port stone instead. A quick charge of magic to the walnut sized stone before dropping it in the wounded man’s lap and it transported him to the hospital near their office. No doubt there were already healers working to stabilize him.

While Lyle gave aid to the unknown injured man, Wulfric examined the site. At first glance it appeared to be nothing more than a standard magical accident, yet something was troubling the old wizard about the scene. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on yet. This appeared to be little more than a wizard attacked by the obviously inebriated mundane after porting into the house. Probably to the wrong destination as was common when someone tried to teleport while tired or under the influence. The wizard must have put up a high-level shield, then attempted to port away without dropping it first. Such things happened and the investigation would normally end there aside from interviewing the injured party. As it was impossible to trace a teleport spell’s destination, finding the wizard was unlikely without a great deal of effort. Such effort would be a waste of limited resources if this was all that had occurred. Still, the evil feeling of this place told him to look closer, and the clear epicenter of the magical explosion came under great scrutiny.

Once Lyle ported the injured man to the hospital, he turned toward the elder wizard to find out what they should do next. He didn’t want to screw up anything his first time out in the field. However, the extreme anger on Wulfric’s face as he held in his hands what appeared to be a burned and torn rag, that may have been a child’s shirt stopped him short. The unexpected anger confused Lyle. Why would an old rag anger the man so much? Before he could ask him about it, his boss asked him a question.

“Mr. Johnson, what is your impression of what happened here?”

Lyle didn’t hesitate in replying with what Wulfric’s own first impression had been of the room. He figured his boss wanted to make sure one of his apprentices correctly read the incident scene, after which his superior asked him yet another question. This one wasn’t as easy to answer.

“And how, Mr. Johnson, would you explain this bundle of worn and bloodstained children’s clothing being in the exact center of such a large magical backlash that has pushed everything else in the room away from the location?” 

Wulfric asked this of his young colleague, hoping he had a less gruesome explanation than the one he’d surmised. Lyle put some thought into what he’d learned only a few years ago about teleportation spells to arrive at the same conclusion as Wulfric. If a wizard was holding the old shirt and pants, they were most likely to have gone with him. The chances of them being in the exact center of the damaged area of the explosion was almost zero if they hadn’t. If the rags were already there, the magical backlash would have strewn them about the room like everything else. From what he knew of the transportation spell, the only way those rags could be exactly in the middle was if the wizard had been wearing them. Not bringing your clothing with you was the most common accident for a young wizard to experience when they first learned the teleport spell. Lyle experienced it a few times himself when he’d first learned the method of travel at school. Yet these rags looked to be from a small child, not an adult or teenaged wizard, as one would expect if such were the case.

The dawning horror on the younger wizard’s face was all Wulfric needed. There was no other plausible explanation. Someone attacked a child here, and their magic acted to protect them to the best of its ability.

“Based on the clothing, we are looking for a very young boy, six or seven years old at most. We must find him fast. A child so young will be in grave danger from using this much magic in one go.” If cast without a foci, a magical shield capable of doing such damage to a knife would tire most adult wizards in seconds. Wulfric considered this while looking at the melted, glowing knife on the floor. 

“Teleporting while holding the shield up could very well kill him from magical shock if we don’t find him quickly. From the looks of the clothing, the child’s care was neglected to begin with. He may have even less time than usual.”

“How will we find him?” Lyle asked, agitated. “There’s no way to trace where he ported to?” He hadn’t expected anything like this his first time out.

“No doubt the child is the magical being I detected earlier. He wouldn’t have had the strength to go very far. Frightened children go somewhere they feel safe. His magic would have taken him someplace nearby, somewhere the boy would not have felt threatened,” he finished as he turned to walk outside the home. “This house is empty and I dare say it wasn’t a safe place if someone attempted to murder him here. We will look for signs of the boy outside. If we do not find any clues to his location soon, I will return to the office and bring back as many people as I can to help search.”

Outside, Wulfric again placed his staff into the soft ground and concentrated.

“A magical being, a wizard and likely the child, is nearby. His condition is too weak for me to get an accurate location. All I can tell is that he is in the forest, fairly near the edge,” Wulfric said to his apprentice. He could usually tell so much more, even from a child.

In the end, extra people weren’t necessary for the search. After a brief time looking in the dim light of approaching night, Lyle spotted a pale form beneath a massive tree at the edge of the nearby forest. He used his wand to launch a flare spell high into the air to let Wulfric know he’d found the boy. When he came closer to the tree, he saw a small, blond-haired boy lying among the thick roots, naked as the day he was born. The child was curled up into a protective ball, shivering in the cool evening air. When Lyle knelt next to him, his skin, nearly glowing in the moonlight, revealed what looked like hundreds of thin scars across his back and legs. The boy was so small and gaunt from obvious malnutrition Lyle hesitated to touch him for fear he might break something. 

Lyle cursed when he realized he’d used his only emergency port stone to transport the bastard who had done such things to this child. He cursed under his breath once again for being such a weak wizard. He needed to bring this poor child to the hospital, but he couldn’t teleport another being along with himself. All he could do was wait for his superior to come and get them.

Running faster than his old body had in many years, Wulfric raced in the direction the magical flare had originated. When he arrived, he’d thought the child had not survived as he found the young apprentice with tears rolling down his face and a small body in his arms. He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding when a slight groan came from the boy. The apprentice urgently handed the boy to Wulfric to take to the hospital.

“Johnson, return to the house and pack up anything belonging to the boy. Use the erus invenio spell to be sure you have everything belonging to him. He won’t be coming back here. I will meet you at the office to pick up his things once I have dealt with everything at the hospital.” A moment later the old wizard and the boy disappeared in a rush of displaced air.

The way his boss had said everything had sent an icy shiver down Lyle’s spine. Something told him if the man who had so mistreated this boy was the man they sent to the hospital, there was little chance he would leave there alive. If he did, it was doubtful he’d survive long in a wizard prison.

Lost in his own thoughts, Lyle walked back to the house to pack the boy’s likely nonexistent possessions. To the magical world, a child was supposed to be sacred. Something to cherish and celebrate. When a child, particularly a magical one, came into the world, it was a time to rejoice. How could anyone harm a child in this way? Lyle was sure he would never understand it.

As expected, it did not take long to pack the boy’s possessions. There were few items to go into the trunk he’d transmuted from an empty liquor bottle. The erus invenio spell he cast caused a slight glow to surround any object owned by the specified wizard, and the few objects belonging to any wizard at all were mostly some disgusting pieces of children’s clothing. Even these were way too small for the boy, despite his slight size. Only an old sword hanging above the fireplace in the study was of actual worth. This too gave a glow of ownership, so Lyle moved it into the trunk with magic as it gave him a nasty shock when he’d tried to touch it. Most likely it was a family heirloom with a mild anti-theft enchantment on it. With the boy’s clothing and sword taking up only a fraction of the trunk, Lyle searched the house again for anything of value the boy might want, or find useful. If he was right in his thinking, the owner of this house would never return here again.

On the second search, Lyle added to the trunk several small bags of gold and silver coins and a large silver key he’d found inside the bedroom safe. The key appeared to be the type once used to open the old family magical bank vaults, and it also glowed under the ownership spell. As these silver keys had not been in use for several hundred years, Lyle doubted it led to anything anymore. Still, if nothing else, it belonged to the boy, and the silver alone was worth something if melted down, so he added it to the trunk with the rest. Inside the safe were also some documents appearing to be family birth certificates. Lyle added these to the trunk as well after skimming through them and finding what appeared to be the boy’s own birth certificate. From the information on the certificate, the boy’s name was Tobin Ammagan and today was his eighth birthday.

“Happy birthday Tobin,” Lyle muttered. With one last look around, he shrunk the trunk and put it into his pocket, then exited the house and magically locked it behind him. After porting himself back to his desk, Lyle began his paperwork while he waited for his boss to return for the boy’s things. As he finished his first official field report late that night, Lyle was even more certain he had the absolute worst job on Malati. He decided it best to use his upcoming vacation to think about his future and where he wanted to be. Only one thing was certain, it would not be as an investigator for the Magical Law Enforcement Department.










three

Truth be Told





When Tobin woke, he suspected something was wrong. Not only was his body cold and his mind reluctant to wake, the sounds and smells around him were unfamiliar. He kept his eyes closed and his breath steady, concentrating on what he could hear, smell, and feel without letting on that he was awake should anyone be around. His body felt as if he’d spent a night outdoors in winter after a whipping, yet he felt enclosed, and the smell was of a place freshly scrubbed. He was also lying on something far too soft to be his usual spot on the stone floor of his bedroom, or the grass or forest floor outside. It felt like his uncle’s bed, which he’d once lay upon for a few minutes when the man had gone for “business” for several days. What business his uncle had, Tobin didn’t know. The thought of being caught laying in his uncle’s bed sent a jolt of fear through Tobin, causing his sluggish mind to clear. Needing to be sure, he cracked his eyes open and looked out through blond lashes. He was lying in a bed covered in thick blankets, except this was not a bed he knew. Neither was the room, which a slow scan showed to be empty save for him. Feeling safe enough for the moment, he opened his eyes to find himself in a smallish room holding two beds, two bedside tables and a door. As he wondered how he’d gotten to be in such a strange place, the room’s lone door opened to admit two wizards. The first was a portly man somewhere in his thirties, wearing all white wizard’s robes. The second was an ancient-looking man wearing robes of dark gray. As they turned to look at Tobin, the younger one’s face turned to worry while the ancient wizard gave a kind smile. Tobin kept his fear in check as best he could, only letting a questioning look cross his face.

“Ah, excellent! You’re awake at last, I see,” the old wizard said as he walked to the foot of the bed.

Tobin could do little else save nod his head in confusion. What would wizards want with him? He didn’t think he’d ever even seen a wizard in person before now. He’d only read about them in books because Keelar was almost all non-magical humans. Not even an elf lived there as far as he knew.

“You gave us all quite a scare, young man,” the younger wizard whispered.

Swallowing his fear, Tobin asked the younger and much less intimidating wizard. “Where am I? Who are you guys?” And in a near whisper, “Am I in trouble with the wizards somehow?”

“I’m sorry, how rude of me,” the younger man began. “My name is healer Jace, and this is Mr. Wulfric Jorden. He is the lead investigator for the Magical Law Enforcement Department, and you are in a bed in the Lord Morros Children’s Hospital.”

 “And no, you are not in trouble, Mr. Ammagan.”

Mr. Jorden added this at the momentary look of panic on Tobin’s face when the healer mentioned who he worked for. Tobin was even more confused now, and the extreme tiredness wasn’t helping any at the moment. It was making it difficult to think, much less keep the adults from seeing his fear of them. Such things made him look weak, and he despised looking weak. Forcing his mind to cooperate as best as he could, Tobin came up with more questions than answers. If he wasn’t in trouble for something, then why was a wizard investigator here? And what put him in a magical hospital in the first place? Did he get attacked by a wizard or a magical creature or something?

“I know you must have a lot of questions and I will do my best to answer them for you. But first we should let healer Jace check you over again now that you are awake.”

“Just relax young man, this will only take a moment and won’t hurt a bit,” the young healer said in a calm soothing voice. Once again Tobin could only nod his head in agreement while wondering if the man’s voice had cast a spell on him.

Tobin watched as healer Jace pulled out a wand made of a dark wood from an inside pocket of his robes. He waved it above Tobin while muttering in a language he didn’t understand. As he did so various colored numbers and symbols, that again Tobin did not understand, appeared in the air in front of the healer. A few moments later, he stopped and put his wand away. Finished with his examination, he began writing some notes on the clipboard beside the bed.

“The biggest concerns are malnutrition and magical exhaustion. I’m afraid you’ll be spending several more days in our care young man,” the young healer said. 

Turning to the old investigator he whispered something in his ear, eliciting a nod from Mr. Jorden. Then without another word, the healer left.

Magical exhaustion, was that why he felt so tired and weak? Did some wizard cast some kind of sleeping spell on him? Tobin was more confused than ever. However, they promised him answers if he waited, and in the ancient books he’d read, wizards were inherently honest.

With the healer gone, it was just Mr. Jorden in the room with him now. Although they had told him he wasn’t in trouble, Tobin was a little afraid of the man in front of him. The old wizard radiated power and authority, and Tobin was trying to get the measure of him before he said anything of consequence. Wulfric felt the boy’s cold yet hopeful look and the magic behind the look. No doubt the boy didn’t even know he was using any magic. Wulfric decided not to block the weak spell. Instead, he let the kid look with both his magic and his eyes to decide if he would trust him. Apparently, whatever this kid saw when he looked at him was good enough because he relaxed ever so slightly.

“Mr. Ammagan, I am here to conduct an official interview concerning the events of July 7, 3015. Your eighth birthday, if my information is correct.” The investigator pulled out a pen and a scroll of paper from his pocket. Both began floating in the air and the pen appeared to write everything the wizard said. “Can you tell me what you remember of the events of your birthday?”

Tobin couldn’t remember anything remarkable happening this morning. As far as he could remember, he’d fallen asleep in the forest behind his house under a tree just a few hours ago. Then, quick as a flash of lightning, the events of the day all came flooding back to him. With his voice laced with worry, fear, and confusion, Tobin told the investigator everything he could remember of the day. He knew he’d pay for revealing his escape, he just wasn’t sure when or what form the punishment would take.

He finished by asking the old wizard, “What happened at the end though? Do you know what the golden light was just before I fell asleep? Did a wizard save me?” He’d almost said ‘passed out,’ which was closer to the truth.

“That light, Mr. Ammagan, was a very high-level shield spell you cast before teleporting yourself away from the dangers of the room you were in.”

“Shield spell? Teleported? I don’t understand. I can’t do those kinds of things. Only wizards and witches can,” Tobin stated matter-of-factly. He was wondering if the old man had perhaps escaped from the mental ward of the hospital.

With a small smile, Mr. Jorden told Tobin he was correct. Only witches and wizards and a few of the other magical races could cast such magic. 

“It would seem, Mr. Ammagan, that you are in fact a wizard. So yes, a wizard saved you.”

“Sir, you must be mistaken, I can’t be a wizard. I’m sure I read in a book in the library that a child’s first sign of magic always shows up between the ages of three and five and I’m eight now!”

Tobin had first read about the magical beings who lived alongside the non-magicals in the library last year. He’d stopped reading about them as much when he came to that piece of knowledge. Before he’d read it, he’d dreamed of growing up to become one of the powerful wizards someday. After reading the passage it had crushed his dream knowing he would have shown signs of magic already and be attending a wizard’s school. Now this man was dangling his once grand dream in front of him. Tobin wanted to believe the wizard, but he wasn’t sure if he should. What if this man was just toying with him like his uncle was so fond of doing? Telling him he could have a big dinner if he behaved then tossing him a scrap of stale moldy bread come dinner time. It was his experience you couldn’t trust adults to tell the truth. Yet he got no unpleasant feelings when he looked at this man. He could trust this man who was a wizard.

“Yes, the book you read is correct. Most magical children will have shown a first sign of magic by that age range. The government magical detection sensor net spots their first magic and they send someone to test and enroll the child in a magical school.”

“But that didn’t happen for me, so how can you say I’m magical?” Tobin whispered. It was as if he was trying to convince himself of the fact his dream was impossible.

At this, the old wizard let out a slight sigh and explained. “Sometimes a child’s first magic isn’t detectable by the sensor net. It will, however, be noticeable by a parent. It could be something you may not have noticed you’d done. Changing the color of your hair for a few minutes, or silencing your footsteps when you were trying to sneak past someone unnoticed, are two common examples.” Or that interesting little piece of mind magic you just used on me without knowing it, Wulfric thought.

Could it be true? Could I have been using magic for years and somehow not known I had done it? Tobin’s thoughts were racing as he tried to come up with evidence of his using magic, but he drew a total blank. Could his uncle have known he was magical? Tobin wouldn’t put it past the man to have known for years and have hidden it from him.

It was then he remembered his uncle screaming in pain and flying across the room as he teleported, as the man called it. He still didn’t believe he’d done such a thing. He left it be for the moment and took Mr. Jorden at his word for now. If he was magical, and he’d hurt his uncle with magic, he knew he should be in serious trouble. Everyone knew using magic against a non-magical person was illegal.

“Umm…. Mr. Jorden, where’s my uncle?” Tobin asked, hoping if he really had magic, he hadn’t killed his uncle with it. Not that Tobin thought he’d care if the man died since he hated his uncle. He remembered reading how a magical killing a non-magical with magic meant an automatic death sentence, and it worried him. Tobin didn’t want to die. Not when he was being given the possibility of learning magic someday. If he survived the punishment his uncle would dish out for hurting him, it might be worth it if it meant he could learn magic.

“Any life-threatening injuries your uncle sustained were treated. He is in a holding cell awaiting questioning and his trial.” 

Wulfric didn’t mention he’d ordered them not to repair the man’s burned and mangled hands, nor was he to receive a pain potion.

“His trial, what trial?” Tobin said with confusion. “Don’t you mean my trial? I’m the one who used magic against him.”

“No, my boy, his trial.”

“But I….” Tobin started only to have the old wizard cut him off.

“They cleared you of any charges for using magic against a mundane, since it was both unintentional and in self-defense. You didn’t even know you did, or could do, magic until now,” Mr. Jorden said in a conspiratorial tone with a slight smile on his aged face. “However, your uncle has several charges pending against him ranging from attempted murder of a magical child under his care, to neglect of a minor child under his care. I’m confident of his conviction and he’ll spend the rest of his life in a magical prison.”

This struck Tobin speechless. His uncle was going to a magical prison for the rest of his life. That would mean Tobin would no longer be living with him. But where would he go now? He doubted they would let him live in the house alone. Tobin voiced his concerns on the subject to Mr. Jorden. With his entire world having just taken a sharp turn without warning, he felt off balance and in need of information.

“An excellent question, and one I’ll cover in a moment. First, I need to ask if you would submit a memory of your uncle attacking you to the court. If you do so, you will not need to attend the trial. Attending the trial as a witness would require you to take a truth telling potion and answer questions in depth about what happened that day. There may be other questions that either side may have. This would include your uncle having the right to question you, unfortunately. With this you need never see him again.”

“I think I’d rather go with the memory thing, sir. What do I need to do?”

“Perfectly understandable lad,” he said, pulling a small clear sphere with many odd-looking symbols etched into it from one of his pockets. “We call this a memory orb. Once I activate it, you will need to hold it in your right hand, close your eyes, and concentrate on the memory or memories you wish to deposit into the orb. The magic in the orb will help to guide your mind so it will get complete memories of an event. With this, the court can view anything you put in here from your perspective. At a minimum, we need the memory of him attacking you with the knife, but anything extra you can put in would be helpful to make certain he gets what he deserves. If you are up to it, you can put in any time he hit you or injured you. The more you can put in here, the better chance he has of never being let out of prison and never hurting anyone ever again.”

Tobin nodded his understanding and took the orb after Mr. Jorden activated it with a tap of a finger to an etched symbol. As soon as Tobin touched it, the symbols glowed. Wulfric watched as the boy struggled with the orb in his hand, eyes shut tight in concentration as he tried to get the orb to work for him. Normally it was an easy object to use. Except the high-level spells the child used the previous day, and the massive release of wild magic causing the magical backlash, drained the poor boy’s magic. Between his dangerously low magic levels combined with being an untrained wizard, Wulfric couldn’t be sure it would work. However, after a minute of intense concentration showing on the boy’s face, memories flowed into the orb.

The orb glowed brighter and brighter as he poured more and more memories into it. After a while Wulfric wondered just how many memories were being deposited. It was a lot more than he was expecting because it looked like the orb was nearing its capacity. No easy feat as a memory orb this size could hold several thousand hours of memories. Soon the boy was breathing hard and had tears streaming down his face. As Wulfric was about to stop the boy from going any further, the child went slack. After a brief moment, he opened his teary eyes and handed over the brightly glowing orb.

“I tried to put in as much as I could like you said, but it stopped working before I got half of it in there,” Tobin said in a shaky voice. His exhaustion was even more evident now.

“I’m sure it will be more than enough. You did a splendid job with the orb. Rarely have I seen someone able to fill one so quickly; especially someone suffering from magical exhaustion as you are.”

Wulfric felt dismay at the amount of misery this boy experienced in his brief life if half of the abuse the boy suffered filled a memory orb. He also knew there would be more, since most abused children didn’t realize how much of what they lived through was abuse. To them, it was just normal life.

“Now I want you to rest for a moment while I send in a nurse with some food for you. We can discuss where you will go from here after lunch.” 

With that, the old wizard pocketed the glowing orb and his floating pen and scroll of parchment and walked out the door, leaving Tobin alone to gather his thoughts.

It was a testament to how jumbled his thoughts were that it took Tobin a minute to realize Mr. Jorden had just promised him food. He immediately dismissed this, as always. When he had the food in his mouth, he would believe it and not a second before. Tobin was far more occupied with thoughts of magic whirling through his head. After having used the memory orb thing Mr. Jorden gave him, he was certain he was a wizard himself. He’d felt the magic while using it. At first Tobin assumed the power came from the orb itself. Except once he started using the device, its magic showed itself to be obviously separate as it felt much different. His own magic seemed weak to him, but he’d felt it just as he did when his uncle tried to stab him and now Tobin would forever know it as his own. He was a wizard. 

Almost like more magic, a nurse in all white robes walked into the room and placed a large tray of food right in his lap. On it was a very large sandwich filled with several meats and cheeses. Next to it sat a huge bowl of thick stew with chunks of meat and lots of different vegetables. There was even a tall glass of cold milk on the tray just waiting for him. He hadn’t had milk since before he’d lived with his uncle, and he missed the wonderful drink. Just seeing it brought back some of the few memories he had of his parents.

“This can’t all be for me,” the surprised young wizard said to the nurse in amazement.

“Well, there is one condition attached to getting all of this,” the nurse said with a twinkle of amusement in her eye. Tobin’s face fell. He knew it was too good to be true. It always was anytime someone promised food. 

“Hey, it’s not so bad little guy,” the nurse said with a slight chuckle. “All you have to do is take this potion first. It tastes horrible, but it will allow you to eat everything without getting sick. It will also help your body absorb as many nutrients as possible from the food,” she said as she held out a small glass tube filled with a murky brown liquid.

“All I have to do is drink that gunk and I get to eat the food?” Tobin asked with distrust.

The nurse nodded and Tobin took the offered tube. After sniffing the foul looking liquid, it was obvious doing so was a terrible idea. The stuff smelled worse than it looked. He briefly considered if the food was worth drinking something so foul smelling. The problem was, he didn’t know when food would show up again in this place. There was no forest here for him to find food in like there was at home. With a sigh of resignation which amused the nurse, he downed the entire thing as quickly as he could. It was by far the most awful taste Tobin had ever encountered in his life. So much so that his stomach rebelled against it and the gunk almost came back up. He was sure if he threw it up he wouldn’t get to eat the food and tried his best to hold it in. After a minute of struggling to hold the sludge down, his stomach settled and the awful taste disappeared from his mouth. Only then did he look up at the ever-smiling nurse in expectation.

“You did an outstanding job with that kiddo. I know it tasted nasty and feels awful when it hits your stomach, but you needed it to help you get better. If your stomach has settled you can eat up,” she said kindly before taking the now empty tube from his hand.

Giving Tobin’s foot a squeeze, she turned to leave while Tobin started on what was the largest meal he could ever remember having. All the while he thought this magical hospital had to be one of the greatest places on the planet. It had comfortable beds they allowed him to sleep in and a nice nurse that gave him tons of food, even if he had to drink something nasty before he could eat it. If he was back home, he would be lucky if he ate again before the next time he could sneak into the forest to scavenge. Even then, it wouldn’t have amounted to this much.

In record time the small boy consumed every drop of milk, every crumb of bread from the sandwich, and every drop of stew. Tobin even licked the stew bowl clean as he would never waste a single drop of this unexpected feast. When he finished, he lay in the soft bed with the empty food tray on the table beside him, feeling fuller than he’d ever felt. He was also feeling off in a way he couldn’t describe besides the stuffed feeling and the tiredness that he’d woken with. It was almost as if despite the overfull feeling he was missing something inside.

Just as he was contemplating this odd feeling further, Mr. Jorden came back into the room and Tobin forced it from his thoughts. This time Mr. Jorden carried several papers and was trying to find a place to set them all down. He finally put the papers down on the empty bed next to Tobin’s and took a seat there himself.

“I hope you don’t mind if I sit down,” he said. “It has been quite a long day and I am not as young as I used to be. I will try to make this as quick as I can though; as I know you are exhausted.”

Tobin nodded his agreement. He was tired, and he couldn’t fault the man for wanting to take a seat. He was ancient to his young eyes and looked exhausted.

“Now I believe we have yet to discuss what will happen to you from this point on.”

Tobin nodded for him to continue while trying not to fall asleep.

“The first thing you should know is that no matter what happens with your uncle’s trial, you will not be returning to his care.”

“Where will I go?” Tobin whispered.

“Since you have shown your first signs of magic, and as far as we can find you have no other living relatives either magical or mundane, you will go to one of the magical boarding schools. You will become a ward of the school until you come of age.”

Wulfric knew that under most circumstances the boy would go to the nearest orphanage. His position, however, gave him a lot of pull and he had a few friends working at several of the schools. He couldn’t send this boy to one of those loveless orphanages after what he’d been through. So, like he’d done several times before, he’d called in a favor or two.

Getting to live at a school could definitely be fun, Tobin thought. At least there would be other kids he could get to know. Even books, he thought with wonder.

“There are four magical boarding schools with an opening available and will take children your age for the next term. Once they release you from the hospital, you will go to the school you choose. There you will spend the time until the new term learning some basics most of your peers have covered over the last few years.”

It shocked Tobin that he could choose which school he would go to. He’d never had a choice about anything in his life and wondered how to decide which one to pick. Suddenly he realized the last part the old wizard had mentioned was as important as his getting to choose.

“I’ll be way behind everyone when I start,” Tobin stated in dismay.

“You will be behind the others, but it won’t be as bad as you might think. Full-time schooling for magical subjects doesn’t begin until your age. Until now your peers have been studying their reading skills and non-magical math, just as I believe you have. The only difference is they will have had two classes a week covering basic magical history and basic magical theory. They will also have had a one-hour long class per week on beginning potions theory.”

That made Tobin feel a little better at least. “How do I decide which school I should choose and how long do I have to think about it?” Tobin asked

“I have some pamphlets here from each of the four schools. They include the course studies available and some photographs of the school grounds and such. You should be able to choose one you like from the information in them. They are quite informative,” the old wizard assured. “As to your second question, you have until they release you from the hospital to decide. According to the healers, that will be about four days from now.” With that, Mr. Jorden handed him the four thick pamphlets on the schools. Four days. He had four days to decide where he would live until he turned seventeen, he thought as he glanced at the covers of each pamphlet. There was the Tieleit School of Specialized Magics, which from the front cover was a rather small school on what looked like a tropical island. Siria Norn d’Andrach Wizards School showed a snow-covered mountain on the cover. Finglestan’s Preparatory had no picture on the cover of the little booklet. The last one was the Steelblade Academy of Magic, which was by far the coolest looking. It had a picture of two boys who looked to be in their late teens, squaring off in a sword fight. Each had a sword in one hand and a magic wand in the other. In the background was a decent size ancient-looking stone building with a forest behind it. Tobin knew he would have to read through each booklet carefully before deciding as the place he chose would be his new home.

“Once you have made your decision, you will need to place your hand on the front cover of the booklet and say the following — I Tobin Ammagan do hereby accept the invitation to this fine institution of magical learning.”

“In case you forget the exact wording it’s written on the back of each pamphlet. Once you have done so, we will send a message to the school and someone from that school will arrive to pick you up once they have discharged you from here. Do you understand everything so far, Mr. Ammagan?”

“Yes sir, I understand everything so far,” Tobin said. He had a million questions about the magical world and about the schools themselves, but he knew it would cover many of those inside the booklets. Besides, he was getting too tired to ask them anyway. Right now he was fighting to stay awake, much less ask questions about the magical world.

“The school you choose will be responsible for you until the age of seventeen. They will be in charge of feeding you, clothing you, and educating you until that time. Now before I leave you to sleep, I have one last thing to give to you.”

With that, the old wizard pulled out a miniature trunk from one of his pockets and set it at the foot of the bed. From another pocket he pulled out a wand and pointed it at the trunk while muttering something Tobin couldn’t make out. This caused the tiny trunk to grow until it was as big as the size of a rather large luggage trunk.

“Inside this trunk is everything from your uncle’s house my apprentice could locate that belongs to you. We have tested everything inside with a special spell to verify that it is in fact yours, no matter what anyone may have told you about an object in the past.”

That last part surprised Tobin. There must be lots of stuff in there he didn’t know belonged to him because last he knew, all he owned was a few pieces of clothing.

“Thank you, Mr. Jorden, for everything.”

“You’re welcome, lad. Now get some rest and do what the healers and nurses tell you so you can get your strength back for when school starts.” With those parting words, Mr. Jorden left the room and Tobin succumbed to the exhaustion he’d been fighting since he’d first woken.

The next time he woke his head was throbbing, his muscles were stiff and sore, and he was freezing. When Tobin opened his eyes, he saw the same hospital room he’d fallen asleep in. It hadn’t been a dream. He was a wizard, Tobin thought with satisfaction before a childlike voice from the other bed in the room startled him. 

“I didn’t think you’d ever wake up,” a boy who looked to be about Tobin’s age said in a very cheerful voice. Right away, the boy hopped out of his bed and walked over to Tobin’s bedside. When he got closer Tobin could see the other boy had short dirty blond hair, blue eyes, and bandages on his arms and neck. Like Tobin, he was wearing just the thin robe length shirt he guessed all patients wore.

“You musta been real tired; you were asleep all day. My name is Colin,” the boy said cheerfully while holding out his hand. Tobin clasped his arm at the wrist in the traditional greeting while being careful of the bandages. As soon as his hand made contact, a burst of warmth ran up his arm.

“I’m Tobin.” The moment they broke the clasp of greeting, the feeling halted and Tobin shivered and burrowed deeper into the thick blankets.

“So, whatcha here for Tobin? I don’t see any bandages,” Colin said while holding up his own arms bandaged from elbow to shoulder. “Me, I was makin’ an invisibility potion,” Colin said proudly. “Woulda worked too, but I sneezed adding the powdered snapdragon and the entire thing blew up.” He pouted a bit at that.

“Umm… magical exhaustion and something else,” Tobin said weakly. He explained about being attacked and performing his first magic yesterday on his eighth birthday to protect himself. Tobin left out the part about his uncle attacking him in his own home.

“Ugh, magical exhaustion is horrible. I had it once when I did my first magic too. It was big magic I guess, and I was only four,” Colin said in sympathy. He would say nothing about Tobin’s first magic taking so long to happen. Many assumed showing your magic late was a sign of a weak wizard.

“I know what helps you feel a lot better though. My big brother did this for me and it helped a bunch,” Colin said before sliding himself under the covers with Tobin. He then put his bandaged arm around his shoulders in a one-armed hug. The moment Colin’s arm made contact, Tobin’s head cleared and the same burst of warmth as before spread through his entire body. He was still tired and sore, but he felt loads better. Before now he never knew being touched by someone else could feel good. Relishing the feeling he scooted closer to Colin and wrapped his own arm around the other boy.

“Thanks, that feels a lot better,” Tobin told him. Now that he was feeling better, his natural curiosity came back to him and he asked Colin what his first magic had been.

“I made some flower grow. I guess it’s some old family magic that was dormant in my family for a long time,” Colin said with a shrug. “What about you?” he asked.

When Tobin told him he’d put up a shield and teleported, Colin nearly felt his young heart stop. That was huge magic for a kid, especially for one so puny he could pass for a six-year-old. Even his dad couldn’t teleport, and he knew all kinds of magic that he used every day back home on the farm. 

Before Colin could comment about how weak he was to be in the hospital after minor magic, Tobin grabbed his magical school brochures and asked Colin if he knew anything about them.

“Sure, my big brother goes to Steelblade and I’ll be starting there next term. My dad went there too, and he says it’s the best school there is. I know it’s gotta be way better than the little town school I go to now,” Colin said enthusiastically. For hours the two sat there talking about the magical world before a nurse came in with a pair of dinner trays floating behind her.

“Mr. Clay, scoot on back to your own bed now. It’s dinner time,” the smiling nurse said with a chuckle. “I’m glad you two are getting along and I’m sorry to interrupt, but you, Mr. Ammagan, need to eat.”

This surprised Tobin as he’d just eaten enough to last him a week before he fell asleep. When he said as much the nurse shed a few tears at the neglect a child would have suffered to say such a thing and believe it. Having seen his charts, she knew the boy wasn’t exaggerating.

After drinking the disgusting potion again, she gave Tobin a massive tray filled with chunks of thick juicy meat with lots of chopped vegetables, a glass of chocolate milk, and a bowl of chocolate pudding on the side. There was more than the last tray and he was sure he couldn’t eat it all, but he would try his best. He would never turn down food; it was too rare of a thing. Much to his astonishment, he not only finished everything on his tray, he also ate all the untouched vegetables Colin offered.

With their dinners eaten, Tobin was glad when Colin resumed his spot sitting on the bed with his bandaged arm around his shoulders. His new friend seemed to radiate warmth and energy, and as long as the two were touching, he felt better. The pair spent several hours going through the thick booklets on the different schools Tobin could go to before they drifted off to sleep. In the end the boys ended up cuddled together under the covers with the booklets still strewn around them on the bed.

Late in the night Tobin awoke feeling warm and comfortable with his new friend Colin still asleep beside him. After sitting and thinking for a while about all he’d learned in the last couple of days, he picked up the booklets for the magic schools. All of them looked like friendly places and all would take him in. But one had two things the others did not, drawing him to it over the rest. The Steelblade Academy of Magic had a forest less than a mile from the school grounds, if he was reading the map right. It also had classes on how to use a sword in a magical duel and in a mundane duel. He’d always wanted to use a sword and often pretended he had the one in his uncle’s study when he was in the forest. It had been fun to duel the trees or pretend he was an old-fashioned soldier charging into battle with just his sword and shield. He could replace his shield of tree bark and sword made from a stick with the actual thing at this school. He glanced over at Colin when he shifted in his sleep. Okay, it had three things the others didn’t; Colin would be there too. Tobin had to admit he thought his new friend a little odd, but it wasn’t as if he were normal either.

With his mind made up, he picked up the Steelblade booklet and pressed his small hand to the picture on the cover. Carefully, he whispered the magic words. “I Tobin Ammagan do hereby accept the invitation to this fine institution of magical learning.”

The moment he finished the last word, the booklet gave a comforting glow. A half breath later he saw the two figures from the front picture poking their heads around his hand.

“Hey, thanks for picking us,” one figure said in a tiny voice. “You won’t regret it,” the other added.

Tobin pulled his hand back in surprise, only to find the two had already resumed their places as if in mid-duel. He was now even more certain he’d made the right choice.










four

A Forest Adventure





It had been eight years since that day in the hospital and as the pamphlet promised, Tobin didn’t regret his choice. Shaking off the old memory, he picked up his pace. He didn’t want to be late for his appointment.

“Hey Tobin, wait for me, will ya!” his best friend Colin called down the hallway. Although he was in a hurry, Tobin slowed his steps so his friend could catch up. 

“Where are you off to in such a hurry?” Colin panted as he tried to catch his breath. The tall, muscular farm boy was winded from the dueling class they had just finished. Much to his irritation, Tobin hadn’t even broken a sweat. He never did during a duel. With that sword of his in his hand, his small size allowed him to move fast and end things quickly.

“I got a letter from the Central Bank. They need to see me at the Alcestis Branch about some paperwork for my uncle’s estate,” Tobin said with no emotion. He always locked down when his uncle came up. Although the pair had been the best of friends for eight years, Colin knew very little about Tobin’s life before they’d met. All he knew was it had been bad and the uncle who took him in when his parents died put him in the hospital the day they met. Colin knew it was best to change the subject.

“You still coming to the festival next week?” Every year the small farming community where Colin’s family lived held a big party they called “The Festival.” For eight years he’d been trying to get Tobin to come. For eight years Tobin had resisted until yesterday.

“Hey, I promised you I’d be there, didn’t I? You know I don’t make promises lightly. Besides, you’ve convinced me it’ll be fun,” Tobin said with a cheeky grin.

“You liar! You just want to see me make a fool of myself at the fire dance.” 

“Like I said, it’ll be fun,” he said with a wink, earning him a good-natured shove. Despite his joking, Tobin knew what being a new addition at the fire dance meant to his friend. It was a rite of passage in the small farming community. The two continued to joke around until reaching the school’s transportation room. At the door all horseplay stopped as an accident in this room could prove fatal. The rumor mill alleged that touching two mirrors at once would rip you in half. The room remained locked except during holidays and during the seventh and eighth months of the year. This allowed access to students like Tobin, who were wards of the school and lived here full time. It was also for students like Colin who took elective courses during summer break. Once a week he and a few others came to the school for a class on sword duels. They took regular swordsmanship as an elective during the year, but this was different. This class taught how to use a sword and wand together. It was harder than it looked, or at least not as easy as Tobin made it look as he wiped the floor with everyone in the class, Colin thought.

“You’re taking your sword with you to the bank?” Colin asked, pointing to the sword at his friend’s hip.

“What?” Tobin looked down with a frown to see he’d forgotten to stop at the dorm to drop off his family sword. “No choice now, I’m running late. Besides, I’m sixteen now so it’s legal for me to carry it as Head of Household.” He’d inherited that title the moment his uncle died in prison and was the reason for the summons to the bank today.

“Lucky you. Well, I’m off. See ya next week,” Colin said as he touched his wand tip to the mirror he wanted and vanished into it in an instant. Tobin went to a mirror on the other side of the room labeled “Central Bank of Alcestis” in gold letters. Touching his wand to the mirror, he disappeared inside, just as Colin had. For several seconds he had an odd feeling he could only describe as being two-dimensional. Once this passed, a cold tingly feeling spread through his entire body and he was at a small wooden booth right outside the bank containing a similar mirror. Tobin hated traveling by mirror and decided he’d rather walk the two miles back to school after he finished at the bank. He never understood how Colin enjoyed mirror travel as much as he did. For some bizarre reason his friend seemed to think it was marvelous fun.

The bank was quiet on this summer afternoon. Only a handful of people were in the large lobby, and Tobin noted that none were wizards. Living in a school of magic, he’d grown used to being surrounded daily by magical beings. Outside the school was often the opposite. Mundanes outnumbered magicals five to one; magical humans, at least. There were plenty of magical beings who outnumbered humans, even if you added all the magical and mundane together. Most of these had their own cities and few lived with humans. Despite this, wizards still ran most things having to do with government, money, and legal matters. Most people he knew didn’t agree with it, but if you weren’t a wizard, you had a slim chance in those fields. The wizard nobles and highborn were the only ones allowed in any kind of position of power. Naturally, the peasants and merchants did all the actual work.

Finding an open teller window was easy in the near empty bank so Tobin chose the one who seemed to be in the least sour mood and informed the witch running it he had an appointment with the Estate Department. After several minutes of waiting, they showed him into a small office to wait for his estate representative to arrive.

To his surprise, a male high elf walked into the room apologizing for making Tobin wait so long. The tall elf introduced himself as Broadleaf and gracefully took a seat behind the large wooden desk. As Tobin was just learning elvish in one of his summer elective classes, he spoke a slow, careful greeting in Broadleaf’s native tongue as it was considered polite to do so if you were able. At least according to Master Mill anyway. Tobin had seen very few people other than her students who did so. Broadleaf smiled and thanked him for the kind greetings. Unfortunately for Tobin, he did so in rapid, fluent elvish.

“My greeting is about all I know of your language, Broadleaf. I only began learning elvish a week ago,” Tobin said sheepishly in Malati standard. 

“You are doing well for a beginner. Most humans don’t bother trying to learn our language. I thanked you for the kind greetings. It is refreshing to see a young wizard expanding his knowledge of other cultures,” Broadleaf said. For decades, tensions had been strained between the two races. Broadleaf knew few wizards who’d look an elf in the eye, much less allow one to attain a title as high as his. As far as he was aware, he was the only elf working in any bank at all, and most wizards were not happy to see him. Because of the animosity, he handled mostly mundane estates rather than those of wizards. At least in the eyes of the mundane, they still considered elves equals.

“I’ll try not to butcher the language too badly. I just wish my magical languages ability extended beyond the animal kingdom.” 

A few years ago, Tobin discovered he had a rare gift allowing him to understand and communicate with most intelligent magical animals. Most with a magical language ability were limited to certain categories of animal such as birds or felines. The gift was common in this form, and he knew several students who possessed it. A good example was his best friend Colin who could talk to any kind of cat; magical or mundane.

“You had perfect pronunciation, you just need to work on your pace and rhythm, but that will come with practice. I’ll give you a small tip. If you think of it as singing rather than speaking it will come more naturally,” Broadleaf explained. Decades ago he too had taught elvish to kids at a small school for wizards. It was times like this he missed the job.

“I appreciate the tip; I’ll try it. Now, as much as I’d rather not, we should get the unpleasant business taken care of,” Tobin said politely.

“Please accept my condolences on your loss, Mr. Ammagan.”

“It requires none, Broadleaf. The bastard’s death was too long in coming and was the best birthday present I have ever received,” Tobin said tonelessly. “I thought nothing would beat my eighth birthday when they arrested him for trying to murder me.” Tobin added this in a very cynical tone, taking Broadleaf by surprise. He was not aware he was handling the estate of such a man. They never included arrest records and such in his paperwork.

“In that case, I hope his death was a painful one. As for the estate, your uncle had little to his name, only a small cottage outside the city of Keelar.” Tobin’s flinch told him the young man was familiar with the place, and Broadleaf assumed it was where the attempted murder had happened. 

“However, he had several properties from your mother’s estate that as a non-magical, and non-direct descendent, he could not access. We held these in trust for you,” Broadleaf said before handing Tobin a sheet of paper listing the properties.

As he read through the paper, the amount of land his mother’s family had owned awed him; land he now owned. Aside from his uncle’s cabin, he owned the three hundred acres surrounding it and many farms in the Alcestis plains area. The farms were near his school and were all being rented. The last item listed an island of a few hundred acres with unknown as its location.

When he asked Broadleaf about it, all the elf could tell him was the island had been in his mother’s family for generations and heavily warded. According to his paperwork, his parents had keyed Tobin into the wards on the island as a baby. Now he was the only person alive who could see the property, much less access it, unless he brought someone through the wards himself.

“That sounds inconvenient considering I don’t know where it is. What about the money from the rented farms?”

“The land rental appears to have been your parents’ only documented income, and I show a single account here for deposits. If you’d like, I can get an account overview put together and send it to you. As that is not your uncle’s estate, I don’t have those figures on hand right now. It is possible the money is untouchable until you turn seventeen. That is how these types of accounts often work, but there are always exceptions to such contracts when one is the last of a family line. I’ll see what I can do about getting it released on those grounds if needed. Now, unless you have any more questions, I just need you to sign the receipt stating you are now in control of both estates. That will complete the paperwork.”

After reading and signing the transfer of ownership receipt, Tobin attempted to sing thank you in elvish.

“That was much better, Mr. Ammagan. I will be in touch about that account soon. Live a long and happy life,” Broadleaf finished with a short bow which Tobin returned. Again, the teenage wizard surprised Broadleaf. Humans rarely bowed to anyone except another human who they respected, or who they were about to duel. He would need to monitor this young wizard as he grew. Despite the robes and the magical sword at his hip, his manner was more of a learned mundane than a modern wizard.

Tobin left the bank in high spirits and walked right past the mirror booth as planned. Even if he had to wait until next year to access the account, he didn’t care because it looked as though he would have a little money when he graduated from Steelblade. Money from his parents, rather than his uncle, which made a tremendous difference in how he viewed the gold. He’d worried about what he would do after graduation, but now if he was lucky, he could afford to get a magical mastery in a subject. Either way, he would still need a place to live. Even if his uncle hadn’t died in prison, that old cabin by the woods would be his, except that was one place he refused to live. He would rather live in the woods alone and wandless than live in that hellish place again. In fact, for a long time now he’d had plans to destroy the place someday with magic. He might build something new there, but for now he decided he needed to find this hidden island and live there. Since it was the only property not listed as a rented farm, Tobin figured his parents had most likely lived there. It would explain why nobody had known where all of their stuff went after they died in the apothecary explosion. Tobin suspected he might even learn something about them on this island, as few people seemed to have heard of them. It made more sense for people here not to know them if they lived on this secluded island. He knew little about his parents, and Tobin wasn’t even sure what city they’d died in. The death certificates in the papers Mr. Jorden had given him only stated how they died, not where.

Tobin was so deep in thought he didn’t notice he’d passed the edge of town some time ago. Stopping on the dusty dirt road, he considered his options. If he left the road and went south, he would reach Colin’s house in about an hour. He wanted to share his news in person, but was unsure of where the house was in relation to his current location. In the past, he’d never traveled there by any means other than magical transportation. Tobin now realized how foolish this was. His best friend lived just a few hours walk from the school he’d called home for eight years and never once had he walked there. If he wanted to see his friend without wandering until he found the correct road, he had to go out of his way. It was back to town or on to the school to take one of those horrid mirrors.

He didn’t have time to consider his options however as a cry of pain followed by a plea for help from inside the nearby forest diverted his attention. Tobin pulled his wand from his wrist holster and ran into the forest towards the call for help. He never stopped to consider the danger. A few hundred yards in, he slowed and listened carefully. Off to his left he could hear a slight braying whimper. With far more caution than he’d used when entering the forest, Tobin headed towards the noise, all senses alert for danger. On the opposite side of an enormous tree was a sight he’d never expected to see for as long as he lived.

Before Tobin a unicorn colt lay on its side breathing heavily and obviously injured. Without hesitation, the young wizard dropped to a knee beside the wounded animal and examined the four gashes in its flank. They were soaking the snow-white fur with silvery blood. Something big and powerful had to have attacked the little guy to leave such deep and widely spaced claw marks. It wasn’t easy to hurt a unicorn, Tobin thought as he pressed his left hand to the wound to slow the bleeding. This caused a slight whimper of protest to echo in Tobin’s mind thanks to his magical languages ability. In an attempt to calm the colt, he spoke to the unicorn in a soothing voice.

“Shh, it’s okay little guy, I’m here to help you. Hold still for me and I’ll get this wound cleaned and sealed up. Can you do that for me?”

“I’ll try,” he heard the unicorn say in a soft, frightened voice inside his head.

Tobin knew regular healing spells wouldn’t help him. It was common knowledge that no human magic worked on a unicorn. He had to do this the hard, and unfortunately for the unicorn, painful way.

“I’m going to clean your wound now. I’m sorry, but it’s going to hurt.”

“Do you have to?” he heard inside his head.

“I have to or else you’ll have leaves and sticks stuck under your skin when this heals. I’ll try to do it fast.” Tobin quickly removed his hand and used a simple water spell that poured a gentle stream of clean water out of his wand. The unicorn made a pained sound when the water touched the wound, yet he stayed still as it removed the debris.

“You did a good job, little guy. I just have to close this up so you need to stay still for a little longer.” 

Tobin transmuted a needle and thread from more debris on the forest floor. Here he ran into an unexpected problem. His needle would not pierce the unicorn’s skin, because he had made it with human magic. Fighting down panic that he might not save this being from bleeding to death, Tobin tried to think. The wounds were too deep to stay closed on their own, even with pressure. After a few moments of contemplation, he came up with a crude yet effective way to close the wounds so they could heal naturally. Several minutes were spent messily tying the hair tightly together on each side of the claw marks. This held the cuts closed and seemed to have stopped the bleeding. 

“How are you doing, little guy?” Tobin asked as he wiped his hands and wand of most of the silvery unicorn blood. Never once did he consider the blood smears on his hands and wand were worth a small fortune on the black market as a potions ingredient.

“Do you think you can help my teacher too?” the hopeful voice of the unicorn asked in his head.

“I’ll try my best. Show me where your teacher is. Try to get up slowly so you don’t reopen those wounds.”

The young unicorn tucked in his legs and with Tobin’s help, rolled and stood. The tied hair held, and the two walked back to the young unicorn’s teacher, following the trail of silvery blood. When asked what had attacked them, all the unicorn knew was that it was some kind of big black cat. Tobin kept his wand ready and hoped whatever the beast was, it was no longer here. Any animal capable of damaging a unicorn so extensively wasn’t to be trifled with.

When they came to the place where the attack on the unicorns took place, Tobin dropped his wand and pulled his sword as he held his breath. Magic would do him no good against this beast, and breathing meant death to all except a unicorn. For standing before him was a severely wounded yet still fearsome nundu. Beside it lay a very bloodied adult unicorn with many wounds and green nundu blood on its horn. From where he was standing, Tobin couldn’t tell for sure if the unicorn was still alive, but the nundu was and it was huge. This deadly feline was the most feared predator in existence. Even dragons feared the nundu because their poisoned claws could slice right through their scales and their breath carried every disease in existence. Tobin had no chance against this wounded nundu. Even a dragon would run from it.

While trying not to wet himself, Tobin dredged up every bit of courage he had and made a stand. With far more bravado than he felt, he thought loudly and clearly at the nundu.

“I don’t want to kill you, but I will if I must. Go! Tend your wounds and search for easier prey.”

Instead of a voice in his head like other magical animals such as the unicorn, the nundu responded with an image of it ripping Tobin’s throat with its sharp teeth. Tobin, feeling desperate and light-headed, sent back an image of himself cutting off the nundu’s head with his sword as it leaped at him. With a snort of disdain and a low growl, the nundu turned and walked away. Though it had a bad limp and left a blood trail behind it, he held his head and tail high. It would remember this wizard.

Once it left, Tobin picked up his wand and created a magical gust of wind to blow the diseased air out of the area. Afterward, he took a deep breath to avoid passing out. The small unicorn was already behind his teacher who, while still breathing, seemed very weak and in significant pain.

Tobin worked as fast as he could to stop all the wounds from bleeding, fearing it was already too late. With effort and a few strength enhancing spells he’d learned from a Bodil Ball player, he got her standing and tended the wounds she’d been laying on. These had at least stopped bleeding because the weight of her body held them closed. One at a time he opened, cleaned and tied each wound as he’d done with the younger unicorn. Although the teacher was weak, she was still alive.

“Do you have the strength to teleport back to your herd so they can heal you?” Tobin asked the teacher as he again wiped the blood from his hands.

“I have strength enough for myself only. My student is too young yet to teleport alone,” the teacher said in a distressed voice inside Tobin’s head.

“Hey, hey, take it easy now. You’re in no condition to get yourself all worked up,” Tobin said in a soothing tone as he stroked the teacher’s neck. After a moment she calmed and Tobin transmuted a large dead branch into a trough and filled it with water. This let the two unicorns drink to keep their strength up and gave him time to think. It was obvious the elder unicorn wouldn’t last long unless she got back to her herd where she could heal. She’d lost way too much blood and could barely stand. The young one was in far better shape with four smaller wounds, and much less blood loss. He would live with or without further help. After the two finished drinking, they thanked Tobin for the water. As the teacher swayed on her hooves, Tobin knew she had to go now while she still could.

“Honored teacher you must go now while you are still able,” Tobin told her in an urgent, forceful voice.

“I cannot leave my student!”

“If you don’t, you’ll die. Then where will your student be? He will be in the same situation and you will have died for nothing. Please teacher, my magic cannot heal you, only your herd can. Go, I will walk with him and guard him until we either reach your herd or one of you comes for him.”

When it looked as if she would still refuse, the young one spoke to his teacher. “Please teacher, I don’t want you to die. This wizard may be a male, but he is still pure, and he saved us both. Having him guard me is better than me being alone because you died.”

“You are right, young one. He is still pure, so his word is good. Of this I am sure. I will go now and send someone to you when I am able.”

Tobin blushed at being called “pure” by the unicorns. He knew what that meant. Unicorns, for whatever reason, distrusted human males to begin with. But male or female, if you’d had sex, they avoided you completely. Tobin didn’t feel this whole being “pure” business was all that good, but in this situation, it was to his benefit.

The two unicorns touched horns before the teacher stepped back and vanished in a streak of white light.

“Do you have a name yet wizard?” the young unicorn asked Tobin. After Tobin introduced himself, the young unicorn explained they didn’t receive their names until they mastered their magical abilities. He asked if the practice was the same for humans.

“No, we receive our names from our parents at birth. I’m not quite a trained wizard yet either. But I’m close; I’ve had eight years of schooling and only have one left,” Tobin hastened to add. He didn’t bother to mention the added years of schooling needed for a mastery in a magical subject, nor the fact his school ran a ten-year program rather than the usual nine years mandatory by law.

After an hour of walking in comfortable silence, Tobin broke it to ask a question. “I should have asked this sooner, but how far is it to your herd on foot?”

The colt looked at him askance at the question stating, “You are a very odd wizard Tobin. It will take at most six days. We stay near Love Lake.”

“Okay, you’ll have to explain that for me. Why am I an odd wizard?” Many had called Tobin odd in his life, but nobody ever bothered to explain to him why.

“Your aura is unique for one; it has a lot of blue in it for a wizard. But I don’t know what it means yet. I’m still new to auras. Maybe it’s why you do things they have taught me wizards don’t do.”

“What do you mean?”

“Some wizards try to hunt us for our horns and blood, so we watch them and learn a lot about them. Humans and wizards are selfish from what I’ve seen. You are not, as you offered your help without a thought of the danger or the time it would take. Also, you talked to that feline instead of just attacking it or running away and leaving us with it. I have studied wizards with my teacher for five years now. Everything I have seen in that time tells me you shouldn’t be here walking with me now.”

“I try to do the right thing when I can,” Tobin said with a shrug.

It was all he could say. The unicorn’s thoughts on wizards weren’t too far off from what Tobin thought about most adults. There were only a handful of them he trusted to do the right thing. The rest he believed none of what they said and still didn’t trust what he saw them do with his own eyes.

“That is part of what makes you an odd wizard Tobin. You know what the right thing is without being told. I mean no disrespect, but most wizards seem to be more like mindless cattle than intelligent beings.”

“I take no offense. In fact, I think I agree with you.” Perhaps being an odd wizard wasn’t such a bad thing, Tobin thought.

As the last of the light faded and darkness settled on the magical forest, the two travelers stopped for the night. They settled beneath a tree to wait out the darkness as only someone with a death wish would risk traversing more than the very edges of a magical forest at night. There were beasts far more fearsome than the nundu hunting at night in such a forest. A nundu would kill you swiftly; one could not say the same of some other predators. Because of this, it was best to stay in one spot and not draw attention to yourself.

“Get some rest, little guy. I’ll keep watch,” Tobin told the small unicorn. Although tired himself, Tobin knew how to draw on his magic to stay awake and alert for several days. This was something he did often, especially when he was younger. Sometimes he stayed awake for days trying to catch up on all he’d missed by showing his magic so late. There was little doubt his magic had kept him alive as a child slowly starving to death. A wizard’s natural ability to live on his magic alone without food or water for weeks during extended rituals and his innate rapid healing ability were what Tobin considered his first true signs of magic. 

Once the unicorn bedded down at the base of the tree, Tobin sat next to him on an old log. As an afterthought, he set a simple ward in a wide perimeter to let him know if anything living came near. For the next few hours he waited and kept watch for danger, keeping alert by running his potions reaction tables through his head as his unicorn companion slept. Just after full darkness took hold of the forest, Tobin’s ward tripped and he was on his feet with wand and sword in hand. Upon scanning his surroundings, he relaxed when he saw what had crossed his proximity ward. It was only a small fairy flitting among the trees. Tobin sat again, reminding himself that not everything in the forest was dangerous. Nasty things like the nundu were the exception rather than the rule, and these small creatures were a favorite of Tobin’s. He and Colin often watched them zip around the school grounds, singing in their tiny voices and dancing in the air.

Magic and happy emotions attracted this kind of fairy, and they fed their own magic from them. Beings of ill intent also avoided the critters as the little things radiated happy emotions themselves. Tobin guessed this one was likely attracted by the unicorn and its strong, pure magic. Many magical beings, wizards included, often leaked out sizable amounts of their magic, something Tobin had learned to slow in himself early on. Knowing the little fairy could use the extra magic since its glow was dim, he let go of his tightly restrained magic. Once its leakage was unrestrained, it radiated outward from his body and he heard a tiny gasp of surprise and squeal of happiness as the fairy felt the magic surround it. Its glow grew brighter, making Tobin happy thus causing it to glow even brighter.

After a few minutes, another dim fairy crossed his ward and began glowing brightly. They gave tiny tinkling laughs as the two danced in the air on silvery wings. Soon a third and fourth fairy came, and then a dozen. In an hour there were a hundred of them flying about doing their aerial dances, just happy little critters. After a while a couple started making small braids in Tobin’s long blond locks with their deft little fingers. A group of about twenty left for a while and returned with two small woven baskets of sweet berries. They set them in Tobin’s lap in thanks for sharing his magic so freely with them. He accepted the basket and thanked them for the gift before eating about half of one basket of berries. The rest he would save for his little unicorn companion when he woke. That was assuming he ate them. Tobin realized how little he knew about unicorns if he didn’t even know what they ate.

After a while the tiny glowing fairies covered Tobin, and he didn’t mind in the slightest. When some landed on the sleeping young unicorn, Tobin warned them to be careful because earlier a nundu had injured his friend. When one found the unicorn’s wound, all took flight to see. Tobin couldn’t understand them when they spoke to each other as they were too small, quiet, and numerous to make out. What was clear by their body language was they wished to help. In silent wonder, Tobin watched their tiny fingers undo his clumsy knots in the unicorn’s fur one at a time. Most squeaked in alarm when a slight amount of silvery unicorn blood seeped from one of the claw marks. The flock of glowing fairies conferred rapidly before forming a series of concentric circles around his new friend, launching into a beautiful aerial dance around him. While dancing they hummed a sweet soft tune and Tobin realized they were performing a healing dance as their glow diminished and their hum grew louder. The sight humbled Tobin. Most wizards never got to see this in person.

As he watched, Tobin pushed more of his magic out of himself to help them with their healing. As he did, they glowed brightly again and danced faster as the wound healed. After a time the dancing and humming stopped and Tobin saw no trace of the wound save for the silvery blood still matting parts of the unicorn’s snow-white fur.

With their dance now complete each little fairy slowly flew past as if to inspect the wound for itself before finding a place to land and fall asleep. Most bedded down in Tobin’s robes, or in his long hair. When they filled all of that real estate, they parked themselves in the soft unicorn fur. Soon Tobin sat on a log surrounded and covered by a hundred glowing, sleeping fairies and one sleeping unicorn colt. If he ever told this story, he doubted anyone would believe him. From just beyond Tobin’s ward, an invisible unicorn watched and wondered. He’d intended to return his injured son to the herd to heal him, but instead he watched and waited. In his three thousand years of existence, he’d only met one other wizard such as this. That wizard was the great Lord Morros who had led the magical world away from Earth and here to the safety of Malati to avert a great war. Wizards had changed a great deal since then.

As the early light of dawn filtered through the forest canopy, the fairies awoke one by one and flitted off into the trees. Once they left, Tobin stood to stretch his cramped muscles. After casting the strongest shield bubble he knew over the still snoozing unicorn colt, he stepped away to answer the call of nature at another tree. Tobin thought he would have a heart attack when the tree produced a deep voice as he opened his robes.

“Please don’t do that here.”

Tobin profusely apologized to the tree, feeling ashamed for not checking to see if the tree had a living spirit before relieving himself there.

“Apology accepted young wizard. I am certain you will remember in the future. The dryads may not mind, but my kind do,” the tree said, its deep voice reverberating through its massive trunk.

For a moment confusion held Tobin as he’d thought the tree was a dryad. Only when he thought to look closer could he see it was not an oak tree. Though he hadn’t a clue what kind of tree was before him, it was obvious this was one of the old sentient trees. Since the tree did not seem to want to talk further, Tobin bid it farewell and relieved himself on an open patch of ground instead; just in case. When he came back, the young unicorn was laughing at him from behind Tobin’s shield.

“Were you really going to relieve yourself on a Meliae Nymph?” the colt asked in amusement.

That’s what it was, Tobin thought, an ash tree. 

“I didn’t do it on purpose!” Tobin’s cheeks and ears tinged pink with embarrassment.

“Umm, could you let me out please? I need to go rather badly myself.”

“Just walk out of it. I put it there to keep other things out while you slept, not to keep you in. I learned no human magic could ever hold a unicorn captive.” 

“My teacher tells me that magic is magic no matter who wields it,” the colt said as he stepped out of the shimmering shield bubble. Once he left it, the shield disappeared with a slight pop and he trotted around the tree to do his business in private.

“How are you feeling this morning?” Tobin asked when he returned.

“Much better, my side doesn’t hurt at all today.”

“A few fairies spent the night with us, but you slept through it. They brought us a few gifts,” Tobin said, showing the baskets of berries, “healed you and zipped off after a bit of a nap,” Tobin told the dumbfounded looking unicorn colt. He was certain no wizard had ever seen that look on a unicorn’s face.

“I hope you like berries, otherwise we’ll need to get you breakfast somewhere else.”

“I love berries, but why would fairies do such a thing?” His teacher taught him the small beings only did such things for those considered friends, those who had shown them a kindness. He’d been asleep the entire time.

“I guess they decided they liked you. I know I do,” Tobin said, offering the basket.

“What’s not to like here?” the colt said with a mock arrogant flip of an almost nonexistent mane.

Tobin couldn’t help laughing at its antics. His school books never mentioned unicorns having a sense of humor. Once the two had eaten their fill, Tobin shrank the baskets and put them in his pocket to resume their trek towards the unicorn herd. The elder unicorn followed behind and observed.

Around mid-day the two stopped for a rest at the edge of a small clearing where the colt asked Tobin if he could conjure more water.

“Sure, but how come you don’t do it?” Tobin asked curiously. It was a simple spell and was among the first taught to wizards. He would expect the same for any magical being.

“I can’t do that; it’s human magic, not unicorn magic.”

“I thought magic was magic, no matter who wields it? Here, I’ll make a bucket and teach you how. If a dimwitted mountain troll can do it, you can,” Tobin told the colt before transmuting a bucket from a dead branch. For the next thirty minutes, he taught the unicorn how to make water by using his horn as a wand. Eventually the colt managed a quick burst of water, hitting Tobin right in the face. After standing in shock for a moment, the two burst out laughing.

“I guess your teacher was right, magic is magic no matter who wields it. But you need to work on your aim,” Tobin said before spraying his own fountain of water at the unicorn. This degenerated into a playful water war between them, bringing much joy and laughter to them both. Once they settled down, the colt again made Tobin laugh.

“Well, I’m still thirsty, but at least I’m clean.”

For the next three days the pair traveled together amid much laughter. Each time they stopped to rest, Tobin taught the colt another piece of easy human magic. Near the end of the third day, Tobin knew he couldn’t safely stay awake another night to stand guard. The duo stopped early when they found an ancient hollow tree large enough to make a shelter for the night with plenty of room for them both. With their camp decided, Tobin set about placing every ward and protection charm he knew around the tree. He was glad he’d taken the beginning class on warding now as it was coming in handy on this trip. So far he was finding it was a more useful branch of magic than he’d first realized.

He finished with what Colin called his famous golden shield, the one he’d used against his uncle on his eighth birthday. The only difference was it was around more than just him this time. After eight years of magical education it was still the strongest barrier he knew how to cast and so far, none of his friends could duplicate it. As safe as he could make them, the two fell asleep together.

[image: image-placeholder]“Why did you not remove your spells when we left the tree?” the young unicorn asked Tobin the next morning as they broke camp.

“I figured the tree might serve as a safe place for another being to sleep now that we’re done with it. Any creature with intent to harm should have trouble entering the tree for as long as the spells last, but animals and beings without ill intentions can walk right through,” he explained. Even though the colt didn’t comment, he approved. Around mid-day the two stopped to rest and eat berries, fruits, and nuts Tobin had gathered in the fairy baskets as they walked. When they finished their meal, Tobin felt as if they were being watched. He’d had this feeling several times over the last few days, only there wasn’t a feeling of danger along with it; until now.

Tobin tried to pull his wand only to drop it as a searing pain tore through his right arm. Seconds later, centaurs surrounded him with their bows drawn. As an arrow had impaled his right arm, Tobin awkwardly pulled his sword with his left hand and tried to put himself between the centaurs and the unicorn with a gigantic tree to their backs.
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