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      Tanzaa looked up when the eunuchs came in to collect her. She had known. All the other girls in the harem glanced secretively at her with a mixture of jealousy and excitement. It was mid-winter day and one of them would be called, as was tradition, on any of the equinox or solstice days. Her best friend, Zamira smiled, for she had been selected just before at fall equinox to become a concubine at the spring festival and was only three months into her preparations. They would be together in their selection.

      Tanzaa felt her stomach plunge as the tall eunuchs stopped and stood before her. She carefully set aside the music she had been studying and rose. The silence echoed among the other girls, for they envied her, but dared say nothing.

      They would never know how her heart broke for the love she lost.

      Obediently, Tanzaa followed the guards out of the garden room and to her bower where she would prepare to meet with the king. She bathed thoroughly, and then let her servants wash and oil hair and select her richest clothing. They wove silver beads and jeweled pins through Tanzaa’s blonde tresses, to match the gray velvet gown. Unlike the current fashions in Umzulio, this draped frock allowed her free movement. Perhaps the king would request her to dance at this court review and she must be able to do so without argument. In a few moments, she would be setting fashion in the entire capital. Tomorrow the popular tight bodice and heavy skirts would fade from favor very quickly, all because she was selected to become the next concubine of the King of Demion.

      When she had been prepared properly, Tanzaa followed her escorts toward the throne-room. As she walked, Tanzaa began silently composing the letter she would write to Dayvian when she returned to her rooms. He would get the note as soon as the weather in the pass lifted. Without meaning to, she glanced out the huge windows of the foyer. She saw that a storm brewed, with wind bending the trees of the palace gardens. The winter’s cold sleet reflected her mood. Yet her gloom must not impact her dancing. She must never let the king know how she despised his offer to select her for his consort.

      My Beloved Dayvian,…

      She entered the main hall and tried not to react. Over fifty other concubines and a vast assortment of Lords along with their ladies, all turned to look at her. Their brightly colored robes flashed like summer flowers against the gray of the stone chamber. The king stood, resplendent in gold, on the dais, smiling grandly down at her, stretching forth his arms as if to invite her into his embrace. She wanted none of him. Zamira would remind her she would never want for anything, jewels, prestige, security, servants, power. She might even have a bit of freedom, as far as the demon would allow, but painful sorcery would rule her life.

      Tanzaa would have everything except affection.

      The one requirement of becoming a king’s consort was to house a demon and take on the magic that went with such possession. Tanzaa shivered in terror at the thought but did not hesitate. She did as was expected. She held her head high and strode bravely through the gathered courtiers. Then Tanzaa knelt at the foot of the dais, her arms outstretched before the king, forehead on the running carpet. King Zathuramin owned her already. She had lived in his household, under his protection for most of her life. All her training as a courtesan was his. Tanzaa, the dancing harem girl would become Lady Tanzaa, the courtesan of the king.

      Outside, the gathered storm struck, rattling the windows in the foyer, beyond the tall wooden doors.

      “Ah, Tanzaa, my love,” the king announced. “As lovely as ever. You wore silver and I stand here in gold. You have me under your spell, and even before you take on the power. Dance for me, will you?”

      He didn’t need to ask, she thought. She lifted herself off the floor and glanced around for the musicians. Zamira had not rejoined the musical group, for the choosing-brand on her wrist still prevented her from playing the lute, her best instrument. Zamira would return in a few weeks to playing, just in time for her wedding that was to take place at Spring Equinox. Even without her friend, Tanzaa knew to dance in obedience. Six other harem girls had gathered on the side steps and smiled down at her as they struck up a lively winter tune, designed to counter the dire weather outside.

      Dance, Tanzaa.

      She spun and sculpted the air with her arms like she had wings. Her delicate feet hardly seemed to dust the chamber floor like snowflakes flitting across an ice field. The loose hair across her shoulders shielded Tanzaa’s impassive face from the awed onlookers. She twisted in impossible contortions, imitating a swan lifting free from the winter lake and fleeing into the sky. The courtiers watched, enchanted and murmuring their approval. King Zathuramin collected such stunning specimens, gifted with talents that would only be enhanced as they became hosts to demons. Oh, Tanzaa would be an exquisite addition to the menagerie, they thought.

      The swan landed again on the ice and settled. The music faded and the king began to clap his approval.

      “Yes, you will do,” he almost whispered. “You will be my sixty-third wife, my lovely. You will dance for me…after you have healed.

      Tanzaa resumed her kneeling on the carpet, with her arms in front, but she could not stop the slight tremor of fear rippling down her limbs. She struggled to get her breathing under control before the next stage of this ceremony. Tanzaa heard the tramping of the eunuchs’ return. She did not struggle as they carefully stretched her legs out behind her so she lay sprawled in front of the king. She could not watch as a priest approached and the eunuchs held her down, both arm and leg.

      The priest peeled her dancing shoes off and then, with little ceremony, placed the glowing red iron seal against the heel of her right foot. Zathuramin’s mark on her talent. She could only dance for him. The pain tore from her throat, but she smothered it into the carpet. Tanzaa hoped her bowed head and shrouding hair hid the tears and fury she could no longer contain.

      Outside, the storm raged on.
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      The circus geared up for the spring tour and Dayvian helped, lending his muscle to loading brightly colored tents and heavy ropes into the carts. The circus manager stood in the way, barking orders instead of helping, and Dayvian grumbled under his breath, about his laziness. However, he dared not let his sour attitude carry farther into the morning air. Dayvian needed this job. Indeed, he had needed it since he was six. There was nothing else a musician could do if he wanted to reliably feed himself. So, he endured his manager's laziness stoically.

      "What's with you?" asked Cardin, his best friend for years and the only other musician in the company. He could tell Dayvian was at least fixating on something. "You usually enjoy loading up. It means we're moving out. You hate wintering over here in Teal. Besides, you'll get to see Tanzaa soon," Cardin added. He knew that the mention of the girl always cheered up his friend.

      Dayvian looked around Teal's circus lot with its muddy grounds, just budding trees filling in around the perimeter and the long winter’s clouds finally breaking up. Truly, he should be excited about the circus’ departure. In one more day the troupe would depart Teal and wander through the Land’s few eastern cities before departing through Ravgail Pass. After traveling another month, they would arrive in Umzulio. The capital of Demion, Tanzaa’s hometown, a teaming city in the center of the exotic country. However, that thought brought no comfort now. Instead, Dayvian dripped with dread at seeing Tanzaa once again. He could never share the true reasons for his depression with his friend Carsin. No one knew the dark root of the fear in his stomach. A difficult tour awaited Dayvian and he knew it.

      So instead of ruminating on his inability to resolve the true problem, Dayvian chose to focus on the issues he could address; nosy friends, lazy managers, the broken string on his guitar. That would have to be rectified before they left. He didn't have the funds to fix it, let alone purchase enough spare string to last the entire eight-month tour. Time to go scavenging.

      Dayvian threw another load of props on top of the tent canvas that filled a cart to hold it down and turned around to get another armful. Abruptly he almost ran into a pretty lady walking between the other carts. He thought he knew everyone associated with the circus, but he would have remembered someone like this woman. Rich, chestnut hair, warm skin, and memorable eyes, one green, one blue, both twinkling in the spring air. Carsin, his quick eye open for any female within marrying age, moved forward boldly and introduced himself before Dayvian could even apologize for bumping into her.

      "Hello, I'm Carsin," the musician stuck out his hand, laying on the charm, smiling and holding on to the lady's hand longer than necessary. “Pardon my clumsy friend here.”

      Fortunately, this lady knew how to handle an awkward situation. "Hello, gentlemen," and Dayvian caught how she carefully included them both. Her smile would have melted even Dayvian’s depression, but he let Carsin continue bumbling through an introduction.

      You're in over your head, Carsin, Dayvian thought. Surely his lady was already taken. Indeed, he doubted if she wasn't already married, for though she was dressed as a common maid, with her hair down and her rich tanned skin spoke of someone who worked outside, he doubted a dairymaid or farmer's daughter could afford the finely woven skirt and leather bodice she wore. No, she's spoken for and Carsin is going to go the entire tour pining for the one that got away.

      "You may call me Rashel," she said in a sweet voice that Dayvian’s musical ear could appreciate. "I was wondering when the circus was pulling out."

      "Alas, my lady, that we must depart," Carsin brought her hand to his lips, "and we won't be back for eight months. I shall be deprived of the opportunity of gaining the acquaintance of such a lovely…"

      Dayvian rolled his eyes at Carsin's pathetic attempts at charming a lady. Then another stranger, a tall, wiry huntsman, came around the corner of the cart and froze Carsin under this newcomer's glare. "And I'm Yeolani, her husband. Just answer the lady's questions please."

      Dayvian sighed for his friend, but came to his rescue. "The circus leaves at dawn tomorrow. What can we do for you?"

      Rashel smiled winningly, making Carsin’s jaw drop. "We're looking for a certain musician and thought perhaps you qualified. The gentleman back at the gate said something about…" and she faded off, again smiling, her green and blue eyes flicking toward Dayvian. Was she really trying to get their attention, even with her husband standing right behind her now? "Dayvian, is there a place I can speak with you privately?"

      Carsin began sputtering, but his friend got what he deserved for flirting so outrageously. For his part, Dayvian swallowed a wave of sudden nerves. He glanced over her head toward the master, who at the moment had his back to this part of the circus lot. To the left, he knew the cook's tent probably wasn't occupied at this point in the morning, and he motioned for her to follow him. Carsin was about to protest when Yeolani clapped his hand on Carsin's shoulder and said something about helping to finish the packing. So Rashel’s man knew about this private interview and encouraged it? How strange.

      In the cooking tent, no one occupied the supper table which would probably be the last piece to be packed after the evening meal that night, so he invited Rashel to sit and then took a seat himself across from her, curiosity finally breaking through the sour mood he had cultivated all day.

      "Thank you for seeing me," Rashel began, wringing her hands in a surprising show of nervousness. "I came here to speak with you specifically. How long have you been with the circus?"

      That was a strange way to begin this mysterious conversation. "Since I was six…what is this about, ma'am?"

      "It's about magic, Dayvian." Her frank expression caught him off guard. She wasn't trying to charm him now but had grown deadly serious.

      Dayvian deliberately misconstrued what she was talking about. "The circus already has a magician. He does a pretty good rope trick, but his disappearing box could use some work," Dayvian tried awkwardly.

      Rashel almost believed him for a moment, pausing to judge whether Dayvian was serious. "No, I mean real magic, no tricks," she replied, rolling her eyes at his misdirection. Then, without preamble, she held up her palm at his eye level. Without any distraction or magic words, a beautiful blood-red rose began to form in her hand, completely free of stem, leaf, or soil. It emerged as a closed bud and then opened to summer size in the matter of a breath or two.

      "There's no such thing as…" but Dayvian could not finish the sentence in the face of such beautiful and blatant proof to the contrary. He gave up completely as she handed him the rose and then began to craft a daffodil to go with it, again, with no subterfuge.

      "How are you doing this?" he finally had to ask.

      Rashel smiled secretively. "Because I am magic. You might call me Queen of Growing Things. I am one of the Wise Ones. Most people know me as Rashel. I have come to find you Dayvian because you are magic as well."

      He watched her strange blue-and-green-eyed seriousness and forced himself to breathe. He could not think of one thing to say to that declaration. Magic…did he even believe in it? Dayvian knew it existed and not in the form of sleight of hand like the circus magician. He also knew about the demons in the court of the King at Umzulio. That type of magic he knew all too well. That demonic power was taking Tanzaa from him even as he sat at this simple table across from a sorceress.

      “I am not a sorceress,” Rashel insisted. "That is evil magic and in the Land, there are only the Wise Ones, the guardians of truly good magic. Vamilion, the King of Mountains lives just up the river in that grand palace that I'm sure you've seen. He is one of the Land’s true magicians, as am I. My magic is mostly based in growing plants, though that is not a limitation. And Dayvian, you can also be a Wise One. It is one of my tasks to find the next Wise One that will become a guardian of magic in the Land. I will train you in your powers. You will live forever, able to do almost anything, but with a duty to serve the people of the Land.”

      This could not be true. Dayvian’s entire experience with magic taught him such powers were wrong and evil. In his travels with the circus, he had seen demons at work in Demion. They possessed and then manipulated people. In Malornia the demon-possessed used their powers to oppress anyone without magic. He had also seen the small hedge-witches in Marwen who made the air noxious with smokes and hexes, claiming they could cure all sorts of ills. Nothing good ever came from their hocus-pocus, no matter how much a seeker paid for magical services. Here in the Land, he had not seen a whiff of magic…except, as Rashel claimed, that huge, glorious palace farther up the river. However, Dayvian never thought of it as magic; just some great Lord looking down on his domain.

      Dayvian found himself standing, backing away from Rashel and her bizarre offer to train him in magic. He couldn't get away far enough from her, he knew, but he had to reject the idea of magical powers. He didn't know how to think, let alone consider it. He didn't want to believe in magic.

      "Why do you not want to believe in magic?" Rashel asked.

      Had he said it aloud? He didn't think he had. She had replied to something she must have heard in his head.

      "I don't want…magic is…," he whispered and then tried it again, louder. "If there is magic then…"

      "Dayvian, what's wrong? You're upset. I'm sorry. I thought you were old enough understand…who is the girl?" Rashel’s eyes flashed in alarm.

      She had been inside his head. Dayvian closed his eyes over the image burned into his mind; Tanzaa, the girl he would love forever. He tried to erase the vision of her white-blonde hair and stunning silver eyes. He wanted to unsee her graceful movements, alabaster arms around him. He must forget her shy smile.

      Tanzaa had always been inaccessible, though he continued to seek for ways they could be together, but this year his dreams would all end. He would fail in his promise to Tanzaa. It would take magic to free her and yet magic was the reason they could not be together.

      "Dayvian, tell me about the girl," Rashel ordered smoothly. She somehow created a pot of tea and poured it for him graciously. He took the proffered cup and he found he couldn't resist her magic voice.

      Crumbling with a sudden wave of grief, Dayvian sat back at the table and put his head down on his arms so he would not have to look at anything beyond his eyes. He did not want to speak, but somehow, he had to do as he was told. It broke through the dam holding back his grief.

      "I met Tanzaa ten years ago when she first became a courtesan in the Demion King's household at Umzulio. She was sold into that life as a dancer, as just a child. She had a gift for grace that the court valued. Some even said she was magical. Then our tour arrived in Demion, I saw her dancing and completely fell for her there. The first and only girl I've ever loved. Every year when the circus comes to Umzulio, I go out of my way to meet with Tanzaa, to play my music just for her to dance to, and she is exquisite. Tanzaa and I…we are a pair. I spent all my money on lessons so I could learn to write to her. She risks being beaten or killed every time I came, sneaking out of the palace to meet with me. Three years ago, when I was at Umzulio we promised ourselves to each other. We began plotting how we could marry ever since. But what I didn't know about at that time was magic.”

      Dayvian then lifted his head and almost snarled at Rashel as he declared, "I hate it. It's ruined my life and hers. I won't have it."

      Rashel didn't react to the obvious resentment he directed toward her. He did believe in magic, but that world had destroyed him, and so he rejected Rashel’s offer out of hand. "Dayvian…what happened?"

      Although there was no magical imperative, Dayvian managed to pick up the shreds of his story. "This winter I got a letter from Tanzaa. As a courtesan, she officially belongs to the King of Umzulio, who has exclusive rights to her. Unfortunately, the King is also a sorcerer. He gets his power through demons. Tanzaa wrote to me that she has caught the eye of the king…and…and she is to be married to him at midsummer. That means she will be made a host body for a demon as well. If she refuses the marriage or fights this edict, she will become one of the blood sacrifices for his demon instead. No one, if they can help it, refuses the demons. She'll be his sixty-third wife and a demon’s slave. There is nothing I can do. It's too late."
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      Rashel sat at the table watching the miserable young man crumble, and couldn't console him. No wonder the thought of magic repulsed him. And truly, there was little she could do to help him or Tanzaa. As a Wise One, Rashel’s magic was for the Land, not Demion, a completely separate country, where magic developed differently. Demion, from time to time, even attacked the Land. Yet, offering to go to Tanzaa's rescue would not help their situation. Oh, if Dayvian took the magic Rashel offered him, he technically could probably rescue Tanzaa, but not without inciting an international incident and even then he would have to leave her regardless of the results.

      "Rashel…" The voice of her husband, Yeolani, pierced silently into her mind. "What are you thinking? You aren’t doing anything reckless…?"

      "It won't be my decision," she replied in magical silence. "I'll leave it up to him. He has to at least know what he's giving up."

      Rashel reached out across the table and shook Dayvian out of his malaise. "Not all magic is demon evil. The magic I'm offering you is in you naturally. I traced it to you here. Already it's part of you. I can give you the key to opening it and you…if you accept this gift, you will have more power than the Kings of Demion."

      Dayvian gasped, sucking in his breath suddenly, and he reached out, gripping her hand. "What?"

      "But you must understand, there are restrictions and you will not like them. You must be aware of this before you make your decision." Then, even if it were not polite Rashel tapped into the young man's thoughts, hoping he was in the right frame of mind to listen.

      "If you accept my offer of magic, you will become a Wise One. It gives you almost unlimited power magically, but the moral restrictions are severe. You could rescue Tanzaa from the King and set her free here in the Land. However, doing so might start a war with Demion, if the King is willing to pursue her that much, and you will regret that. Also, you should know you will not then be able to keep your promise to Tanzaa to marry her. A Wise One must only be married to another Wise One. Then one of your duties will be to find the next one in our order, the way that Yeolani found me. You will go Seeking a woman with natural magic and can marry only her."

      Dayvian’s mind spun with the possibilities, making Rashel almost dizzy listening to his thoughts. "But can't Tanzaa become a Wise One too? What if I choose her?" he asked.

      Rashel shook her head and restlessly rose to pace the tent. "No, you misunderstand. Only a few people have the Wise One gift. You do not get to select who will receive it. God does that. Yeolani had to look to find me and all he had was my name…just as I only had your name as a clue to find you. Dayvian, I've been looking for you for the last thirty years, starting before you were even born. And then half that time you've been out of the country, out of range as it were. I didn't know what kind of person you would be, what your gifts will be or how this will work out. If…if you do not choose the magic gift I'm offering you, then I will leave and move on, seeking another person named Dayvian and it could be a hundred years before I find another."

      Dayvian shook his head, running his lean musician's fingers through his tousled brown hair in frustration. "Thirty years…I've been in the circus fourteen…you cannot be that much older than me. How did you…" His confusion made him still again.

      "Dayvian, I'm over fifty years old right now and have been a Seeking Queen for thirty of those years. When I said you would live forever, I meant it. That's one reason you could never be with Tanzaa. You would remain as you are, and she would grow old and die."

      Dayvian’s wonder echoed in the air between them. Rashel was double his age and yet didn't look a day over twenty. It could not be real. "I thought you said this magic does not come with demons," he muttered, terribly disappointed. "That sounds pretty demonic to me. So why did you tell me this? I cannot challenge the King of Demion without it causing war and I wouldn't win anything by taking on this power. I will lose Tanzaa either way.” He sighed bitterly. “Are there any other restrictions on this…this Wise One magic?"

      Now it was Rashel's turn to look away. She carefully surveyed the tent, making sure no one else could overhear their conversation. "Many, but they are restrictions you are naturally prepared to accept if you are the kind of person God has already selected. For example, I know you are honest by nature, because as a Wise One you cannot lie. For some, the most difficult restriction is you will have to leave your name behind. It will be used against you, forcing you to do evil.”

      Dayvian shook his head. That didn’t matter to him. He had no reputation or notoriety attached to his name, nor family to lose…only Tanzaa and he intended to keep her if he could.

      Rashel ignored his unshared thoughts and doggedly continued her list. “Then there are the moral quandaries. You are facing one already. How much can you act toward rescuing Tanzaa, if you are not justified in starting a war? The answers to these restrictions come from this."

      She held out to him a small globe, no bigger than a crabapple that glowed blue-white, pulsing to the beat of someone's heart. He started to reach for it out of curiosity, but she pulled back. "No, if you touch it you are committing to become one of us. This is a Heart Stone. Each of us has one and this is yours if you dare take it. It acts as a conscience, blocking magic if you attempt to do anything unworthy of a Wise One. And it will help you judge how justified you may be in any situation. For instance, you may kill in defense of the Land or of an innocent, but other times you may not be permitted to act at all. It is the key to sprouting your magic."

      Dayvian watched the swirling blue as if hypnotized by the Stone, and Rashel noted that his staring eyes bore the same color as the orb. She heard him taking a willful breath and then let it out slowly. "Will it prevent me from killing the king of Demion for Tanzaa's sake?"

      Rashel closed her hand over the Heart Stone and broke the spell, slipping the magical globe back into her pocket, removing the temptation. "I am not the judge. That depends on the circumstances. Only you can know how your heart will lead you."

      Dayvian lowered his head again, speaking into the table. It was a terrible decision. Rashel read in his mind how he felt like a man on a high cliff overlooking a lake. He intended to jump and discover if the water were deep enough to support him, but the cost of the leap would be irrevocable. He would know the answer or drown.

      "Tanzaa…I need to talk to her. I will not make any decision without her input. You've looked for me for thirty years. You'll have to wait a while longer. We'll be in Umzulio by midsummer. I will decide after I speak with her and not before."

      Without a drop of irony, Rashel replied, "That is a very wise decision." Then she turned and left the tent.
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      Two months later, the sun blazing down on his neck, Dayvian looked up the main road into the Demion capital of Umzulio with mixed feelings. He had spent the entire trip doing his responsibilities for the circus but with his mind elsewhere. Rashel's offer of magic burned in the pit of his stomach, haunted his nights under the stars, and dampened even Carsin's enthusiasm. At least Dayvian had the sense not to share his disquiet with his chatty friend. The last thing he needed was advice from someone like Carsin; bold and brainless, leaping off the cliff with no care if the lake had gone dry. All the input Dayvian wanted, he could hopefully get from Tanzaa. Her steady, thoughtful insight would open his mind to where he must go.

      Dayvian ran through hundreds of ideas and possibilities buzzing like gnats in his head during the trek. Overall, they were fanciful and ridiculous, but he had nothing else to think about during the tedious traveling between tour stops. He could practically play his music in his sleep, so what else was his fevered mind supposed to concentrate on? 'What about getting Tanzaa out of the city and having Rashel protect her without me taking the Heart Stone?' 'What if Tanzaa immigrated to the Land and the King never could trace her, if Dayvian did the protecting?' 'What if Dayvian offered himself in trade for Tanzaa, and the King felt it was a better sacrifice because he was this magician instead?' All of these ideas seemed too melodramatic to even verbalize, so Dayvian tossed them aside as soon as they came through his head. He felt like an idiot considering all of these scenarios.

      And then there were the nightmares; horrible dreams where he witnessed the future for Tanzaa. He woke nightly in a sweat, having dreamed of Tanzaa's dancing in flames, or atop a bloody altar, smiling manically or dancing for the king in her wedding gown, with a sacrificial knife in her heart. He never actually saw how her death happened, for he was always too mesmerized by her movements, but Dayvian woke convinced of her impending death. No, his nightmares haunted him into realizing no matter all his fanciful daytime plotting, Tanzaa would end up dead anyway. And that was if he did accept the Heart Stone magic. What good was such power if it couldn't change her fate?

      As the circus moved over the mountain border between the two countries, he also wondered if someone out there was listening to his thoughts and overactive imagination. When the circus troupe traveled through Rayvgild Pass and they officially left the Land, Dayvian was reasonably sure that Rashel or Yeolani were in the company. Mysterious things kept happening. He found six spools of coiled guitar string in his footlocker so he didn't have to purchase any with his precious savings. Carsin conveniently kept getting distracted elsewhere by some lady he saw in the party, and so it left Dayvian the chance to think without interruption.

      Even his music grew better despite the lack of attention he paid to his work. He found himself improvising and enriching the melodic line effortlessly. He wished briefly that there was some way to write down the enhancements. Carsin gave him alarmed and pleased looks as they performed, but didn't comment on the strange improvements. Dayvian wouldn't have been surprised if the sheet music to their routine didn't find its way into his things with the extra notes penned in for him. That would mean Rashel or Yeolani had followed him on tour, and they wouldn't give themselves away like that, he assumed.

      And now the time had come; the circus arrived at Umzulio three days before midsummer. He and Tanzaa had a standing meeting at midnight in the grove of trees in the central city park on the first day the circus came into town. Tanzaa would know when they were scheduled to arrive and would always find a way to slip out of the palace to meet him. Unaccountably, Dayvian felt nervous as the caravan came down into the capital. What if she couldn't get away, considering her changed status in the court? What if Rashel interrupted them? Dayvian didn't think the Queen of Growing Things would be so rude, but he already had the sense that he was being listened in on, and it niggled at the back of his thoughts. Like a puppet, he went about his duties, helping set up tents, passing out fliers announcing the circus for the next day and going through the motions of rehearsal, but his mind could only function with Tanzaa in his eyes.

      Finally, with the circus settled in for the night, Dayvian slipped out of his cot, found his guitar in the dark and wove his way past other sleepers. As he lifted the tent flap he heard Carsin's encouraging voice. "Tell her ardeli for me."

      Dayvian didn't acknowledge his friend's advice, but he hoped the Demion word applied. Tanzaa didn't speak the language of the Land but fortunately, traveling for most of his life, Dayvian understood them all. Now if he could invoke the words to make this tangled magical mess function in some way to bring them safety and happiness, Dayvian would be relieved. He left the circus grounds and slipped through the night, finding his way by memory to the grove of trees where he knew Tanzaa would await him.
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      "Do you ever regret that I didn't court you, the way Dayvian is courting Tanzaa?" Yeolani asked his lovely wife as they sat invisibly in the woods, waiting behind a shield of silence for the two lovers to arrive. "You're such a romantic; I really should have managed to give you flowers once at least."

      Rashel tried not to laugh. "Flowers? Really? It's not like you'd be killing some of my friends or anything." She sighed then and put her hand in his. "No, you rescued me, so I consider that romantic enough. It isn't your style. If you brought me anything, you would have brought me…what would you have brought me?"

      "I'm sure I could dig up a diamond or emerald somewhere, but don't ask me to cut and polish it."

      Rashel chuckled, "A rock? No, my love, I don't need jewels or flowers. You make me laugh and that's more than I could ask for. Laughter is our kind of romance."

      Yeolani unexpectedly swept Rashel off the ground and pretended to steal her away. "Or we could just go find somewhere more secluded and do some other things for a bit? Otherwise, I might get embarrassed watching this. Maybe Dayvian has some tricks that I can learn from."

      Yeolani's suggestion made Rashel laugh again, but she put him off, knowing her husband's teasing nature and Yeolani put her down again. "Here he comes. Can you sense the girl yet?" They waited in their invisible hiding place as Dayvian found one particular tree within the grove, sat up against it and began tuning his guitar, playing softly as if luring Tanzaa in.

      Over the past weeks, the two Wise Ones had taken turns following the circus, monitoring Dayvian's thoughts, making sure he held firm to his relationships and didn't let his emotions run away with him. As a result, they were both pretty familiar with his mind. They could hear Dayvian’s growing excitement. They had also noted how gifted he was, to the point that they wondered if there might a magical component to his musical dexterity. He also had a vocal skill, singing in each performance in every village on the trek. He even proved adept at moving through multiple instruments: guitar, pipe, harp and even drum. Rashel did not doubt a magical element to his musical talents, but she didn't see how it would ever apply to becoming a Wise One. How would music and magic blend? Dayvian’s gifts certainly must have bewitched an impressionable courtesan girl as well.

      "I think I hear her," Rashel interrupted her own thoughts silently to warn her husband.

      "It's about time. His music is getting downright lusty," Yeolani replied, wrapping his arms around Rashel suggestively, though he knew she was focused on this liason about to unfold.

      They watched intently as a girl, lithe and graceful, wearing dark gauze in a vain effort to camouflage herself in the dark, came running into the trees. Her white-gold hair and pale skin stood out in the darkened grove, and her movements might have made someone casually think they had spied a fairy. She moved so quickly and with an eerie grace.

      "I don't think Dayvian's the only one with a gift here. They are a pair," Yeolani commented, completely serious now. "Can you sense if she's magical?"

      Rashel silently agreed. "She's got something. Perhaps she's blocking it. The King of Demion or some demon in his court would surely sense it. Maybe she uses this dance-magic naturally and no one trained her. She’s like Dayvian. Something is different with her. He has the music; she has the dance. You are right. They are a matched pair."

      Uncomfortably the Wise Ones watched as Dayvian rose from his playing and let the guitar slip from his fingers to greet Tanzaa. He enfolded her in his arms and kissed her passionately. But before they could get too far into their reunion, Dayvian stopped himself and broke into a frantically whispered monolog in the Demian language. Rashel immediately recognized a problem.

      "We're in trouble. How are we going to help him if we cannot understand what they're saying?" the Queen of Growing Things muttered silently.

      "All your grand plans, poof, and they're gone because we don't speak Demian. Well, I can think of something else we can do while we wait for him to have his discussion," Yeolani suggested roguishly.

      Instead, they listened carefully to the words Dayvian was explaining, noting his careful thought process and occasionally hearing a word they knew; Umzulio, Tanzaa, and once Rashel. It was supremely frustrating for enchanters, accustomed to knowing most of what happened around them, to not have a mental track on potential problems. In the end, all they could do was sit back and wait.
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        * * *

      

      Dayvian spoke as quickly as he could. They had little time before Tanzaa would be found missing. And then there were Tanzaa's issues with language. Raised in the court where speaking was discouraged, and often beaten out of the courtesans, Dayvian had learned to be efficient in his explanations to Tanzaa. That she rarely spoke didn't mean she did not have a great ability to listen. She understood better than most. She held his hands to keep him from nervously rambling as he explained the offer of magic and that he would not accept the offer if he couldn't be with her as well. When he made this statement, she only had one thing to say.

      Tanzaa looked down and whispered, "One drowns or we both drown."

      Dayvian had to work a bit on understanding the meaning within that analogy although he had already applied the imagery of drowning to this situation once before. Analogies were one of the things he loved about Tanzaa; her intelligent use of metaphor to get across so much information. So, she felt that by rescuing her, he was dooming them both, like a drowning man was likely to pull any rescuer under and then they would both drown. He understood the logic but he didn't want to accept her conclusion. Warily he looked down into her gray eyes, growing silver with tears. He could become mesmerized and completely willing to do anything she wanted. Did she have any other suggestions?

      "Split the gift?" she asked.

      Could they both escape; her from the King, him from eternal life of magic duties without her. Dayvian would gladly give up the potentially immortal life, sacrificing a couple of thousand years for the right to live with her just a few years. But no, he doubted it. Becoming a Wise One seemed like an all-or-nothing option. Instead, he thought carefully about Tanzaa's analogy of drowning. What would he do if it were as simple as that; she was drowning and he wanted to rescue her? He knew for his love’s sake, regardless of his swimming skill, he would jump in. One of them would be saved and one would drown. He wanted Tanzaa to be the saved one.

      "Rashel?" he called into the air, startling Tanzaa. "I know you're here somewhere, watching us."

      It took a moment, with Tanzaa's nails biting into his hands in her alarm, but eventually, Dayvian saw Rashel fade from the moonlight coming toward him through the trees. Tanzaa caught sight of her and faced the magician, her hackles up in alarm and oddly enough she shifted to stand between Rashel and her betrothed, protecting him. Dayvian found it charming, but he also felt it unnecessary. Tanzaa's distrust of magic was well-founded, but she didn't have the experience of someone who had traveled in the Land and had heard the stories of the Wise Ones and their benevolent magic.

      "No, she won't harm us," he reassured Tanzaa.

      "Dayvian," Rashel nodded to him and then added with a second nod, "Tanzaa."

      "Yag har en froga. Om vi ta mazikan, komehr vi ivayg nu? Fins der nogon moralisk instrenkning om vad vi yura?" he asked carefully.

      Rashel looked abashed, and Dayvian tried not to smile at her discomfiture. "Wise Ones aren't capable of everything, Dayvian. I don't speak Demian."

      That gave Dayvian a flash of hope. He hadn't anticipated that the Wise Ones were unable to understand the conversation he had just held with Tanzaa. He hoped there might be a way to put this to his advantage, so he immediately translated for himself. "I asked if I took the magic right here tonight, could I get her away from here, with no moral restrictions?"

      "Then have you decided to take the Heart Stone?" Rashel replied. “Of course, there might be issues, but there will be few limitations to your magic. You won’t be able to master your abilities and skills quickly enough to do anything tonight, but with my guidance, you should be able to get Tanzaa out of the city without detection, especially if she doesn't go back to the palace tonight. She'll have to leave without saying any goodbyes and you'll have to shield her from detection for the rest of her life, but it's doable."

      Unspoken in that explanation was that Demion would be justified in launching a war with the Land and that came with its issues as well. Dayvian knew that lingered like a bad smell in the night air.

      Then Rashel brought the Heart Stone out of her pocket, where it filled the grove with an eerie light that could be seen by anyone else wandering the park that night. As moths to the flame, both Dayvian and Tanzaa approached fascinated by the simple-seeming globe. It looked so innocent, held up in Rashel’s palm.

      Tanzaa commented, "Fro."

      A seed, Dayvian translated that for himself, understanding the analogy of how the magic would grow into a wondrous potential for so many other things. He didn't interpret it to Rashel. He had other plans that he kept hidden from her by strictly thinking only in Demian.

      Dayvian unexpectedly snatched up Tanzaa's hand and placed it on the Heart Stone, making her touch the stone instead of him.

      He had anticipated some sign of a change, some magic, but all he got was anger. Both women rounded on him, shouting at him in dueling languages. It might as well have been someone slapping him in the face. Both Rashel and Tanzaa glared and were talking so quickly he began backing up, unable to understand either one of them. All Dayvian knew was he had angered them both and he would be lucky if he didn’t get himself turned into a frog.

      Then he heard someone else behind him laughing at his discomfiture. Yeolani came out of the darkness, chuckling and holding up his hands to break up the verbal attack. Tanzaa stopped chiding Dayvian immediately, frightened at the approach of a strange man. However, Rashel wasn't finished yet. "And you have no idea what you might have done to her.” Then she petered out.

      As a peacekeeper, Yeolani came to Dayvian's rescue, but only just, intervening in a milder tone than Rashel utilized at that moment. "Not wise, my friend. What were you trying to do?"

      Dayvian sighed in confusion. "I was hoping the magic could go to Tanzaa. She's the one that needs it. If she has magic, she can defend herself from the demon power the King will force on her. Me, I'm just a traveling musician. There's nothing I could do with magic. It should be hers."

      "But that's…" Rashel began almost lecturing again, but Yeolani interrupted with a calming hand and again in a more reasoned tone. "You don't understand, Dayvian. You cannot pass it on to just anyone. Do you realize that in the entire Land there are only five other Wise Ones? You would be the sixth, and that's over several hundred years of gathering magic. What's the likelihood that Tanzaa is a person that can accept the Land’s magic? It's too rare. She’s not even from the Land."

      Tanzaa, hearing her name in the string of foreign conversation, tugged at Dayvian's arm, demanding an explanation. In disappointment, Dayvian turned to her and hurriedly explained what he had been attempting to do. From the scowls she gave him, it was obvious she wasn't happy with his actions. Tanzaa said again, she didn't want the magic if that meant it would separate them even so. "Drunkna bägge två." Both will drown.

      Rashel got rolling again with her diatribe, forcing Dayvian to switch languages. "And now if she's got any magical trace on her from the palace, they know she's touched a Heart Stone. They might be on their way here right now."

      That got Dayvian to react. "Can you stop them?" he asked desperately, looking frantically around the grove as if he expected soldiers to come out of the shadows at any moment.

      "Relax boy," Yeolani tried to reassure him. "We'll put such a shield around this grove that every demon in the palace could not get through."

      Dayvian wasn't sure of that guarantee. “Tanzaa, be on the lookout for soldiers. You might have been traced,” he advised.

      Abruptly the world stopped. Dayvian found he could not move, though he was aware of the passage of time. He could see Yeolani on his left and Rashel out of the corner of his eye, but Tanzaa dominated his field of vision. He noted with amazement that the two Wise Ones could not move. Only Tanzaa could. He watched her and felt his alarm rise as he struggled even to breathe.

      At first, Tanzaa did not recognize what had happened but looked around her at the three others frozen in the dark. Perhaps some sorcerer just outside the grove had made even the night insects grow silent. Her long blonde hair whipped around as she spun trying to identify why everything else in the world had grown still. She waved her hand in front of Dayvian's face, but he couldn't even blink to indicate he was alive. He moaned with the last rags of air in his lungs and Tanzaa gripped his arm with relief. Then miraculously, at her touch, he was released from the spell paralysis and collapsed to the ground gasping.

      "What was that?" he asked, coughing, trying to recover his breath.

      "I don’t know,” Tanzaa replied. “Is it right that I touch the others? Will it release them?"

      Tanzaa, with a fearful hand, reached out and brushed the two Wise Ones on the arm. They too gasped as they were released from the freezing spell. Both Wise Ones shook their heads to clear the haze of the magic, and then both simultaneously looked over at Tanzaa, wondering what had happened.

      "Someone has magic…powerful magic and froze us," Rashel stated the obvious. "Tanzaa, it didn't include you. Why?"

      Dayvian nodded and obediently began translating the question. The Queen of Growing Things then motioned for Tanzaa to come close to her. With trepidation, the blonde girl came to face Rashel. Carefully, so all of them, even Dayvian could see, she prepared to cast a subtle spell over Tanzaa and explained it as she went. "This is a truth spell. It shows you as you truly are and will reveal all that is magic about you."

      Dutifully Dayvian translated, trying to reassure his beloved. “Rashel ska fortrolla day att visa hur du veldig air. Var inte red. Hon air her att yelpa os.” Tanzaa nodded her understanding and took a calming breath like she would before she began a performance.

      When Dayvian fell silent and nodded, Rashel stepped forward and moved her hand just in front of Tanzaa's face. Before them all, her dark gauze dancer's dress shifted to brilliant white. Her hair that she had worn down that evening, showing silver in the moonlight, now lifted onto her head into a complicated confection, with silver and diamond pins holding it aloft. Her white silk gown, embroidered with stylized silver stitching now spilled out around her like snow and she wore gray satin dancing shoes that fit her perfectly. Along her arms, instead of sleeves, she boasted silver brace pieces that curled up to her shoulders like tendrils of wind. On her arm she even sported a diamond and silver bracer etched with a deer leaping up one arm. Dayvian felt his jaw drop. He had never seen anything so exquisite.

      Tanzaa froze in alarm and wonder. She knew magic and distrusted it as much as Dayvian, but could such unexpected beauty be evil? The king’s beautiful wardrobe did not rival this, and yet he used demonic power to maintain it. Tanzaa spun around trying to see the back of the gown, hoping not to spy an imp or other such creature waving at her with a malicious grin. The silken layers floated about the ground, though the front hem rose high enough not to inhibit her dance movements. It was perfect to perform in, and no demon lurked behind her.

      Tanzaa looked up in relief, but it turned into disappointment. Her simple turn put a hypnotizing spell on everyone again, especially Dayvian. He found it hard to breathe, though he wasn’t paralyzed this time.

      Yeolani made him jump by putting a hand on his shoulder and whispered in his ear, "You asked for it, my friend."

      "I…I…I didn't ask for this," Dayvian replied, his usually controlled voice trying to come out like a croak as he waved at Tanzaa’s glorious garb. “What is that?”

      "She is a queen," Rashel confirmed. "Those are the royal clothes of a Wise One of the Land. It’s magic….her magic. She froze us all without even knowing what she was doing.”

      Yeolani laughed, breaking the spell of amazement they all felt at the moment. “Of all the wondrous things, it seems that she stole your magic, Dayvian. You made her touch the Heart Stone and she's now the magician. You better explain this to her before she faints," he added and pushed Dayvian forward.

      For her part, Rashel released the truth spell she had used, letting Tanzaa return to her original appearance. Then the Queen of Growing Things stepped away from the dancer so the lovers could talk and she turned to speak privately with Yeolani.

      "How could this happen?" she asked in a private mental conversation with him. "We both sensed she had magic potential, but she wasn't a Wise One before Dayvian made her touch the Heart Stone. It's his, not hers. Does this mean that I have to go Seeking again? She's not even from the Land. We’ve made a Wise One of the future wife of an enemy. This is going to cause a magical war."

      "Vamilion wasn't originally from the Land either," Yeolani pointed out, just as equally perplexed. "Does this mean that Tanzaa is supposed to Seek Dayvian? You don't have another Heart Stone to give him, so is it Tanzaa’s task now to find a Heart Stone to give to him?"

      "Maybe,…no, maybe…maybe the connection these two have, drawn to each other despite all the obstacles that stand between them, is just a manifestation of the magical bond they would have if they had met later when they were both able to take on the power. They simply aren't doing it in the order it has always been done: male first, then female, one Seeks the other. If you and I had met before either of us was given a Heart Stone, would we have fallen in love as these two? We know that some of us manifest our gifts before we encounter the Heart Stone. Honiea was a healer before she ever became the Queen of Healing. And we already think that Dayvian's gift will involve his music."

      "So, what are we going to do?" Yeolani asked again, still at a loss.
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      In the end, the four of them sat in the grove of trees until dawn began pushing in on them, trying to explain the ramifications of what had happened. As a Wise One, Tanzaa obviously could not go back to the palace where the sorcerers and demons would immediately recognize that she had changed. They would attack her, try to usurp her gift, or at least entrap her. They would covet her newly acquired magic. Demons had always sought some way to tap into the deep-rooted and limitless magic of the Wise Ones. No, Tanzaa would only be safe in the Land from now on.

      But what would the Demion court think if Tanzaa simply disappeared and left for the border? Demion as a country was always on less than friendly terms with the Land. The Wall had been built over a hundred years before to solidify the border between the countries and block magic passing between. How far would the king pursue his lost courtesan? Did they know that Dayvian was involved with Tanzaa and would come after him instead? If so, his life would surely be forfeit. Would they punish Dayvian’s circus for stealing her away? There were simply too many unanswered questions.

      "And there's so much to learn about being a Wise One, Tanzaa should not go on her own," Rashel explained carefully. "That means Dayvian must come with us as a translator or we use magic to overcome the language barrier. Tanzaa’s not an immigrant to the Land at this point, so the language spell isn’t going to be effective yet."

      “Language spell?” asked Dayvian with wonder.

      Yeolani rolled his eyes in mock exhaustion at all the training this entailed and then he explained lightly. “There is a spell upon the Land so that anyone who emigrates with the intent to stay, can then communicate as any citizen of the Land. Our territory was sealed for ages, kept that way by the dragons. Then they invited the Wise Ones in to help them hold that spell, but it failed. The Seal was broken. Suddenly the dragons were gone and the Wise Ones needed a way to bond together with everyone who began immigrating into the Land. Language helped create a distinct culture. We needed that shared language with few barriers. It was the Queen of Rivers’ finest piece of magic.”

      They waited for Dayvian to translate that explanation and then Tanzaa had a question. "Griffeltavla?" Dayvian translated - a clean slate - and then after the blank looks, he realized translating Tanzaa’s actual words wouldn't be enough. "She wants to know if we both have to start fresh with our lives in the Land…and if we can be together."

      The silence of Rashel and Yeolani gave an unmistakable reply. They did not know. The uncomfortable abyss of the unknown stretched across the grove of trees and even Tanzaa with no translation could comprehend something was not right.

      "I have a question," Yeolani blurted out to allow Rashel time to form an answer. "Why does Tanzaa speak in riddles, even in her language?"

      Dayvian’s smirk caught them all by surprise, for he knew the Wise Ones could not know and do everything. "It's one of the things that first really attracted me to her. Growing up in the court, Tanzaa was taught women do not speak. In Demion’s palace, females are collected like possessions so they don't have a voice. Some women are warned about gossiping and then actually forced to have surgery to remove their voice box. But Tanzaa's a courtesan, renowned for her intellect, grace, and talents. That means she must express herself but instead of rhetoric, she uses a simple analogy and challenges you to think. The court just developed that way to control gossip and backstabbing in the harems, and Tanzaa’s very good at it."

      "Well, it's going to be a hurdle for being a Wise One," Rashel broke in. "A lot of the answers to her questions are tied to what kinds of changes she's willing to make. Will you please ask her if she willing to learn the language of the Land and emigrate?"

      Dayvian did the translating but he knew her answer.

      "Nytt spel, samma kompis.”

      “She says, 'new music, same partner'." Dayvian let Rashel and Yeolani interpret that metaphor for themselves; Tanzaa would come to the Land and learn magic but she wanted to be with Dayvian.

      With a sigh, Rashel nodded and then added to the wordplay. "Then she's going to have to learn new dance moves too. Dayvian, while I teach her how to speak our language, I need you and Yeolani to go down to the palace and discover if they've found her missing. If so, are they looking for you as well? I need to know anything that will help us get out of here without an incident."

      "What about the circus?" Dayvian asked, flustered, and now tired. He felt concerned about trying to do his job today with no sleep at all while worrying about how to get Tanzaa out of Umzulio safely.

      Yeolani shook his head with regret. "That's not going to happen, my friend. The circus is going to be short one musician from now on. Come, we've been given our marching orders. Let’s let the ladies…umm…talk while we go see if they’ve put out a warrant for your arrest yet."

      Bewildered, Dayvian rose to his feet. He had endangered his lady, given up his hope in magic, and lost his career in one night. In a stupor, Dayvian reluctantly left Tanzaa with a reassuring smile. He led Yeolani out of the forested park and turned toward the palace where they would hopefully find everything at peace.

      Dayvian knew the city well. The circus came here every summer and remained at least three weeks. Also, most of his courting of Tanzaa had consisted of long walks about the teaming city. It wouldn't be surprising if someone might recognize him. Tanzaa had been famous even before the King had decided to make her a wife. Her gift of dance, well known in both the court and among the poorer folk, had made her a prized guest in many parties of all types. The court had even rented her services out to perform at many a well-to-do-estate to grace their ballrooms. Whenever he was in Umzulio, Dayvian had also been invited to provide music for Tanzaa and he had written several songs just for her style of dance.

      "While the background is helpful, Dayvian, let's get something set up right now," Yeolani commented to his thoughts as they began approaching the main marketplace setting up for a fine summer's day of selling. "No one can know that I come from the Land, so I won't be speaking aloud from here on out. If you have questions for me, just think about them. I will do the same with you. Point out anything you see as important. We'll need to make this quick. I don't think I will be identified as a Wise One, but let's not take chances."

      "Very well," Dayvian said aloud and then stopped himself and added in his head, "Sorry."

      "Just remember, this is for Tanzaa's safety and yours." Yeolani's voice in his head at first was disconcerting, but Dayvian supposed he must get used to this. The Wise One continued. "In a way, you're more vulnerable than Tanzaa right now. You have no powers and you're a good enough musician to be remembered here."

      "I knew it," Dayvian thought snidely. "I knew you two were following me, listening in on me as we traveled here. Did you buy me the guitar strings then as well?"

      "Buy? No," replied Yeolani with a chuckle. "I kind of duplicated the strings you already had. I'm about as musical as a wooden bucket, so I didn't trust myself to know what you needed. I just 'looked' at your guitar and made more of what you had there. Wise Ones conjure what they cannot buy."

      "You have to buy things? What's the use in that? You could do anything. Why bother buying when everything will come to you? Jewels, fine homes, and the most beautiful women in the world," Dayvian snarled in his mind, letting his bitterness into his mental tone. Then he realized he could never let Tanzaa know how much he resented magic, now that she'd become one of these magicians herself.

      "Hold on there, bucko," Yeolani shoved back into Dayvian’s mind, almost physically stopping him in the street. "That might be how magic works in the rest of the world, but in the Land, the Wise Ones start life as regular people and for the most part live like normal people. I was a woodsman and a fisherman before I ever saw a spark of magic. I still chop wood if the need calls for it. If you become a magician, you too will probably play music the way you always have, but you will also have duties that will demand things of you that others cannot meet. We don't live like the kings or the sorcerers here in Demion. We don’t go around demanding taxes from others and stealing other men's wives. We are servants of the Land and we take that duty with deadly seriousness, or we lose our gift."

      "Lose your gift?" Dayvian asked in surprise. He just assumed Wise One magic was almost limitless.

      "Yes, losing the gift is always a possibility,” Yeolani confirmed. “Our magic comes from God and He has every right to strip it from us if we misuse it. For example, we are not allowed to interfere in your choices to become a Wise One. It's immoral to take away someone else's freedom to choose. All we could do to encourage you was to make it easier for you to make this trip. I only conjured guitar strings. We left you alone because that's what you needed to make your decision, free from coercion. Unfortunately, you didn't give Tanzaa that kind of choice. If I had done what you just did, putting her hand on the Heart Stone, God would have…well, I can't speculate, but it wouldn't have been pretty."

      Dayvian felt suddenly guilty and horrified at what he'd done to the woman he loved. "I didn't realize… I can't believe I did that. I just wanted…"

      "Listen, I don't whip a pup for chewing on my boot." Yeolani chuckled a bit at the thought that Tanzaa wasn't the only one to utilize an analogy. "It's what comes naturally and you didn't know you were doing wrong. God is not going to blast you to a cinder for doing something you meant to save her. In a way, it has helped. You're going to get her out of Demion. It might have messed up your life permanently, but she’ll be free. You couldn't have known. The consequences for your actions are going to be punishment enough. And you're not even a Wise One."

      "Speaking of consequences," Dayvian thought at Yeolani, changing the subject as they walked toward the looming walls of the grand palace down at the lakeshore. "I need to get back to the circus and at least tell them some excuse. They're going to think I ran away with Tanzaa and they'll put out the word to find me. If I'm not a magician, I need to stay a musician. I need to keep my job."

      "We shall see," Yeolani said and then looked up, distracted by the walls that now loomed up before them. "How do you get into the palace without an invitation?"

      "I had an invitation. How do you think I met Tanzaa in the first place? When I was about ten years old, the court heard about our circus and the music. The king collects talented courtiers like others collect jewels. He invited us to do a private performance. After that, I received individual invitations to come perform for the ladies, just me and Carsin. I can come at any time, but I don't have my guitar or harp with me, now do I?" Dayvian grumbled, irritated that he was failing in his duties and might be kicked out of the circus, and then where would he be?

      Dayvian felt something suddenly draped across his back. He looked down and he found his guitar strap had appeared across his chest and the fine instrument had materialized at his shoulder.

      "I couldn't just leave it there in the trees, now could I?" Yeolani commented. "So, how do you propose we get in here? Shall I be Carsin?"

      "Can you?" Dayvian asked and then chastised himself. Yeolani could probably do anything he wanted, limited only by his rather well-developed imagination and the threat of losing his gift to some moral restriction. Disguising himself as Carsin seemed hardly a difficult stretch.

      Rather than comment on Dayvian's doubts, Yeolani smiled with a wolfish grin that shifted subtly, and then the tall, lean Wise One abruptly shrunk in height and bulked up to look exactly like Dayvian's circus friend. "He plays the drum, correct? Just please remember I still can't speak Demian, nor play a single note. Will this get us in the door?"

      "There's one way to find out," and Dayvian reached out and knocked at the gatehouse.
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      Rashel sat cross-legged in the grass across from Tanzaa under the cover of the summer trees and concentrated carefully. She had never conceived of language as a kind of magic, but now she felt it necessary. The two women sat, facing each other, both trying to be patient with the other. Rashel felt if someone needed knowledge, there must be a way to attain it and magic would provide. Surely if Tanzaa was given this Wise One gift by accident, there must be some way to make it less of a burden for her. Rashel just had to figure out how to tap into it and bring that magic forward. She considered carefully how she had learned the language of trees, how the plants spoke to her, and wondered if she could give Tanzaa just such a skill. In the end, Rashel’s magic emerged more as a prayer than an actual spell. Rashel concentrated, prayed, and waited until the sun parted the trees and she felt their warm embrace.

      "Please help Tanzaa understand," she whispered.

      The first indication she heard was one word.

      "Yes?" Tanzaa's silver eyes grew large with wonder. "Words?"

      "Yes! You're speaking the language of the Land now. This is magical!" Rashel had not lost her wonder at miracles over the years, but this type of magic, outside her direct talents with plants, it still amazed her. Maybe part of being a Wise One was indeed being open to new ways of doing magic, filling the need, and not expecting the typical.

      It didn't take her long to recognize just because Tanzaa could speak the language of the Land, she was more than atypical when it came to what she said, no matter the language. The use of analogies had not changed, so Rashel found she would have to ask for her gifts of communication if she were going to help the girl understand what had happened to her and how it would change her life.

      So many concepts - a sacrifice of self, honesty, righteous use of the gift, choice, knowledge, love, service, even humility were concepts tied to the Wise One ethos. Rashel had to find metaphors for each of them that would translate to someone with a vastly different background.

      “I understand without analogies,” Tanzaa replied to Rashel’s struggles.

      Rashel sighed in relief and then started what she hoped would be an introduction to Wise One Magic. “Tanzaa, you will need to travel in the Land and use your magic in Seeking. I will go with you and teach you before you can safely go on your own.”

      “To find magic for Dayvian?” The girl would not be distracted from her goal.

      Rashel did not know that answer and admitted it. “I cannot tell. Usually, the Heart Stone comes along with the name of whom you must Seek. It took me many years of Seeking before I was given Dayvian’s name and the Heart Stone for him. You might be given a Heart Stone in just a few months from now, but I have no idea if it will come with his name. There is a chance the magic will simply bypass him and you will be given another name. Maybe his name will indeed be given to you. In either case, you must be Seeking to find these things.”

      “Seeking?”

      “Studying your magic. Let’s work on defending yourself first,” Rashel insisted. Sitting in the middle of a park in broad daylight, in a foreign land, where Tanzaa would be pursued, did not make her feel safe. Any defensive magic she could teach would help.

      "Now, what happened here in the grove when you froze us all, that was you doing magic with no control. You were worried about the soldiers coming to find you and so you panicked. Your magic turned that panic into paralysis on the rest of us. You can also do that on purpose with some concentration. Shall we experiment?” Rashel lifted a stone magically out of the ground. “I'm going to take this stone and toss it into the air. You focus on it, freeze it before it falls but see if you can do this without freezing me at the same time. Are you ready?”

      Tanzaa nodded. Rashel hefted the fist-sized rock and tossed it into the air where if it fell it wouldn't hit either of them. Tanzaa furrowed her brow, concentrating on the stone as it started its fall, and it froze, floating there like some strange moon in the morning light. She smiled at her success and then turned to see that she had frozen Rashel at the same time. With a sad sigh, Tanzaa shook her mentor back into motion. Rashel reanimated with a gasp.

      “Apologies,” Tanzaa whispered. Her inattention let the stone drop out of the sky.

      "No matter. Can you bring the stone to me? Concentrate on drawing it toward you across the ground. It will come."

      Obediently Tanzaa again stared at the offending stone and it lurched awkwardly across the ground toward them, and then skidded forward, clubbing Rashel in the knee. They both winced and Rashel picked up the stone. She was puzzled, for she remembered her own experience with moving objects magically, that she had control immediately. Why was this not coming to Tanzaa with more grace…grace? Tanzaa was naturally a graceful person. Why wouldn't that grace translate into her use of magic? She had been nothing but bumbling with this magical gift. But the word 'grace' again resonated with Rashel. She often experienced these Wise One impressions.

      "Concentrating with just your mind is not helping you,” she said. “You are a moving person. Use your hands to manipulate the magic. Lift your arms and move it so you'll have more control." Rashel lifted the stone as a challenge. "Again?" Tanzaa nodded and Rashel tossed the rock.

      This time Tanzaa raised her hand into the air and held up one finger to instinctively stop the stone. Obedient to her magic it froze mid-air but Rashel was not paralyzed in the process. "See? You're more controlled with your hands than just with looking at it. Well done. You should practice this skill any time there's no one around."

      Next Rashel addressed shields; preventing someone else from reading her mind, or attacking her and to break past someone else's shielding her out. This came easier to Tanzaa, without the need for physical movement. But this also required her to understand the ethics of it.

      "You should not generally go into someone's mind without permission, especially into their inner thoughts, unless it is a matter of life and death. This is most important with Dayvian because he will not be able to block you. He's not a magician. He'll practically be throwing his thoughts at you and you might be hurt by some of the things you'll hear from him. You have never been able to do this in your relationship before, and this has kept you equals but now that has changed. I don't want you to be hurt, or damage your connection with him because you hear things that…that show that he's a human being. Doubt, resentment, even jealousy will lurk in his mind. He’s only human and all of us have these thoughts. It doesn't mean any of us act on them. He will still love you. Do you understand?"

      "I form a wall, but Dayvian holds the gate key," Tanzaa replied in her analogy form.

      "Exactly. Now, see if you can get through my wall," Rashel challenged her protégé. They spent an hour or so dueling mentally, trying to get past each other's barrier. In this process, Rashel learned a great deal about how Tanzaa thought and recognized the analogies were a means of coping with the stifling environment of a harem. Such a culture appalled Rashel's sensibilities, but she also took the time once she broke through Tanzaa’s rudimentary shield to implant some desires for freedom and an understanding that Tanzaa's life in the Land would be far different for the better.

      Once during this exercise, Tanzaa managed to catch Rashel with a deliberately open gap in her shield and let the dancer sense in her public mind the worry she harbored for Dayvian and how he would manage now that Tanzaa was magical. Rashel let her concern leap to what Dayvian would do without Tanzaa as his hope. That froze the new magician in sudden fear at what she heard in Rashel’s thoughts. It drove Tanzaa to ask a question.

      "No Dayvian?" Tanzaa's concern danced across her delicate features and spoke far more than the single comment. Overhead storm clouds crept over the sky, threatening thunder.

      Rashel sighed. "I don't know. You will have to travel alone, no matter what. He will not be safe with you, and you will not learn independence while trying to protect him. It wouldn’t be right for either of you.”

      Rashel waited for the tears she expected to come, but they didn’t. Instead, Rashel felt a shiver and looked up at the swaying trees. They shuddered as thick gray clouds began building, threatening rain.

      Rashel, with an eye to the building storm, added, “And the magic might simply pass him by.”

      Rashel could hear her protégé process that thought. The trees almost froze with sudden fear that the Queen of Growing Things sensed in the tension. Was lightning about to strike? Then as quickly as it built, the storm seemed to pass. In Tanzaa’s mind, Rashel heard the fatal thought that maybe Dayvian would be better without magic. He should not be burdened with this terrible power.

      Rashel blinked in surprise. This reasoned perspective, a balance of emotion and logic meant that Tanzaa was becoming a Wise One. Rashel added something more with caution.

      “Also, Dayvian has done something terrible: refusing the magic and then forcing you into it, without your understanding or consent. That's not a good thing and he might be punished. I don't know for sure. He didn't understand the ramifications of what he did and I know he didn't do it to hurt you. There could very well be consequences, but not as severe as they could be."

      Tanzaa's distress at that news translated into a cold drop in the temperature. The dancer gripped Rashel's arm in alarm. "No," she whispered in desperate futility.

      "All will be well," Rashel tried to reassure her. "If anyone is meant to be a Wise One, it is Dayvian. However, you need to understand, if he is not chosen…again…to be a Wise One, then you will need to… you will leave him. It's the least cruel thing you can do. You are going to live forever, and he will not. The magic will naturally guide you to desire another Wise One. You will essentially fall out of love with Dayvian. If you allow him to hold on to his love for you, it will only crush his heart. This was what he feared and why he refused the Heart Stone when I offered it to him. He would not leave you willingly. Now you will face the same dilemma, but the decision is being made for you. You must leave him or he becomes a Wise One. Those are the only two options."

      The expected tears now filled Tanzaa's silver eyes, but she would not let them fall. Rashel could hear her rage and frustration leaking through her under-developed shields, but the harem-bred self-control mastered it. Tanzaa did not say anything. Instead, she took out her Heart Stone from her pocket. She stared in mute anger at the orb with disdain and a crystal blue sky and frigid weather overhead at midsummer.
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      This is all wrong, Dayvian thought. He was accustomed to the visitors who typically crossed the Demion court; soldiers, cooks, porters, priests, advisors, and occasionally a flock of courtesans passing through the courtyard like bright flowers in a wind. Now it was all armed or dark-robed men. Not a single bright color to be seen, even from the copious windows that dotted the elegant palace overlooking the courtyard. The soldiers all clattered around in full armor, which was not unusual, but their eyes flicked about the courtyard, far more alertly than Dayvian remembered.

      "Could it be you're noticing them more because you know there's a reason for them to be on alert? You might just be more aware of it at this point," Yeolani suggested silently.

      "No," Dayvian replied. "There are no women around and far more soldiers. Let's go to the residence and see we can learn there. I trust Tanzaa's best friend will share the news."

      With that suggestion, Dayvian moved to the more pedestrian entrance to the palace proper, where supplies would normally be brought into the palace. Animals for slaughter, flowers in boxes, foodstuffs, and other supplies, probably for the wedding, crowded at the doors. More armed men met them at the iron gates that entered into the basement levels of the palace. Just beyond this gate, farther along the side of the courtyard, a huge wall made from a different stone stuck out away from the main palace and must have formed a separate space beyond it.

      "Something reeks like a bilge full of rotting fish behind that wall," Yeolani commented. "It's demon magic."

      "I already told you they have demons here," replied Dayvian. "The King and his court get their power from them, and that's probably where they do their sacrifices."

      "Do you smell anything…I mean as a non-magical person?"

      "It smells like a butchery," Dayvian muttered mentally. "What do you expect?"

      Yeolani shrugged in a gesture that looked exactly like Carsin, whose face he wore. "To me, it burns, like someone's been making pickles and then set them on fire. I've smelled it before, but not so intensely. Does all the magic here in Demion come from demons?"

      "How would I know? I do know the word for demon and the name of the country are related, almost too obviously," Dayvian explained. "Now will you let me concentrate? I'm going to have to speak Demian and I can't speak in one language and think at you in the other."

      Dayvian didn’t wait to be sure Yeolani was going to give him the peace he wanted. Instead, the musician walked up to the gated portal and got the attention of the guard with whom he was familiar.

      "Greetings, Purnik, we're back. What's with all the soldiers? We've come from the circus to play, but today seems like a bad time."

      The soldier came forward, looked closely at Dayvian and 'Carsin' through the heavy slatted gate. "Hello, gentlemen. No, it's just preparation for a wedding. I would have thought you heard. The circus was invited to perform, but it's not for two more days."

      "Of course, I know about the wedding,” Dayvian replied flippantly, “but that doesn't keep me from coming around just like every summer. May I come in?"

      Purnik was accustomed to the routine and let the two musicians in. He found a page to escort them through the labyrinth of the palace to the harem quarters on the far side of the palace proper, away from the demon fumes. That did little to ease Yeolani's sense of their proximity. The elegant halls were draped with tapestries of bloody battlefields and warped demon figures in the main passageways. These then gave way to decorative landscapes and still life paintings as they entered the ladies' wing. Yeolani noted at each door they passed a huge man standing guard and asked Dayvian about them. Each guardian boasted a head shaved bald, polished leather uniform, and each carried huge scimitars. These muscled sentinels watched them closely following with piercing eyes as they passed.

      "Is having an armed man at every door typical. I would think the King would be worried about…you know…male guards in the harem, a fox in the henhouse."

      "I don't think they qualify as men anymore,” Dayvian replied in his thoughts. “They're eunuchs…if that's the word. I don't think we have them in the Land so we don't have a word for them. They've been…um…trimmed so they don't feel inclined to bother the ladies, if you know what I mean."

      "Yes, I do. I'm learning a lot from this little adventure of yours," Yeolani commented sardonically. "I've got a gift for knowing before a storm breaks and I don't feel very good about this. What would it take to get out of here without drawing notice, before we get into the henhouse?"

      "Not until I speak with Zamira, Tanzaa’s friend. She'll know what's going on," Dayvian insisted, and indicated that they were almost there. This final door boasted not one but three eunuchs, all of them huge, bare-chested, and suspicious of two weakling musicians. "This time of the morning the ladies are gathering for practice in their various arts, and to socialize. It shouldn't take long."

      The closer he got to the door, the more Yeolani disliked what he sensed. The bitter tang of demon infiltrated this part of the palace too, he noted. It felt like brewing thunderclouds before a tornado formed. When the page they followed indicated the door and turned to leave, Dayvian bowed low to the eunuchs. Yeolani followed suit, but it felt like he was bending to put his head on the block to have it chopped off.

      One of the eunuchs knocked on the door for them and then turned to open the double passage. They were greeted by a wave of perfume and bright sunlight. The room, draped with gauze, included a vast covered balcony, open to a garden several stories below and shaded with lofty trees. In the chamber easily twenty women and girls looked up as the two musicians walked in. Yeolani noted that every one of them was perfectly gorgeous, all gracefully dressed in flowing gauze in bright summery colors. Each concubine was occupied in sedate, genteel activities; embroidery, writing, plucking at a harp, or reading. Their work was overseen by four more of the silent, glaring eunuchs who eyed the two musicians with suspicion. It seemed so ironic to have such beauty here mingled with the pungent smell of demon.

      Several of the women rose, smiling at their approach, but their expressions were reserved like they feared to speak. Yeolani recalled the harsh punishment Dayvian had explained for anyone who spoke within the harem. Only one girl, probably seventeen, with thick dark hair in a complicated braid and a wearing a bright yellow tunic, now carefully set aside her sewing and rose to meet them at the door. She smiled charmingly at 'Carsin' who could just imagine she was infatuated with the real character. Given the surveillance and the situation, Yeolani only nodded politely. This must be Zamira, Tanzaa's friend. Being also a courtesan, Zamira didn't speak much either, but welcomed them with a feminine bow and then leaned in close.

      "She's not here," was all she whispered before she invited Dayvian to take a stool at the center of the room where presumably he would play for the ladies.

      It might be an act, but if so, Dayvian was good at it, Yeolani thought. Dayvian’s eyes raced around the room as if seeking the one person whom he wanted to see. He tried not to look worried and took the proffered seat, while Yeolani awkwardly remained forgotten at the doors, hoping no one asked him to participate. Only Zamira seemed to notice him, but that could be because she cared for Carsin. Then Dayvian began tuning up his guitar and asking the ladies about how things were going since the last time he had visited. How was this going to help them get information if none of these ladies dared talk?

      "So, I hear there's going to be a wedding soon. Who is the lucky lady?" Dayvian asked, keeping a cool face and strumming idly, just to distract the ladies into speaking. Perhaps his music was his spell.

      "Lady Tanzaa," Zamira provided, and an echo of gentle murmurs complemented and confirmed. Yeolani noted how every single eye was down, looking at the floor or their work. That reaction then was what Dayvian was hoping to reveal. Either the ladies knew that Tanzaa had run away or they felt guilty because they felt bad for Dayvian, knowing his relationship with her. Accordingly, Dayvian let an 'accidental' twang emerge from his guitar as if this news stunned him and he was trying awkwardly to recover. Then he began in tune again and sang some delightful little ditty that spoke of nothing too distressing. No one believed his ruse.

      The women applauded him politely when he finished, and then Dayvian dared to play something a little more troubling, a lost love song, and all eyes were up, all other activities set aside to listen. So, these ladies knew about Tanzaa and Dayvian, and, they felt sorry for the impossibility of the relationship now with an impending wedding. From their unshed tears, few of the women seemed to suspect that Tanzaa had run away.

      For his part Yeolani kept his eyes moving, wondering if he dared look at this room with a truth spell over it, but he knew better than to try. Too much magic and he would reveal himself. Any demon nearby would instantly sense it. Wearing Carsin's face as a disguise might already be too much. The eunuchs kept their piercing glares focused on him rather than Dayvian, even though it was the handsome young man with the guitar that should have been more a threat in a room like this.

      Then Yeolani caught Zamira looking at him again. This time it wasn't a look of interest, but suspicion. She rose as if to approach Carsin and the abrupt scent of lavender nearly overwhelmed the room.

      "Time to go," Yeolani warned with a silent burst of thought. Dayvian looked up from his song, played a final chord, ending the melody, and tried to nod subtly, but it was too late. It happened too fast.

      Zamira unexpectedly didn't step forward but back, and abruptly grabbed a fistful of Dayvian's hair, jerking his head back and put a wicked knife to his throat. She had not held that knife before, Yeolani was sure. The alarm in Dayvian's eyes witnessed that he hadn't expected this either. Strangely, none of the other ladies reacted. They too knew this was a trap. The eunuchs refused to twitch but instead turned on Yeolani and drew their scimitars.

      "He is ours, sorcerer!" Zamira hissed at Yeolani, effortlessly using the language of the Land. Her tone, so at odds with her genteel appearance, made Yeolani jump. "You bring back Tanzaa or we'll make him the sacrifice." That must have been a demon within Zamira speaking; no courtesan would dare to speak so fiercely.

      With their secret revealed, Yeolani recklessly threw a truth spell over the room, heedless of giving himself away. What he saw horrified him. Half the ladies in that room were demon controlled. To Yeolani’s eyes, they carried a strange creature of some kind superimposed over their normal appearance. Bat mixed with a wolf, roach with cat, a snake with bird wings, it was a menagerie. Ten demons and four armed eunuchs would be something he might fight if it weren't for Dayvian. Yeolani knew he never would be able to deal with all the demons and weapons before that single knife at Dayvian’s throat did the job.

      "Go," Dayvian's mind shouted at him. "Take care of Tanzaa. I'll…I'll be fine."

      "Wise Ones cannot lie," Yeolani warned him in a tight line of thought. "You'll have to get out of that bad habit. I'm putting a shield over you that will protect you and take them some time to break. I'll be back for you soon or Rashel will kill me."

      Then Yeolani put up his hands, showing he was backing away, not challenging this den of demons. With a heavy heart but without further argument, Yeolani disappeared into the morning air.
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      Yeolani arrived at the grove in a shift of a shadow, stumbling in on them just as Rashel was teaching Tanzaa how to conjure something to eat. The two ladies rose to their feet in alarm, scattering the breakfast dishes Tanzaa had managed to produce.

      Rashel immediately knew something was wrong; Yeolani never traveled magically if he could avoid it, especially since they weren't on the plains where he could jump from place to place without retching. However, Rashel didn't let her alarm show. Tanzaa was frightened enough without getting worked up about an emergency. Yeolani caught on that thought too before he straightened up and started to explain.

      "Hello, ladies," he began slowly, waiting for his stomach to settle. "We've got a little problem."

      "Dayvian?" the dancer asked.

      Yeolani smiled reassuringly, welcoming the news that Tanzaa could at least understand what he was saying because they had just lost their translator. However, there was no way to soften the actual truth. Yeolani didn't bother with words. He pressed the memory of what had transpired in the garden room into both their minds. Tanzaa's eyes grew large with alarm as she watched her best friend roughly set a dagger at her beloved's throat. The vision also included what Yeolani had witnessed under the truth spell; demons and mists of evil.

      "Those are demons to the women," Rashel supplied, unsure that Tanzaa would recognize what she was seeing. "Probably invited by a blood ceremony."

      Abruptly overhead the noonday sun fell behind gray clouds with violent weather moving in from the north. None of them noted the distant boom of thunder or the wind beginning to pick up in the tops of the trees. Tanzaa's silvery eyes filled with pent up fury, but she still would not express her feelings. She wasn't shielding Rashel and Yeolani out of her thoughts, but the run of foreign words running through her mind was fierce enough. Her friend Zamira would not be forgiven for this. Tanzaa anger for Dayvian’s sake raged and a fast-moving storm followed suit.

      Yeolani chose to ignore the obvious emotion Tanzaa poured over the grove of trees. They needed a plan, not just emotions.

      "So, I came here for reinforcements,” he continued. “They probably didn’t identify me as a Wise One, but they must have smelled magic on me because of my disguise. They know Tanzaa has run away, but not that she’s a Wise One. Our mistake was in having Dayvian come to visit as if there was no connection between his arrival and her disappearance. They knew we were coming. Tanzaa, they want you in the worst way. Why? What's your value to them? You weren't even magical when the palace saw you last?"

      Tanzaa didn't answer but instead trembled in repressed fear and anger. Neither emotion spilled past her shields, neither one preeminent, but the clouds still gathered threateningly and Yeolani noticed the lowering dark, the impending tempest, and connected the two things.

      "Are you doing that?" he asked gently, and Rashel looked up, also noticing how the air tasted. The trees around the Queen of Growing Things sensed sudden alarm and warned her. Trees dreaded lightning and even if they weren’t in the Land, the trees here still expressed their worry to Rashel.

      "This storm is coming in counter to the wind,” Rashel noted. “Tanzaa, you're controlling the weather. It’s instinctive magic like when you froze us accidentally. You've got to tamp it down or someone is going to know where we are."

      Tanzaa’s silver eyes grew large with surprise, but she nodded, reached up into the sky, spread her fingers open and the gray began to lighten, grew less threatening, though the clouds did not dissipate completely. The wind settled and the alarm among the trees eased.

      After the sky had lightened, Tanzaa looked at her mentors and simply replied to Yeolani's question. "The king wants my dancing." Then, following Yeolani’s example, she closed her eyes in concentration to craft a memory. Tanzaa shared with them her memory of her branding ceremony six months before, at mid-winter.

      “No, it’s not only your dancing he wants,” Yeolani replied as he shook away the horrible image. “You are the Queen of Storms. They wanted you for your magic. The court knew probably since you were a child, and they aren’t going to let you go easily. They will use Dayvian to ensure you’ll cooperate. They knew you would become a Wise One before you did.”
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      Dayvian tried not to think of how horrible his life had twisted on itself in the last few months. First magic had taken his beloved from him when Tanzaa became betrothed to the King. Then Rashel had come and offered magic to him, though he didn’t dare take advantage of it. Next, he had given the potential Wise One magic to Tanzaa, denying it for himself so she would be free, but he lost her anyway. Now the demon magic world had swallowed him whole. He would probably die as a demon sacrifice the very same way Tanzaa would probably have died if he had not started this whole cycle.

      As it was, Dayvian had passed beyond fear. Zamira or whatever demon had taken over her, along with half a dozen eunuchs bodily toted him out of the harem room and unceremoniously dragged him down numerous flights of stairs. Oddly enough he didn't feel each step as they banged him down, or when they threw him into a dank cell. His guitar, they broke, smashing it deliberately onto the unforgiving stone floors.

      But not him. Perhaps Yeolani's shield protected him from bruising as well as magical mangling. It was surreal to feel each blow and bruise but he experienced no pain from them.

      When the prison door closed with a clang, Dayvian was left in the cold and dark with his thoughts. Questions teamed like ants through his brain. How long had Zamira been demon-possessed? How long before Yeolani launched a rescue effort? Could the Wise Ones even help him, given their restrictions when it came to starting incidents with other nations? Could Tanzaa master her magic and then defy Rashel and Yeolani if they weren't allowed to act. Dayvian felt reasonably sure that they would want to help him. He wasn't so sure they could succeed at it. How many demons were in that room? He hadn't dared look around with that knife up against his throat, so he had not seen them. From the reactions of all the harem women, most had been delighted by this sudden turn of events.

      Dayvian vaguely recalled, in the middle of his fear, how laughter and cheering accompanied his rudely being dragged from the room. He could still feel the cold blade up against his throat held with inhuman strength. Zamira probably still had a hunk of his hair as a trophy. Sitting in the cold and damp of the cell, Dayvian began to realize how little he knew about magic. How would this pitiful situation pan out? Dayvian now regretted how he had done nothing yet with his life. If he had felt helpless earlier this spring, considering how he would try to rescue Tanzaa, he felt utterly hopeless now.

      Well, at least he would catch up on his sleep.

      Or so he thought. In the uncomfortable stone cell, it was difficult to fall asleep, no matter how exhausted he felt. And then when he finally managed to drift off, he was interrupted by the clang of the prison door opening. Dayvian started awake. A silhouette in the doorway of someone loomed far taller than Zamira and robed like one of the magicians that filled this palace. With the sudden light from a hallway torch blinding him, Dayvian cringed back. He had nowhere to escape when blood-stained hands reached around his neck and dragged him to his feet. That hand passed in front of his eyes and Dayvian was instantly plunged into darkness.

      Blind?

      That terrified him more than being sacrificed and he thrashed wildly against the monstrous grip around his neck. He wanted to at least see his death approaching. He yearned to see the sun again one last time, but he wasn't to have any of those options.

      Again, someone dragged Dayvian throughout the palace like an overlarge load of laundry, bouncing bodily on the stairs, but he felt none of the abuse. Then he was thrown into a chair and his arms and legs tied down. He tried to speak with his captors, but after someone fetched him a vicious blow across the mouth, Dayvian thought better of it even though he didn't feel the pain. He could sense the blood running in his mouth and the loosening of his teeth stopped him from trying to reason with someone that vicious and cruel.

      In his blindness, Dayvian found himself relying on his ears and other senses to help him understand what he now faced. For instance, only one person, probably the priest who had blinded him, remained in the room. He could hear the gentle swoosh as robes brushed around the stone floor. He could also smell blood -- the butchery he and Yeolani had discussed came to mind -- and Dayvian wondered why he hadn't yet been strapped to an altar and slaughtered. He felt the chill of a stone dungeon. No light or breeze from a window so this room probably was underground.

      "I want the Lady Tanzaa, not you," the priest replied to Dayvian's private thoughts. Had the shield over Dayvian’s mind already been breached? Or was the shield Yeolani put over him meant just for his body and not his mind. That voice, unctuous and low, sent a chill up Dayvian's spine. No, anyone could easily guess what the young musician was thinking. Dayvian expected to be sacrificed and this priest probably knew that too.

      "Where have you taken her?" the priest continued.

      Dayvian almost laughed. "Do you think I would have come back into the city, into the harem room if I had already run off with her? I don't know where she is. I came to Umzulio hoping to meet with her, not kidnap her." It was probably a good thing that he wasn't a Wise One right now, Dayvian thought privately. No matter what Yeolani said, Dayvian intended to lie copiously, although it was probably best to mix in a bit of truth to make it seem plausible. He might not be able to feel pain right at the moment, but torture would eventually break through the shield over him. Dayvian knew he would not be able to endure it forever.

      "And of what value is she to you?" the priest continued.

      Again, Dayvian almost laughed. "I would have thought that was obvious. What else does a man like me see in a gorgeous, talented, wonderful woman like Tanzaa? I'm in love with her, you idiot,” and he heartily mocked the priest for not seeing that as a given.

      "How dare you fall in love with a concubine of the House of Demion!" the priest shrieked, suddenly no longer reasoned and conversational. He fetched Dayvian such a blow across the head that his eyes smarted and ears rang. When he could sit up again, Dayvian grinned at the priest, even though he felt his mouth had started bleeding again.

      "I couldn't help myself," he taunted the priest. The pain-blocking shield was making him foolishly cavalier and the wiser part of his brain knew he really shouldn't provoke these people. However, a separate part of him that expected to die at their hands felt the sooner the better. He must goad them into killing him so the Wise Ones wouldn’t try a foolish rescue attempt. He knew Tanzaa was free, that Rashel and Yeolani would look after her, and that was the most he could hope for. Why not get himself beaten to death rather than chopped up in unspeakable ways to call demons into the world?

      The priest seemed to have gotten himself under control again as well and began his questioning again. "Does she feel the same about you?"

      "No idea," Dayvian replied. "But she didn't run away from me," taunted Dayvian. That comment got him another slap and he felt one of his teeth loosen completely.

      "Very well, young man, I am told that you're quite a musician. Perhaps your good looks aren't of value to you, but what about your fingers?" Dayvian felt his right hand gripped where it remained bound to the arm of the chair. Someone spread his fingers out on the arm of the well-worn chair. Then he felt his index finger held in someone's iron grasp and the question was posed again.

      "Where is Lady Tanzaa?"

      Dayvian began talking under his breath, trying to reassure himself that he could do this. You're going to die anyway. Your musical career is over. You’ve lost your guitar and your freedom, so your fingers are nothing more. The circus will never take you back, even if he lets you go. You're going to die anyway. Dayvian chanted to himself, lying unsuccessfully and feeling a sick kind of dread in the pit of his stomach. But he had to say something, anything to provoke his torturer. Something to make him so angry no demon would be called with Dayvian's blood.

      “I'm better known for my voice," Dayvian said carefully, feeling the wrench on his finger tighten a bit.

      "Then you won't miss your fingers," came the chilling reply and Dayvian felt his finger smashed with a tremendous blow of a metal bar. It sounded like two or maybe three joints were crushed, but he couldn't feel the pain, except for the loss. He would never play again, he was sure, even if by some miracle he survived this torture and Yeolani managed to get him away from the sacrificial knife. That thought pained, but not as much as knowing that Tanzaa was lost to him as well. Despite himself, Dayvian felt his eyes welling up, not in physical agony but hopelessness.

      Rather than wallow in that, Dayvian drew breath and shouted instead, tapping into a wave of anger that had been growing ever since he'd opened Tanzaa's letter months ago. "How can I tell you what I don't know?" he roared with all his vocal might.

      "You can tell us her name," the priest added.

      That question stopped Dayvian’s fury cold, leaving only his surprise. "Her name? You know her name. She's Tanzaa."

      The query bewildered the musician. Why would they need her name? What was this? Wait, he remembered, that one of the things Rashel had told him way back in the Land when they were packing the circus. Dayvian would have to leave behind his name if he took the Heart Stone. Rashel had insisted on his leaving his name behind. Names seemed important. He couldn't remember the particulars, but there was something vital here. Traditionally in Demion, many people were given long, elaborate names that they then shortened to a usable length.

      "If you mean her long name, I can't help you. It's too long to remember," Dayvian added, realizing he might save himself some grief, for truly he didn't know Tanzaa’s full name. The Demion people seemed to relish complicated and unpronounceable names for just this purpose; keeping them safe from demons. Dayvian might have heard Tanzaa’s full name once, but trying to remember it was a wasted effort.

      "Dayvian, tell me Lady Tanzaa's true name," the priest commanded, and he straightened out another finger on his already crushed hand.

      "I don't know her name!" Dayvian shouted in fury, tears of rage pouring down his face. Let this monster crush every bone in my body, it wouldn't help.

      The priest seemed to understand this and with a sigh announced, "Very well, the ceremony might not be the same, but the demon will be satisfied. A half-rate musician instead of a priceless magical dancer, it will be. You have until midsummer to reconsider. In the meantime, I will derive some pleasure from the efforts of the day."

      With that, the priest continued crushing and mangling Dayvian's other fingers, one by one, with precision. The torturer didn’t bother with more questions. He simply beat every finger with the bar while Dayvian wept over lost gifts. Since neither of them felt anything, it was just a futile exercise in control, and when he ran out of fingers to destroy, the priest left. Dayvian sat in his blindness, mourning his broken hands, his broken life, and the one bright point in his life.
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      The plan had to work, Tanzaa thought.

      She removed her shoes so she could tread silently down the cold stone steps of the inner passageway. She knew the dungeons would be below, but she had never personally wandered there before. At least Rashel had felt her skilled enough to do this reconnaissance alone. Tanzaa was the only one who could. She knew the palace. Yes, Yeolani felt he could make the trek back to the harem sitting rooms, but what would he do there? Listen in? He could not speak Demonian. And Rashel was using her gift with plants to oversee the preparations for a wedding turned execution. Was the king expecting Tanzaa to willingly return to him or was there going to be a sacrifice instead?

      Wearing the invisibility she had recently mastered, Tanzaa slipped past the guards like a spring breeze. She felt her way down unlit corridors, reaching just ahead of herself for the minds of anyone she might encounter. This magical skill had taken some practice to master. At first, when she had tried the sensing of minds, she had come in hard as a hurricane. Anyone she encountered – usually Rashel or Yeolani—in the park ended up with a splitting headache for an hour after. Going invisible had been a simple skill compared to that.

      After an intense day of practice, however, Tanzaa felt she could go into the palace, listen to the minds of others around her and learn what she needed to know; how Dayvian faired and what was the King’s plan for dealing with him. Tanzaa could not bear to leave Dayvian there to be tortured, even if she never saw him again. Rashel and Yeolani seemed to agree wholeheartedly. They might worry privately about starting a war with Demion, but not right now. War was so far down her priority list, Tanzaa didn't even bother considering it. War might come later, and she would fight against her homeland with a fury reserved only for demons. Let war come, but they must rescue Dayvian.

      Tanzaa hoped to save him, but she was under strict orders not to attempt to rescue him at this point. It had to do with name magic. If the king or any of his minions knew that Dayvian had been escaped, they would simply kill him with his name. Any sorcerer could do this, which was why Tanzaa’s parents had given her a long name and then only used the shortened form. For Dayvian, the trick was to rescue him without the Demion court knowing he had been rescued, so they wouldn’t bother using his real and well-known name. Thus, reconnaissance was her only mission now.

      Tanzaa had reached the lowest floors underground. She sensed the cold iron doors and the heavy stone walls that dripped with the echoed pain from previous prisoners. She dared not make magical contact with any humans down here, especially Dayvian. There might be traps and snares set to catch her. She was to sense the entrapments and see if there were a way around them, not to trigger them.

      All the cells were empty but one, as far as she was able to sense. Tanzaa placed her hand against the iron door and stretched forth her senses. She steeled herself for what she might find there. Creeping her mind along the flagstones, she could sense no fewer than three lurking demons in the only occupied cell. They hovered around Dayvian, who lay curled up around his crushed hands on a bit of hay in the corner. Tanzaa yearned to curl up next to him, but the wisdom of the Wise Ones held her fast.

      Instead, she tried to listen in on his dreams, to see if Dayvian were himself still, or if demons had made it past the shields Yeolani had provided him. No, without making an obvious effort, Tanzaa could not penetrate the shielding around Dayvian’s mind. Therefore, the demons could not either. This was good news to a point. Dayvian was worth saving. She would not have to kill him to put him out of his misery. Instead, Tanzaa reluctantly withdrew her sensing back beyond the iron door and turned to weave her way out of the palace. They would get to try another way.
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      “We will have to let him die on an altar as a sacrifice to demons,” Rashel insisted, pacing between the trees. They all three had returned from their explorations. “It is the only way to get him out of the palaces and into the open. We can make a rescue attempt then, and ‘fail’ and they’ll never know.”

      Yeolani reported his findings. “Well, there’s quite a musical ensemble practicing for something. They’ve got the harem rooms all busy, but it’s only ladies that have no demons in them. All the other women were elsewhere. I wasn’t about to go exploring for them. It sure seems they’re planning for a wedding.”

      “The trees assured me that something is going afoot. They’ve brought in flowers in the one courtyard, and are setting up chairs and a bower. But in the other courtyard, they’re laying blood on the walls in some sort of pattern.”

      Tanzaa nodded. She knew the signs. Tomorrow at dawn was supposed to be her wedding day and Dayvian had been in the hands of demon priests for two interminable nights, unreachable behind magical walls. Hopefully, at dawn, those priests would bring him out for the wedding, to sacrifice him for the demon that would then enter some other girl they would bring out to be the King’s wife since they didn’t have Tanzaa. Or perhaps they had a trap for Tanzaa and would force her into the wedding that way. Nevertheless, at dawn three Wise Ones, planned to execute their rescue attempt during the festivities. Two nights in a dungeon and there would not be a third for Dayvian. He would either be dead or with her; of that Tanzaa was sure.

      All of the Wise Ones knew their roles and they had planned this rescue mission carefully. Rashel and Yeolani encouraged Tanzaa to think carefully rather than react on pure emotion. When she got upset or angry, storm clouds tended to gather, and random cloudbursts had dowsed the trio in their hiding place in the park several times already. She needed to master these emotions and use them only at the right time. She also required absolute control over her shields or she would be more of a threat to the plan then an asset. Dayvian deserved her complete concentration and every effort she could give. Even if this was her last interaction with him, she would set Dayvian free.

      The morning dawned bright, but the clouds came rolling in almost with the sun, as planned. Summer thunderclouds bristled on the horizon and appeared so naturally, rising white and bright. Then when they hit a certain height they leveled out into anvil shapes and began stacking gray and threatening. No one involved in the wedding planning thought much of the possibility of storms, other than the contingency of moving the ceremony indoors rather than in the lady's garden. Those planning the festivities had no way of knowing that the bride did not plan to attend anyway. The participants that knew this, the King's inner circle, they organized for a different ceremony in the next courtyard over from the garden. Its guest of honor was only going to come up from the dungeons below. Dayvian didn’t even need special treatment for his portion of the proceedings.
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      The eunuchs woke Dayvian from a feverish stupor. Yeolani’s pain shield still held strong, but Dayvian’s body still reacted to the abuse and made him feverishly ill. Lack of food or meaningful rest did nothing to help his lucidness. Dayvian could sense his hands had doubled in size with the swelling and he couldn't have used them to eat even if he tried with his bloodied mouth. Then there were the nightmares that had plagued his feverish sleep. Demons attacked him constantly, clawing and scraping at Yeolani's shield and kept Dayvian frantic, panicking at each move of foot or brush of cloth as the priest kept returning. Dayvian felt mentally under attack and that proved worse than any of the physical abuse. The blindness only increased his fear. His fever dreams teamed with demons and great terror.

      So, when the eunuchs came and untied him, lifting Dayvian to his feet, he almost felt relief. At last, something would end this nightmare and he would die or be free. The eunuchs didn't bother cleaning him up or speaking to him. They carried him under the arms with his feet dragging behind, up the many flights of stairs and out into a courtyard he recognized by smell. Somewhere afar off he heard music, pleasant and relaxing; music for a wedding, but it emanated from too far away to calm him, beyond his reach.

      When the eunuchs arrived at their destination Dayvian was set on his feet, but the huge guards held him upright. Otherwise, he probably would have fallen out of spite or exhaustion. Then his main torturer, the priest approached Dayvian, pulled back his head, and must have passed his hand before the musician's blind eyes again. Suddenly the brightness of the summer morning flashed before Dayvian's eyes and he squinted painfully away from the light.

      "I want you to see your fate coming," his torturer murmured into his ear, showing himself to Dayvian for the first time.

      The priest could have been any of the men Dayvian had seen over the years crossing the Demion courtyard, robes aflutter, but this man's eyes were black as if he had been the one trying to see in the dark. The stains of blood permanently embedded in his nails spoke of what his service to the king entailed. While he didn't appear evil, Dayvian knew that looks could always deceive. Just beyond the priest, Zamira stood wearing the stunning silver and pearl-encrusted wedding gown that had been intended for Tanzaa. In her hand, Zamira gripped the same wicked knife she had held to his throat a few days earlier. Her hair swirled up in a complicated coif mingled with a veil over her delicate features. The smile on her face looked courtesan-correct, but she held the weapon expertly. She watched Dayvian like a cat would eye milk in a bowl. He almost expected her to yawn or lick her chops just to show something other than that simpering smile.

      Dayvian cast his eyes wildly around the courtyard, knowing this wasn't where the actual wedding was planned. This four-walled, open-air prison boasted no flowers, sweet music, or chairs filled with guests. The music he noted earlier still emanated from the other side of the wall. Instead, a congregation of robed priests stood around the perimeter, muttering and humming. The head priest, Zamira, and the two eunuchs holding Dayvian upright made up the main attraction in this ceremony.

      Just beyond his torturer stood a stone altar that reeked like a butcher's shop. Arcane markings were scrawled across it, written in ash or carved directly into the stone itself. That block of granite was big enough to hold his entire body and Dayvian abruptly felt himself go weak with fear.

      Seeing his reaction, the priest smiled wickedly. "Shall we invite the bride to the wedding?"

      Dayvian fruitlessly thrashed and kicked, still not wanting to be slaughtered this way. He wanted to die before he was carved up like a pig at the butcher. He had made every effort to goad his torturer into killing him before it got to this point and he had failed. Dayvian knew his courage had limits and this scene just ripped right through them. Spending hours in the dark he had tried desperately to prepare himself for this eventuality. Now he recognized he had failed here as well. Dayvian’s wild flailing did nothing. The brute force of his captors overwhelmed his efforts and they picked him up, each taking one leg and one arm, pinned him on the altar, and began lashing him down with leather straps. A bloody rag went next down his throat to muffle his screams and he even missed his chance to bite someone.

      Now looking up into the sky, spread eagle, Dayvian realized he wasn't even going to get to see the sun as he had hoped. He watched the gray, looming clouds building up, hiding the light, and threatening rain. The wind picked up and the trees seemed to sigh in regret just beyond the courtyard.

      Without hope now, Dayvian stopped fighting with this final fate and instead began praying privately. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Zamira, all in silver and pearl, step up to the altar but the flash of lightning in the clouds above helped distract him from that fearsome sight.

      Suddenly lightning struck a spire atop the castle, just above the compound, accompanied immediately by rolling thunder. The flash might have blinded him, but Dayvian thought the white light remained high, up on the wall.

      "Zamira!" a familiar voice shouted up on the tall barrier wall. Dayvian turned his head to see who distracted the courtesan with the knife. He only had a moment to register that he saw Tanzaa, also wearing her wedding dress standing on the wall, arms raised as if to welcome the lightning to strike her down. Then a second bolt flashed and Tanzaa was gone.

      Were the Wise Ones trying to rescue him after all? Hope made Dayvian thrash again, trying desperately to free himself from the iron grip of the eunuchs and their leather straps. However, he remained hopelessly pinned. The priest, undistracted by the interruption, approached from the other side and ripped Dayvian's filthy shirt open to the waist, exposing his chest. Then the demonic priest began chanting in some unknown tongue. Meanwhile, Zamira mastered herself, ignoring the challenge Tanzaa was giving her, and she now approached the altar and stood close on the other side, leaning down enough to whisper seductively in Dayvian’s ear.

      "She can't save you," she whispered. "I have your name."

      That realization brought a new disturbance to mind; names again. What was so important about his name? The gentle, sweet touch of Zamira kissing him on the cheek threw his already overwhelmed senses beyond thought.

      Then another flash of lightning brought Tanzaa to the other side of the courtyard, bristling in a wind that blew across the stained stones. "Zamira!" she shouted over the echoing thunder. When had Tanzaa ever shouted?

      Zamira ignored the repeated threat and raised the knife above her head. Dayvian watched the sharpened blade rise, and then closed his eyes, waiting for the blow to fall, at peace knowing he had seen his beloved in her power. Queen of Storms, he thought with a strange joy.

      Dayvian heard the knife drive home, but not into his own heart and he had to look. Zamira stood over him, eerily like his nightmares, with the dagger plunged into her own heart, pouring red over the bright embroidery of her gown. It gushed over him as well. Zamira smiled down at him. "To release my demon into you, my dear," she said haltingly and then collapsed over him, covering him with her dead body and blood.

      Something inhuman shrieked out of Zamira's corpse but Dayvian lost sight of it in the flash of lightning and rumble of thunder. Then Tanzaa's power struck again. She appeared at the head of the altar, resplendent also in silvery white. The priest, now holding a second knife up high, knew his time was short when Tanzaa's hand reached out toward Dayvian, about to touch him on the head, about to steal him away. Instead, the priest's voice was faster than the knife. "Dayvian, die."

      Obedient to his name, Dayvian did as he was told: he died. He just stopped breathing, with his face to the sky, not seeing Tanzaa there to rescue him.
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      Tanzaa knew this would happen, but seeing Dayvian’s dead blue eyes staring in terror up at the sky still shook her. She didn't try to control her grief. Instead, she funneled her tears into the storm above the city, forcing it to erupt, bringing rain down in sheets, washing away Zamira’s blood from the altar.

      To add to Tanzaa’s horror, with a joyful look, the priest nodded toward her. "He's mine now," he chimed.

      With unspeakable fury, but a gentle hand on her beloved's head, Tanzaa surged magically and threw Dayvian's body, altar, and everything touching it toward the quiet place on the plains that the Wise Ones had prepared for this confrontation.

      Unfortunately, the eunuchs, the priest, and even Zamira's body went with Dayvian too. The abrupt change of venue confused the three living men for a moment so they weren't prepared when Yeolani met them with his sword. He cut them down the instant the strange delivery arrived under storm-free skies over a thousand miles away. One dead priest and two eunuchs cut in half. Then Yeolani did a quick search to see that Zamira's demon had not been transported with Tanzaa's rescue. He saw nothing evil lingering when he placed a truth spell and so he pulled the body of the concubine off Dayvian. Finally, Yeolani signaled the all-clear to Tanzaa and Rashel who remained back in Umzulio.

      The two women emerged from their magical shift to stand next to Yeolani. Rashel arrived still wearing Tanzaa's face, for she had been the one hopping about the palace, taunting the wedding guests, frightening servants with sudden appearances. The real Tanzaa had managed the storm. Now Rashel changed her appearance and then surveyed the damage. With a flick of his hand, Yeolani made the bodies of Zamira, the priest, and the two eunuchs disappear into the prairie grass, buried in this unmarked place. Then the ground swallowed the altar itself, leaving them to kneel around the remaining body; Dayvian's.

      "You understand why we had to let him die," Rashel asked Tanzaa carefully. "They had to think that he was gone or they would simply do this again; kill him with his name."

      Tanzaa's face was tear-streaked and ashen, but she nodded, brushing her hand gently over Dayvian's unseeing eyes, closing the stare away from the sky. Then she drew her fingers through Dayvian's hair, asking the question with her eyes. His normally dark brown hair had changed completely to snow-white.

      Yeolani speculated, "I think the demons working to get past the shield did that to him. It happened to Owailion, the first of the Wise Ones as well. It isn't an old man's hair, just…just the experience."

      "Are you ready? You wrote your letter?" Rashel asked, looking more to Tanzaa's emotional state than the poor condition in which Dayvian had been left. "Honiea is ready when we call."

      With Tanzaa's nod, Rashel rose, conjured a thick white candle in her hand, lit it, and then held it high. Honiea, Queen of Healing would come to such a signal, especially to someplace so far away from other human habitation. They had selected this place on the prairie because no one was likely to find them here; not a magician, a demon, or even a wandering shepherd. The grassland emptiness suited them all for this sad piece of magic they must now invoke.

      Momentarily Honiea arrived in the flicker of the candle and Tanzaa arose to greet this new Wise One. The Queen of Healing looked like a simple, pleasant woman, with her honey-colored hair, freckles, and common clothes, but she also took her work very seriously. She didn't ask for an introduction to Tanzaa. Instead, she knelt in the grass and began to survey Dayvian's broken body.

      "What happened to him?" she asked frankly.

      Yeolani explained. "He was tortured by the sorcerers of Demion after I had put a shield on him, which means he didn't feel the pain. He was held for two days in their dungeons. Then they used his name to kill him, but they always planned to sacrifice him. Most of the blood on him isn't his.”

      Honiea didn't look surprised, but picked up one of Dayvian's crushed hands and gently passed her own hand over it. A look of pain crossed Honiea’s face as she closed her eyes and concentrated. "He grieved for this," she murmured as she must have looked back to magically witness exactly what happened.

      “He’s a musician," Tanzaa added helpfully, miming strumming a guitar.

      Honiea smiled and nodded. "Then I shall have to be especially careful with my repairs. You are the new Wise One then? Tanzaa?"

      "Tanzaa…Queen of Storms?" she introduced herself tentatively and then turned her attention once again to Dayvian, hating every bit of this. She felt ill just to look at the pain and damage inflicted on someone she loved.

      "Well, Queen of Storms, you are a Seeking Queen, so this gift is yours and yours alone. I have here a Life Giver." Honiea pulled a little creature from her pocket, a purring bundle of fur without mouth, eyes, or limbs, but it rolled about in her palm, anxiously trembling in excitement. "Only a Seeking Wise One may use them to bring a soul back from Limbo. I may repair his body but only you can replace his soul. You must touch the Life Giver and then give it to him, calling him home. Are you ready to do this?"

      Tanzaa had already considered the ramifications of this decision when she, Rashel, and Yeolani had begun planning their rescue. They knew that Dayvian's name would probably be used to kill him if he weren't sacrificed on the altar. The true dilemma had been whether to bring him back to life at all.

      Either one drowned or they both drowned.

      It had been Tanzaa’s analogy for him accepting the magic of the Heart Stone to rescue her from an unspeakable fate. If he tried to rescue her by taking the Heart Stone himself, he might have successfully rescued her from marriage to a demon, but then she eventually would die of old age and he would live forever without her. Now she was faced with the same question, but with her being the survivor. Was it merciful to let their relationship die now, or fifty years in the future, after she had found another Wise One and her love for Dayvian had faded? Or should she let him move on in death to his final reward, burying with him the memory that she had loved him and that she had tried to rescue him?

      "Life," Tanzaa said simply, holding on to her whisp of hope. She dreamed of finding him a Heart Stone, knowing that it could be a bitter pill if she failed.

      Honiea nodded, accepting her decision and handed the Life Giver to Tanzaa. She took the creature, petted it briefly, and then set it under Dayvian's crushed hand, over his stilled heart. Then, with a heavy heart of her own Tanzaa rose, brought out a letter she had written to Dayvian, and gave it to Yeolani. She couldn't remain here, not even to see the Life Giver's handiwork. She didn’t think she could leave him behind if she saw Dayvian alive again. So, she started walking off onto the plains with Rashel solemnly following after her. Tanzaa was going Seeking for a Heart Stone.

      If Dayvian awoke, the only way they would cross paths again would be as equals; as Wise Ones.
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      Dayvian awoke to the strangeness of the unknown. Where was he? Was this Paradise? Had he died or was he still with the circus having just experienced the most vivid dream of his life? Where was Tanzaa? He peered blearily at a vaulted ceiling elegantly carved into what appeared to be marble. He lay on a bed, rich with red covers and a down mattress deeper than a bath. Where was he?

      Then Dayvian remembered and held up his hands experimentally before his eyes. He recalled the breaking of his bones and saw no evidence that he had ever been tortured, let alone killed. He experimented by running his hands through a series of imaginary chords and scales and found nothing pained him. He had no idea how. He knew his hands had been crushed. Had magic restored him? If so, again, where was Tanzaa? Warily he attempted rising, sitting up in the bed so he could explore his surroundings a bit better.

      The room, including the incredible ceiling, seemed fit for a king. A carved and polished mahogany table and chairs, accented with ivorywood stood to one side as if he would be welcome to eat or write in this room. Beyond it, an ivorywood tub waited to be utilized. Beside it stood buckets of water warming at a fireplace, with a low fire. Finally, beside the hearth, he saw a matching mahogany wardrobe with one door waiting open, with towels and what appeared to be a set of clothes that were meant for him.

      Well, no one ever said he couldn't take an invitation. Dayvian slipped slowly out from under the covers, moving with incredible stiffness. If this was a dream or Paradise, he didn't imagine he would have been moving like an old man. He hobbled to the tub and took a bath that could have been a sinful luxury. He soaked longer than he should have and the water grew cool before he got out. At least it had done its magic and he could move better when he climbed out.

      Still, he had no answers. Where was he? He had no memory of this place. Where was Tanzaa? How long had he been…been whatever he had been? Was this Demion's King pulling a trick on him? These thoughts drove Dayvian to finally move more quickly and reach for one of the towels.

      In the wardrobe, he saw something that stopped him cold. On the door hung a mirror and in it, he saw himself and how he had changed. His familiar brown hair, longish, slightly curled, in need of a trim, had gone completely white. It made his blue eyes stand out piercingly, and his summer tan seemed alien. What had happened to him? Experimentally Dayvian ran his fingers through the damp strands but they felt the same as ever. Magic must be to blame, but he couldn't figure out how or why this was done to him. Still, with no answers, Dayvian hurriedly dressed in the simple blue trousers and linen tunic hanging in the wardrobe but before he could look around for his boots, he saw something else in the back of the wardrobe that stopped him in wonder more than his white hair.

      A beautifully simple guitar made of blonde wood with a fine finish and wrapped brass strings waited for him. He had never seen its like. Dayvian almost hesitated to pull it out for fear of coveting it and then discovering it was not meant for him. This must be Paradise, he thought, for no one could have given him a more fitting gift. Except for Tanzaa's hand in marriage. Who would know him so well? Irresistibly he slung the strap over his shoulder and felt the instrument's fit. He wouldn't have been able to select anything better for himself had he been given a whole world of guitars. He set his fingers experimentally on a simple E7 chord and listened to the mellow tone, perfectly in tune. Then he moved to an F, a more complicated chord, more demanding of his magically healed fingers. He was not disappointed.

      A knock at the door startled Dayvian out of his fascination with the instrument. Had someone heard him? Not letting go of the guitar he went to the door and opened it a crack, fearful of what awaited him there. To his surprise, Yeolani stood on the other side grinning like he had a secret he could not wait to share. Dayvian opened the door farther and would have motioned Yeolani into the fabulous room, but Yeolani stopped him.

      "You’ve got to be hungry enough to eat a whole prairie beast. Come on, Vamilion is waiting for us. Bring the guitar," he reassured him, and Dayvian didn't object. At the mention of food, he heard his stomach rumble and realized he was indeed hungry.

      Feeling foolish about going barefoot and still carrying the precious guitar, Dayvian followed his guide out into the hall. They moved down a spiraling labyrinth of stairs, all of them lined with statues and carvings in marble that caught the eye and bespoke of powerful magic. He followed Yeolani, overwhelmed by the twists and turns, stairs, doorways, and hallways, feeling like he would be lost forever if he didn't have his friend guiding him.

      "Where exactly are we?" Dayvian asked, thinking mostly to protect the guitar from bumping into something.

      "I told you, Vamilion,” the Wise One replied.

      "I thought Vamilion was a person…the King of the Mountains, not a place," Dayvian admitted.

      "In this case, it's a place, and the person is named after it. Wise Ones try not to go by our real names. That's what got you killed, remember?"

      Dayvian shook his head in wonder. "I…I don't remember. So, you're not Yeolani, you're just named after a place called Yeolani? I don't understand why you have to be named something else. That priest…that priest that killed me, he was very interested in Tanzaa's name too."

      Something in that comment made Yeolani alarmed enough to halt on the step and Dayvian almost plowed into him. "You didn't give it to him, did you?" the Wise One asked with an intensity that belied Yeolani’s usually playful nature.

      Dayvian sputtered, "No, I don't know it…or if she did tell me once, I wouldn't be able to pronounce it. What is it with names?"

      Relieved, Yeolani started back down the staircase as he explained. "If a sorcerer is powerful enough, he can take your real name and command you to do anything. You might not have noticed it, but Rashel got you to share the story about your relationship with Tanzaa by using your name. That was a pretty benign use of the power, but in the hands of a demon or a sorcerer, you can be commanded to do some pretty despicable things. When he realized Tanzaa was going to snatch you from him, the priest commanded you to die, using your name."

      Dayvian let his face express his confusion. "Names have that kind of power?"

      "Names have that kind of power. That sorcerer commanded you to die and so you did."

      That realization made Dayvian pause in surprise. Thankfully that was also the point where Yeolani was leading him and the Wise One opened a final door into a chamber where supper awaited them. Their host rose from the simple wooden table to greet him. Vamilion was a huge, solid-looking man with roughened hands and a warm smile. It surprised Dayvian, but his host was almost middle-aged, and here he thought Wise Ones didn't grow old.

      "I took the Heart Stone later in my life," Vamilion said simply to the thoughts he must have overheard in Dayvian's head.

      Embarrassed, Dayvian apologized. "I'm sorry, this magical world is very new to me. I'm constantly amazed at what I don't know. Thank you also for your help. How did I come here."

      "We will tell you the tale while you eat," replied Vamilion and peeled the guitar from Dayvian’s hands, setting it aside so he could address the meal that had been prepared. How they had known Dayvian was awake and could have the meal hot for him, he didn't know, nor did he care. Dayvian ate like it was a new trick, wolfing down dishes he hadn't explored before and loved it all. Meanwhile, Yeolani explained all that Dayvian had missed.

      "While you were directly under the control of the Demion guard, down in their dungeons, we could not help you. You were guarded too well with traps and demons. But Tanzaa was learning her magic that whole time. She learned to become invisible and infiltrated the palace. She discovered where you were being held and that it wasn't going to work to get in there to do our rescue. We would have to wait until they brought you out. The King was still going ahead with that farce of a wedding. Maybe he held on to the idea that Tanzaa would turn herself over to them to save you. Either that or they were going on with the wedding to mask their failure to the guests. The king had his reputation, you know. We were reasonably sure that they would bring you out as a part of the wedding. They wanted to draw Tanzaa out to rescue you and perhaps capture her at that time. What they didn't realize was how magically powerful she is now. She's the Queen of Storms, climate, and such. When she's upset, the weather goes insane, so we used that."

      Dayvian found he had stopped eating just to listen to the story. His Tanzaa was Queen of Storms? It didn't seem to fit her. Tanzaa was so self-controlled. How would the magic of storms express itself? He could remember lightning and thunder during that blurry morning when he was being sacrificed, but he didn't recall storms helped with his rescue.

      Yeolani must have recognized his confusion. "We knew that even if we rescued you from being sacrificed, the sorcerers would kill you using your name. You never knew to keep it secret. The Demians are aware of name magic and routinely give their children horribly long names that they can then shorten so that no one knows their real name."

      "So that's why the long, convoluted name. Tanzaa knew not to share it with me? She knew I would blab?" Dayvian speculated.

      Yeolani chuckled and then continued his tale. “We needed the Demians to think they had succeeded in killing you. Rashel, wearing Tanzaa's appearance, went hopping all about the palace, appearing and disappearing with every flash of lightning. This got most of the sorcerers in the court involved in chasing her down. Tanzaa only had to concentrate on two things; keeping the storm going as a distraction and she needed to listen for when to come to get you. She could hear and understand the thoughts of your executioners. I really must to study that language. Well anyway, Tanzaa understood when the time was right to pull you away from them. She had to be there just in time - before they sacrificed you and let in the demon but soon enough for them to rush and kill you with your name. They had to know you were dead so they won't ever use your name against you again."

      Well, that seemed to make sense to Dayvian in an awkward way, but why was he still alive? The Wise Ones must have had a way to bring him back as part of the plan, he thought.

      "We did, obviously," Vamilion picked up the narrative. "My wife, Honiea is the Queen of Healing. Many years ago, she crafted a special way to call souls back from the dead as long as the body was still intact. It only works when a Seeking Queen or King uses it…Wise Ones not fully trained, like Tanzaa. She used this Life Giver on you and brought you back from the dead."

      Dayvian had put his fork down again, trying to remember what had happened. His last memory before waking up here in Vamilion's sprawling house was of lightning and someone touching his head. That and the sorcerer telling him to die.

      "Is that where the white hair comes from; being dead?" he asked, bewildered, running his hand self-consciously through his hair.

      "We don't think so," supplied Yeolani. "We think that came because of the demon that was trying to get past the shield I set on you before you were taken. They must have been clawing at you for hours, a side effect of the shield on someone nonmagical. I'm sorry."

      "I'm not sorry," Dayvian assured him. "It's kind of…roguish. It makes me seem artistic like a musician is supposed to be. Thank you, by the way, for the shield. Feeling no pain, that's what allowed me to get through it. He crushed my fingers." Dayvian paused and held up his hands, critically judging them, feeling the memory, missing the agony of them being mangled, but also feeling overwhelmed by the emotion he should have at recalling that torture.

      "And are you able to play now?" asked Vamilion. "Honiea was very careful repairing your hands when Tanzaa told her that you were a musician."

      "Oh, yes. And thank you for the guitar. It's exquisite. Was that your magic or…"

      "Mine," Vamilion confirmed. "I'm a craftsman of sorts and I could not resist the challenge to work in wood on something so beautiful. I hope you like it."

      "Like it!" chuckled Dayvian. "With this, I could leave the circus and make my way as a bard. I only wish…" The Wise Ones easily heard his thoughts that now followed that, though he didn't say them aloud. If only Tanzaa were here, I could play for her and she would dance and we could change the world.

      Finally, he had to ask the one thing they had not volunteered; where was Tanzaa? To his unspoken thoughts, Yeolani brought out a letter, sealed and bearing his name in Tanzaa's graceful script. "She left this for you," the Wise One said as gently as possible.

      Dayvian took the letter and noted to his annoyance that his hands were trembling. He steadied his breath, forcing his fingers to remain still and carefully broke the seal. He opened one final letter from the woman he had loved most of his life. He recognized her handwriting and knew he was going to not like what he read.

      My Dearest Dayvian,

      I am now called to go Seeking. Rashel is with me so I am safe at least. You know what I seek. I will find your Heart Stone. I will find a way for us to be together. Please do not look for me. It’s too painful. Until the day we can come together as Wise Ones, please learn all you can about Heart Stones. They are the key to us. Somewhere in this vast world, there is a Heart Stone that belongs to you, I know it. We are meant to be together, but I will not seek for you until there is a Heart Stone for you, this I swear. Until that day, I love you. Tanzaa

      Dayvian's hands began trembling again as he carefully reread the note. He folded it back up, putting it under the strings of the guitar for safekeeping. Later, when he had acquired a case, he would keep it even safer there, but until that time, it would do. At the moment he was still trying to reflect on how he felt. Abandoned seemed the aptest word. Why hadn't she at least stayed behind to be sure he recovered? Why couldn't he travel with her if they were both Seeking Heart Stones? Deep down he knew the answers but he didn't want to admit it.

      She couldn’t risk falling more in love with him if there was no magic for him.

      Vamilion added to what Dayvian dare not think. "She must go her own way. She would be too concerned about your safety. There will be great danger for any non-magical person while she Seeks. She has never been on her own and must discover much through the trials she undergoes. Tanzaa cannot do this with you. And if another's name calls for her, she will not wish to break your heart, but she will. This is the best this way…the only way."

      "How can you say that?" Dayvian tried to speak with a steady voice, but it only came out sounding bitter and resentful.

      "I know because it happened to me,” Vamilion admitted with equal bitterness. “When you first saw me, you thought I was older than you expected of a Wise One. In a way, I was. When Owailion gave me the Heart Stone I already had a wife and two children. I took the stone because we were under attack and I was desperate for the magic to protect us. Later, after I learned what it meant to be a Wise One, I regretted it. For years I refused to leave…to leave my wife, the mother of my children. I was still in love with her. But she aged, grew sick, and I couldn’t stop it. I remained as I am now and it slowly crushed our love. I refused to go Seeking for Honiea, denying her existence since I kept hoping that my wife would be selected to be a Wise One. I was wrong to do that to both of these wonderful women. I suffered right along with them. Perhaps your situation will be different, but Tanzaa, I don't think, will do that to you."

      Dayvian lowered his head and could not think about anything but Tanzaa: not his miraculous restoration, the wondrous guitar, or the amazing luxury around him. He struggled to hold back the emotion that threatened to break him down. Instead, he slowly lifted the guitar, removed the letter from the frets, and began to play. He did not set his notes to a melody, but instead just let the mellow, sad strumming give him a voice. He had much to think on and too much to mourn over to ever manage words. Notes and chords would do for now.
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