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Prologue
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Stevin couldn't sleep that night. He looked up at the ceiling, at a whorl in the wood that looked like something as he tried to make sense of everything. 

Elaida was going to die. Because she had magic. 

That was unexpected, to say the least. Everyone knew magic was evil, that it was the Dark One's creation. But it was Elaida. Cottin’s grandmother. One of the few people in the village who didn't treat him or his mother as someone to be shunned. One of the few people who were kind to Reyken. 

The Knights were here, to execute Elaida. No trial, nothing. She had used magic, and she would die tomorrow. 

But she had used magic to save Cottin, and not to hurt anyone. That tree would have crushed Cottin if she hadn't used her magic to hurl it aside. 

Stevin would never forget the look of horror on her face as she realised what she had done, the utter surprise in her eyes. As if she hadn't known what she was doing. That she had magic. That she had used it. 

But the Knights didn't care for any of that, or the fact that Elaida was the best healer in the village, or that she was too old to do anything with magic. Stevin remembered how she had fallen down, crumpled, as soon as she had done it, how pale she looked, and how she hadn't even got conscious till yesterday.

The cost of magic, the Knights had said. Because it was evil, using it drained the user. 

The Knights had come before Elaida became conscious again, and now she was under guard at the garrison. 

Something hit his head, and he turned his head to see a pale face at his window, almost hanging from the tree that grew next to it. He scrambled to his feet, rushing to the window.

“Cottin,” he whispered. “What is it?”

“You have to help me!” Cottin said in a fierce whisper, as he clung to the tree, his eyes wide and desperate. “You can't let them kill her!”

Stevin gaped. What was he supposed to do? He looked down and saw Reyken, Harkam, and Bentrel there, standing under the tree, looking up, making him realise what was going on.

“Give me a moment,” he whispered. “I'll be with you.”

Cottin looked relieved as he nodded and started climbing down the tree. Stevin leaned out of the window, grabbed hold of a branch and swung himself on to it before he started shimmying down after Cottin, ignoring the burn of his palms where they grazed the rough bark. 

Reyken helped him down, so he didn't end up in a heap on the ground. 

“Where’s Celone?” he asked. It was not like her to stay out of something like this. 

“Keeping watch,” Reyken said, sounding tense. “Are we really doing this?”

“Why are you here if you don’t want to help?” Cottin snapped.

“Cottin, shut up!” Stevin snapped as well. “He’s here, isn’t he? He didn’t say he won’t help.”

“And he has a point,” Harkam added. “If the Knights find out, they will kill us too.”

“So, we just let grams die?” Cottin asked, face pale. 

“That’s not what they said,” Stevin said. “We have to be very careful, not give the Knights room to suspect any of us.”

“She’s locked up in your grandfather’s shed near his shop,” Cottin said. “No one is standing guard.”

“Shit,” Stevin muttered. “Grandpa keeps his keys on a chain around his neck. No way I’m going to be able to swipe them.” He paused. “But that shed’s got a bad lock. Everyone knows that.”

“They will suspect Cottin’s family if they find her gone,” Bentrel said. “Have we thought about that?”

“They can’t prove anything,” Cottin said obstinately. “And it’s not like we have magic or something. They have to be able to prove we broke her out.”

“That’s true,” Stevin said before anyone can say anything. “I can’t get involved because Grandpa will immediately know I’m lying, but the rest of you can say Cottin and Celone was with you.”

“Yeah, won’t be the first time me or Bentrel had spent a night in their house,” Harkam murmured. “But we should get going before someone notices.”

None of them could argue with that. The streets were deserted, and the faint light of the red moon was all they had tonight. Reyken and Bentrel kept a look around, while Stevin and Harkam made sure Cottin wouldn't get too far ahead with how impatient he got. They couldn't afford to be caught by the Knights. 

Light shone through the curtains in the inn the Knights were staying at, even though it was late, well past the first moon. Stevin's heart hammered in his chest as they approached that pool of light that spilled on to the road. If there was a back alley they could take, they would have, but unfortunately, Stevin's grandfather's shop and the shed where Elaida was being held were both on the same street sharing a back wall which was also the outer wall of the village. Even more unfortunately, it was close enough to the inn that if any Knights were awake, they would surely hear them breaking the lock.

Trepidation filled Stevin's heart as they neared the shed. The night was silent with the rustling of leaves from the trees and the occasional cry of some animal the only sounds. Celone stepped from the side of the shed, relief flooding her features as she saw them.

“The Knights have been here a few times already,” she whispered. “It seems they aren't asleep yet.”

Stevin's heart sank as he looked at the lock. 

“He changed it,” he said in dismay. It was a new lock, made of some black metal instead of the rusty old one.

“That wasn't Imian,” Celone muttered. “The Knights did that.”

They exchanged glances. “If the Knights put their own lock, your grandfather wouldn't have the keys,” Reyken said quietly.

“No...” Stevin agreed. Not that it would have helped even if his grandfather did. The man barely tolerated Stevin as it was and the thought of trying to take his keys from around his neck... Stevin was glad he didn't have to.

“What do we do?” Cottin asked, despair evident in his tone.

Someone cleared their throat from behind and they all leapt, whirling around. Two Knights stood there, no helmets on. One was a woman, taller than Bentrel who was the tallest of them, and the other was a man, around the same age as Bentrel. They were both dark skinned, like everyone else in Fedoris. The woman's eyes were brown while the man's were green. The man was holding up a lantern which was bright enough for them to see that the Knights didn't look angry.

“Are you her family?” the woman asked.

“I'm her grandson,” Cottin said, sniffling. “She... She's not bad... She was only trying to save me...”

A look of regret appeared on the woman's face. 

“I'm sorry,” she said gently. “It's the law.”

“Why?” Reyken asked, almost snapping. “Why is it the law? She did no harm. She didn't even know!”

Stevin wanted to catch hold of his friend, to pull him back, but he couldn't move. Fear had rooted him to his spot and had stilled his tongue. 

“Febbin,” the woman said. “Let them say their goodbyes.” 

She extracted a key from her belt and handed it to the other Knight who put the lantern down.

“Yes, Captain Leirin,” he said quietly as he moved towards them and to the shed. “I'm sorry,” he whispered as he passed them. 

He unlocked the door and Elaida sat up from the bed she was lying on. She wasn't asleep. But Stevin supposed it was only natural. How could someone sleep when they knew they were going to die tomorrow? 

“Cottin, Celone,” she said, her weathered and wrinkled face breaking into wide smiles. “I'm glad to see you.” 

Stevin turned around as the two flung themselves on her, and the sound of sobbing filled the air. Bentrel, Harkam, and Reyken had also turned around. But turning around brought them to face the Knight, Captain Leirin, who still stood there, a look of sadness in her eyes. 

 


One
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Stevin and Reyken were on the tree they considered theirs. It was a large tree outside their village, near where the river joined the sea. Stevin sat on one of the larger branches while Reyken sat on a lower branch, his gaze riveted on the horizon and the ocean beyond.

The beach was busy, with fishermen and people buying fish, but the tree they sat on was far enough away and the sun was behind them. 

“I hate this place,” Reyken said suddenly, legs swinging. “I can’t wait to turn sixteen so I can leave.”

Sixteen was when they reached adulthood. Though Reyken had no parents, he was under the nominal guardianship of the village head who was Bentrel’s father. Bentrel was already sixteen but chose to stay in the village, assisting his father and working on being a boat builder.

Reyken was good at fishing, mending nets, and nearly everything related to sailing. Stevin often felt that he was the only one among his friends who had no useful skills. He loved reading and was able to memorise anything after just one read, but what good was that in the real world?

Truth was, Stevin wanted to leave the village too, once he turned sixteen. He had nearly six more misiens to go before that happened. Reyken was three misiens older than him, so he would be sixteen that much earlier. 

“Where would you go?” he asked, feeling sad as he thought of Reyken leaving. 

Reyken shrugged. “I don’t know. Somewhere away… The world is so big… maybe across the ocean.”

“I suppose it’s a big world and a big ocean,” Stevin muttered. “But how will you cross it?”

“I have my father’s boat,” Reyken said. “And I’ve kept it in good condition… maybe I’ll sail it somewhere where they have big ships and get passage across the ocean… I can work for my passage.”

Stevin who had never been on a boat without becoming promptly sick couldn’t imagine sailing across the ocean on a ship, of all things. 

“I want to leave too,” Stevin said. “Take my ma with me… Grandpa won’t mind, I think. He might even be happy to see us go.”

“No offence,” Reyken said. “But your grandpa is a piece of shit.”

“He does feed us,” Stevin said feebly. “And he didn’t kick Ma out when she became pregnant.”

Stevin didn’t know who his father was, and his mother had refused to tell him. Stevin couldn’t pry because he knew it hurt her. Bad enough that she was not bonded and had a child, but for people to know who the father was… that would be even worse.

“My ma once said my da is a good man… that he got hurt trying to protect her and she never saw him after… maybe he’s dead now.”

“If he’s a good man, he wouldn’t have abandoned you or her,” Reyken said. “But if he’s dead, I suppose he had no choice.”

Stevin chuckled as he shifted on the branch to make himself more comfortable. It was a lost cause. The branch was wide, but ragged and his back was already numb. 

“We should have asked Harkam and Cottin to help us build a treehouse,” he said.

Reyken scowled. “Harkam only knows plants and healing,” he said dismissively. “Cottin would have been useful though.” He looked up at Stevin, something shrewd in his gaze. “Celone would have been better, though. She’s as good as her da already.”

Stevin’s cheeks burned. Celone was a year older than him, but that didn’t prevent Stevin from looking at her when he thought no one saw. She was pretty, the prettiest girl in their village, and Stevin knew well that she wouldn’t look twice at the likes of him. 

More than that, she was kind and smart and had a smile for everyone. 

Reyken snorted as he drew his eyes away and looked at the ocean again. “Can’t say anything bad about your tastes, though. Why must you always have feelings for unattainable people, though?”

“People?” Stevin croaked, his throat suddenly dry. 

He was as attracted to Bentrel as he was to Celone, and he had never been able to understand how he could be infatuated with two people at the same time. Bentrel was easily the most attractive boy in the village, though he was already an adult. Like Celone, he was kind and smart and treated everyone well.

“You’re a bad liar,” Reyken said. “And I’m not the only one who has noticed you mooning over Celone and Bentrel both.”

“Who else?” Stevin asked, dread pooling in his gut.

“Pretty sure Harkam has noticed too,” Reyken said, and Stevin could breathe easy again. 

Harkam wouldn’t tell anyone, not any more than Reyken would. Stevin didn’t even have to ask. Harkam and Reyken didn’t like each other very much, but they were both Stevin’s best friends, and so they tolerated each other for his sake. Stevin appreciated that very much. 

A breeze blew from the sea, carrying with it the scent of salt, fish and something Stevin couldn’t identify.

You need to get home now!

Stevin started and nearly fell off his branch. Of all times for that voice to speak, it had to choose now? He glanced at his shadow, fearful that he would see it speak again, as it once had. 

He couldn’t even answer his shadow because Reyken was there, right there. Though Stevin trusted his friend, he didn’t want to tell him this.

Because he knew what it was, and Reyken might guess too. 

Stevin had magic, magic that killed flowers and plants around him if he breathed on them on some days, magic that made his shadow come alive and talk to him inside his head. 

He didn’t want to go home just yet. To see his grandfather and his disapproving eyes, to see how his mother cowered under his barbed words. 

Stevin, this is serious! Go or your mother will be in trouble!

“I need to go home,” Stevin said, breaking the silence. “I promised Ma I would be home early today.”

Reyken shrugged. “You’re a shitty liar as I said. Is it your grandpa? Is he giving you a hard time because you hang out with me?”

“I don’t care what he says,” Stevin said. “I like being your friend, and I won’t let you go.”

Reyken smiled at him. “Same here. Go home before the old man makes trouble.”

Stevin shimmied down the tree, palms burning by the time he was on the ground. “We should really ask Cottin about that treehouse,” he said before hurrying home. 

He hoped that it wasn’t serious, but his Shadow had never lied to him. 

 


Two
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Stevin wiped his damp brow with his sleeve as he sat next to his mother whose fever hadn’t abated yet. The scent of herbs stayed in the air, even though the window was open. Today, she was no worse or no better. 

Stevin rose from her bedside. He should go outside, help someone. Half the village was down with what seemed like an epidemic, but it affected only the older people. Only very few in Stevin’s generation was affected by it. 

The village physician was sick as well, but Harkam had been assisting him even before and had simply taken over. Stevin could appreciate how difficult it must be for him since both his parents were sick as well.

Stevin and the rest of his friends helped as much as they could, especially Reyken who didn’t have a sick family to take care of. But even with all of them trying so hard, nothing was happening. No one got well but kept sinking. 

When the Knights arrived, bringing their own healers, Stevin was happy. They were led by a grave faced man called Herid who looked at Stevin and his friends with furrowed brows and who attended to the other villagers with concern.

Stevin’s grandfather was the first to die. It was completely unexpected. Even though he had been sick and unconscious, Stevin had still expected the old man to make it out of sheer spite if nothing else. 

Herid was with him at the time, and he placed a hand on Stevin’s shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “There’s nothing anyone could have done.”

Stevin stared at him. “What do you mean?”

“This is no ordinary sickness,” he said, his face even more sombre than usual. “We’ve seen it before… it’s magical in origin.”

Stevin’s eyes went wide. “Magical?”

Don’t give anything away! His shadow cautioned.

The Knight nodded. “All we can do is help them pass in peace.” He paused. “Have you ever considered joining the Knights?”

Stevin shook his head, numb. “My ma… will she…”

The Knight sighed. “I’m sorry again, but you should warn your friends… prepare them.”

He left the room, leaving Stevin alone with the corpse of his grandpa and the smell of herbs lingering in the air.
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The funeral was modest and not very well attended, which was natural considering more than half of the village was down with the epidemic. The few who attended had little to say. His grandfather was not a popular person. The Knights had been insistent about holding a funeral, however. 

Stevin hurried home after the funeral, hoping that the new medicines that the Knight’s physician had given would have helped his mother. Despite what Herid said, he held on to hope. 

The physician was waiting for him when he got home. 

“She’s worse,” the man said, his wide eyes full of grief. “I’m sorry. You should stay with her. It won’t be long now.”

Stevin stared at the man, not really comprehending what he said. 

“She’s worse?”

He rushed inside, not waiting for the physician to answer. His mother was on the bed, shivering despite the blankets piled up on her. Her face was flushed with fever and her breathing was laboured. She kept moving in the narrow cot, muttering words that were incomprehensible. 

“Ma,” he whispered, tears blurring his vision as he knelt by her bed. 

He couldn’t believe it. She wasn’t this bad when he had left in the morning and now… He turned a furious glance on the physician.

“This is your fault!” he yelled. 

The physician sighed but didn’t move. 

“Lad, I’m sorry,” he said. “I did all I could, but like our captain said, this couldn’t be healed. I’m really sorry.”

Stevin was about to make another angry retort. How can a sickness like this be magical? The Knights had to be lying to cover up their ineptitude. 

“Stevin...” His mother’s voice was weak and low as she called him.

His anger died away as he turned to her and behind him, he could hear the physician's footsteps moving away. 

“Ma...”

“It’s...not his fault...” she spoke, her voice a whisper. “There’s no… thing any… one can do...”

“What do you mean?” he demanded. “He’s a physician, He should cure you!”

“Ah...my...child.” She sighed. “I.. if only… eve… r… y… thing was...that.. simple...”

“Ma, you shouldn’t talk,” he said.

“W… wat… er,” she whispered.

He rose and went to fetch her some water. He helped her sit up and held the cup to her lips and waited while she took small sips. Her voice was stronger when she spoke next.

“This isn’t the physician's fault, Stevin. This is magic.”

“That’s what the Knights say,” he said. “But… how can it be?”

Did she know? Was he responsible for this somehow?

Don’t be silly! His shadow said, its retort sharp. 

“They told me too… It’s the wizards...” she said, her voice faltering again. “This is their doing… It kills… all… where … they aim… all except those with magic.”

Her eyes on his face held a grim understanding. Stevin tried to pretend he didn’t know what she was talking about.

“I'm not the only one!” he said. “My friends aren’t sick, and the Knights aren’t either! If it’s magic, shouldn’t they be ill too?”

“The Knights are protected from magical attacks, but we aren’t... The wizards use this to find and take away those with magic… You shouldn’t let them…”

“How can I have magic?” he asked. “It’s impossible.”

He had to keep pretending because the Knights were here and if they knew, he was dead. 

“Your father... is a... Knight,” his mother said. “That’s why you have magic.”

“My father?” He stared at her, surprise and confusion warring inside him. “A Knight? I thought the Knights hated magic.”

“But they have it nonetheless,” she said. “Magic is passed from father to child, and all the Knights are descended from the magic users of old.”

“Then why do they hate magic?” Stevin asked.

“Because it’s evil!” she answered. “Such terrible darkness… Stevin… You should find your father, but I… He and I spent a week together… I… I don’t even know his name… All I have is this...” 

She took out a box from under her bed and opened it. There was a chain inside and she drew it out. He saw that a ring was suspended from it. 

“This ring...” she said. “It belonged to him… perhaps it will help you find him...” She grabbed his hand. “You must go, Stevin. Go find your father. Join the Knights!”

“Join the Knights?” he asked. “But I…”

I’m not sixteen yet.

“The Knights said that the wizards would come… and they would kill whoever is ill and not dead already… they would take you away… the Knights won’t kill you if you’re part of them, but the wizards will turn you into one of them if you stay here!”

“But the Knights will stop them, won’t they?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “But you have to go with them and be safe… safe from being a wizard.”

“Why is that so bad?” Stevin asked. His shadow wasn’t evil, was it? 

“Stevin,” his mother said. “You’re the best son anyone could have asked for… but… you have it inside you… the magic… the darkness… the evil… I don’t want you to be consumed by it… your father… the Knights… they know how to defend themselves against the magic within… you must go before the wizards come...”

Stevin nodded. “We’ll go,” he said. “Once you’re well, we’ll both go. There’s no grandpa to insult you or belittle you anymore. We can go anywhere we want.”

She smiled, but it was sad, and it scared him. 

“You know I’m not going anywhere,” she said. “But you need to escape, before they come. Please, Stevin!”

“No!” He shook his head. He wouldn’t leave her, not when she was so ill. “I won’t go. I don’t care who comes for me! I won’t leave you!”

“Stevin...Stevin… listen to me… they’ll come, and they’ll make you as evil as they are… you think grandpa was harsh on us, that’s only because he was trying to protect us! He knew what you are inside!”

“I won’t leave you!” he yelled. “You’re all I have! I won’t leave!”

“Stevin.. please...”

He shook his head. “No, Ma. I’m sorry, but I’m not going anywhere till you become well again.”

“I won’t become well,” she said, catching his hand in her feeble ones, anger in her voice. “Don’t you understand? I’m dying! Your being here or not makes no difference! But if you stay, you risk your freedom, your soul, your goodness! Stevin, please.”

He got up, pulling his hand out of her grasp. 

“I’m not listening to this!”

He all but ran from the room, stopping only when he was outside. He stared morosely at the tree in the corner of their courtyard. He didn’t want to climb it. It was a good hiding place, but if she needed anything and called him, he wouldn’t hear from up there. He sat down on the floor, his back to the wall, sitting where he would hear her. 

What are you going to do? his shadow asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. “She says you’re evil. Everyone thinks you’re evil.”

What do you think?

“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know anything, all right? You could be evil, and I wouldn’t know because you’re a part of me, and I don’t want to believe you can be evil.” His shoulders slumped. “Why would everyone say magic is evil if it’s not?”

Because the wizards do stupid things? Speaking of, I think you should listen to your mother and leave. They’ll be here soon.

“How do you know?”

All magic is linked. I can sense them. They’ll be here soon, and they are going to capture you and make you one of them. You have to leave now!

“I can’t leave her!”

Stevin, you’re almost sixteen, almost a man now. Don’t behave like a child. You have to take responsible decisions, not just react emotionally. There’s nothing you can do to help your mother. Your magic isn’t the healing kind, at least not for humans. If you don’t want to be a wizard, you need to leave now.

“I don’t care!” Stevin snapped. “I’m not leaving my mother!”

He saw Herid striding towards him. “Time to go!” he said, but before he reached Stevin, he stopped, and Stevin saw the spear that had appeared, protruding from his chest. His eyes were wide, and blood trickled down his mouth. 

Stevin leapt to his feet, but he couldn’t move. A feeling of fear assailed him, along with a lassitude, and a sense of foreboding. Screams erupted from the village and Stevin stumbled as a wave of dizziness overcame him.

Too late, his shadow whispered as Stevin collapsed on to the floor, unconscious.







Three
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When Stevin opened his eyes, he was somewhere dark. His hands and legs were bound, and he was lying on a wooden floor. He felt dizzy and nauseous, and everything appeared to be swaying around him. He groaned and a puff of dust rose in front, getting into his nose and mouth. He sneezed and he tried to sit up.

“Is that you, Stevin?” A whisper.

“Harkam?” Stevin whispered back as he turned his head to see someone near him who also seemed to be tied up. There were other shadowy figures around, some unmoving, some beginning to stir.

As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Stevin realised that the swaying motion was indeed real. They were in a cart or a wagon, and there were a lot of them in there.

“Where are we?” A scared voice asked, and Stevin recognised Cottin's voice.  

“I don't know,” Harkam said, sounding equally scared. 

“Let's not panic,” Stevin said even as his heart was hammering, and his throat was dry. 

The bonds were chafing his wrists and ankles, and he wriggled his hands and legs slightly to see if he could be more comfortable. Pain so intense it made him scream ripped through him. His whole body was on fire, and it was as if he was being torn apart. It lasted but an instant and he lay on the floor, whimpering, barely registering Harkam's words.

“There's some spell on the bonds. If you try to free yourself, it hurts you badly.”

He wasn't even trying to free himself. Stevin felt bitter. His whole body ached. He felt his shadow’s presence and its worry. 

“Still think magic isn't evil?” he whispered. 

It depends on who is using it. 

Stevin didn't say anything further, his thoughts with his mother, back in their village. Was she all right? Had the wizards killed her? Or did they heal her now that they had what they wanted? At least he guessed it must be what they wanted. All the young people with magic in their village. 

Stevin didn't even know that Harkam had magic. They were best friends. But then, he had never told Harkam about his own abilities, so they were even. The desire to survive was obviously more important than their friendship. To both of them. But how many were here? Was Reyken? Who else? Everyone who was not sick?

How did they kill the Knights so easily? There had been at least ten Knights. What was the use of them if they could be killed just like that?

“A few of us are here,” Harkam added. “I didn’t see it all. Bentrel is also here, but he's unconscious. He tried to free himself too many times.”

“I slept through all that?” Stevin asked, surprised.

“So did a lot of us,” Harkam said. “And Bentrel didn't scream. Not loudly anyway. Many of us are still unconscious.”

Stevin could see that. He couldn't see Bentrel though. Bentrel was eighteen. That was probably why he felt the need to fight harder. Being the oldest he might have felt responsible for all of them. 

“What happened to the Knights?”

“They captured one and killed all the others,” Harkam whispered. “I think they tortured that one. He screamed for a long time. It was what woke me.”

The wagon lurched suddenly and stopped. The door opened and a man stepped in. He looked so ordinary that Stevin was disappointed. Even his clothes were ordinary. A simple brown tunic like the ones most people wore and loose pants which were patched up at several places. Was this a wizard? Why couldn't he get a better pair of pants with magic than casting spells to hurt others?

“Many are awake,” he spoke.

“Put them back to sleep,” another voice spoke. “They make too much noise.”

Stevin felt angry and he was about to speak when the man spoke some words, and he again felt the same lethargy as he had earlier. He tried to fight it off, but it felt as if he was being smothered in something. His breath came in gasps, he tried to draw air and could not, his lungs felt as if they were on fire and finally he collapsed, unconscious. 

When Stevin opened his eyes, he couldn't recall where he was for a moment. As memory returned he realised that he was no longer in the wagon. He was in a small room, made of stone if the floor he was lying on was any indication. There was a window high up on one wall, beyond his reach, and he could see the yellow moon through it. The yellow moon was fuller than he had last seen which meant at least a couple of days must have passed. There was no light except the faint yellow glow cast by the moon that filtered down the window, lightening the darkness, but not dispelling it. 

Stevin looked for his shadow, but in the darkness, it was difficult to see if it was there. 

“Hey?” he called softly, just trying. “Are you there?”

There was no reply. He slumped on the floor, feeling even more dispirited than he did before. He had never been bereft of his shadow from the time he had become aware of it. For years now, it had been talking to him, sharing everything with him. He had other friends, but no one was like his shadow. He supposed it might have been absent on any dark moonless nights, but if it was, he couldn't remember it. He was feeling lonelier than he ever did in his life. 

The door opened, and a sliver of light pierced the darkness. Stevin looked up to see a dark shape filling the doorway, though light spilled into the room from around the edges of the shape. He couldn't see who it was, not that he would have recognised them, but he wished he could see their face.

“What's your name, and your gift?” the man asked.

“Where am I?” Stevin asked. “Who are you? Where are my friends? What did you do to my mother?”

“I'm the one asking questions here,” the man said sharply. “And you will answer them if you know what's good for you. Your name and your gift.”

Stevin stared at the man, feeling frightened, but angry at the same time. He wasn't going to tell the man anything.

“Why did you abduct me? What happened to my mother? Who are you?”

“Stubborn, aren't you?” the man asked. 

His voice held a steely edge that made Stevin's heart hammer. He had a feeling that whatever was coming was not going to be good.

“It looks like I've to teach you a lesson,” the man continued.

Pain lanced through every single cell of Stevin's body. It felt as though he was being torn apart, as if every part of him was on fire. Stevin tried to scream, but he couldn't open his mouth far enough. His tongue was on fire, and he whimpered. The pain stopped as suddenly as it had begun. 

Stevin's breath came in gasps, his clothes sticking to him, wetness and something else spreading in the lower part of his body. The stench of urine and excrement filled the air, and Stevin felt mortified, but furious as well. It felt like a violation of who he was. He stared at the man, anger coursing through him. 

“Are you ready to talk or do you need another dose?”

Another dose! Stevin couldn't imagine he would survive pain like it again. But what had his mother said? These men needed them, or they wouldn't have taken them and brought them here. That meant they wouldn't kill him or cause any lasting damage. All they could do was inflict pain. But was it a good thing? Wasn't it better for him to be dead than to be used by these people for whatever nefarious purpose?

“The Dark One take you!” he said with as much contempt as he could muster in his state. 

He tried to spit at the man, but it dribbled down his chin.

The man's eyes were glowing red, and his voice was shaking with fury as he spoke.

“You asked for it, boy!”

Stevin braced himself for the pain, though he was sure it wouldn't do any good. There were some things one couldn't be prepared for. 

“Hegin!” A sharp voice came from somewhere behind the man.

The man stepped back, bowing his head. Stevin could see that he was a large man, dressed in red, loose fitting robes. The man who spoke came forward. It was a short, thin man, with a balding head, wearing robes of a plain brown. He had a round face with wide eyes, and his thin lips were pressed together.

“What are you doing, Hegin?”

“The boy isn't co-operating,” Hegin said, sounding sullen.

“There are other ways of getting what we need,” the new man said, his tone reprimanding. “The Great One will have our heads if something happens to the new herd.”

Herd? Stevin felt his temper rise again. Were they cattle?

“I know what I'm doing, Morin,” Hegin said. “I won't cause him any damage, if that's all that worries you!”

“Let me talk to him,” Morin said.

“You and I are equals, Morin!” Hegin said. “I don't have to listen to you!”

“The next time you need me to lie for you to the Great One, I hope you remember that,” Morin said.

Hegin scowled, lifting his head. He had a thin face, with large eyes, a straight long nose and full lips. He could be called handsome, even, but to Stevin he was the ugliest man he had ever seen. Morin stared at him steadily and he hung his head again, mumbling something under his breath as he ambled off.

Morin knelt by Stevin's side. “Hello,” he said, smiling in a friendly fashion, but Stevin noticed that there was no smile in his eyes. “My name is Morin. What is yours?”

Stevin remained silent, just staring at the man. Morin wrinkled his nose, and Stevin felt a twisted kind of satisfaction. His nose had become accustomed to the stench.

“Let me take care of this so we can converse freely,” Morin said, and the stench disappeared, and Stevin’s nether regions were suddenly dry and clean. 

“Ready to tell me your name now?” Morin asked, again with that empty smile.

Stevin kept quiet. 

“It doesn't matter,” Morin said. “You don't want to talk to me. I understand. You are angry and sad. You think we stole you away from your village. You think we killed the people in your village, perhaps your kin among them, and-”

“You killed my mother!” Stevin spat. “And my grandfather.”

He might not have cared for the old man, but these people didn't know that.

“Well, nothing we can do now,” Morin said genially. “But think about it, child. We don't want to hurt anyone. The Knights are forcing our hand by attacking us, by designating our magic as evil.”

“You use it to kill and torture!” Stevin said. “What else do you call it?”

“We do that out of necessity, for our own survival,” Morin said. “If the Knights didn't keep attacking us, we wouldn't need to take drastic measures to replenish our ranks. Look, you have two choices here: either help us of your own free will or force us to torture you till you help us. Either way, you will help us.”

His gaze was expectant, but Stevin stayed stubbornly silent.  

Morin sighed. “Hegin wasn't lying when he said he knows how to torture someone without causing them lasting harm. You see, he is skilled enough in magic to heal whatever damage he does as long as it isn't fatal, and then he will start again. Now, I don't want you to go through that.”

“Go to the Dark One!” Stevin snapped.  

“Our leader, the Great One, frowns upon torture, but if there is no other way, he won't stop Hegin. However, if you help me, I promise you that you shall not be subjected to any further torture, and you will be a valued member of our ranks.” Morin rose. “You think about it, child. I shall come again tomorrow night.”

“Could you leave a light?” Stevin asked, suddenly afraid of being left alone in the dark. He had to see if his shadow was still there. He had to talk to it. 

Morin shook his head sorrowfully. “When you agree to help us, you shall be moved from this cell and into better accommodations. In the meantime, a period of quiet reflection in the dark may be just what you need.”

The cell door clanged shut behind him, leaving Stevin alone in the darkness. Stevin sat in the dark. What was he supposed to do? What could he do? He didn’t want to just give in. It was all right for Morin to say they had been driven to do what they did by the Knights, but that was just a bunch of lies, wasn’t it? The Knights didn’t ask them to decimate entire villages and to abduct people from there. And the way Morin kept calling him child, as if he was twelve, not nearly sixteen. Was he acting that childishly? Also, what kind of people threatened children with torture? It was evident that these wizards weren’t good people. 

I need to get out of here!. Whatever it takes!

Good idea. But how do you plan to do it?

Stevin almost sobbed in relief at the familiar voice in his head

“I don’t know yet,” Stevin said, grinning so widely that he thought his face might split. He was feeling elated suddenly. Nothing seemed impossible. If he could, he would have hugged his shadow. 

You better think of something fast. Or they’re going to find a way to break you.
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