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ONE

 

 

 

 

I remember the first time I saw magic.

Not the results of magic, as some of you might be familiar with. No, I mean the first time I actually saw it.

You likely know my name as Hilia. You may know something of my past. Allow me to tell you the truth about my past, so that you’ll better understand the start of this work.

I grew up in a village near the the town of Tornum in the domain a Bacaria. My father was a blacksmith called Javus. I have two older brothers, Cladus and Clolus. Because I have older brothers, and I’m a woman, my father determined that I didn’t need to learn his trade.

That never bothered me. Smithing is hot and hard work. It’s also work that tends to be the same day after day, task after task. You craft the same objects for the same neighbors and visitors. Yes, you might make things for the father early in life and for the father’s son late in life. Other than that you remain in the same place doing the same jobs for the same families of your town or village.

As far back as I remember, that didn’t appeal to me. What did appeal to me were the twice-yearly visits to Tornum by my father. Tornum was larger than our village, so there were more things to see. There were more people on the streets. There were more shops and tradesmen at work. Then there were the buildings.

Tornum was a town created by the Nuvum Empire long ago. As such there were structures built of stone as well as wooden houses. There was a proper temple to the Gods with a pair of columns in front. There was also a fine residence for the leader of the town, the Patris, which was also where the Patris conducted business.

Father went there twice a year to meet with the Patris, Quinus. I didn’t know why at first, but over time I learned that, as a smith, he was paid in coin as well as in goods. The Patris of Tornum collected taxes from the men of his part of Bacaria. In part the taxes went to pay for his residence, the temple, and the local soldiers. Part also went to the ruler of Bacaria, the Dusis, to maintain our domain and its defenses. Father, as he earned coins, had to report to Quinus on his earnings and pay his taxes in coins.

What fascinated me as a small child were the carved letters on some of the buildings in Tornum, including the temple and the Patris’ residence. Carving stone was work that was as hard as smithing, that I knew, so to carve something into stone meant it had to be important. I wanted to know what was so important.

On a spring visit, when I had to be about six, I persisted in asking about the carvings. Quinus, for whatever reason, decided to indulge me. He told me about letters and what they meant. Letters could be gathered into words, exactly like the words we speak.

At once I wanted to learn more. Father expressed skepticism at my enthusiasm. I learned later that Quinus persuaded Father that me learning to read and write would make me a better prospect for marriage. “She might even find work with the Dusis in Travinum,” he’d added. That convinced Father to allow me to stay in Tornum and learn to read and write.

I spent the rest of that spring, then the summer, then the early part of autumn learning. I learned my letters and numbers quickly. My writing was crude at first, but I felt great joy at being able to write the words I’d seen and heard. Quinus was impressed by my progress, which he told me was better than his own daughters and son, who were older than me.

Father was not so impressed when I came home for the Harvest Festival. He was, though, pleased that the Patris expressed confidence in my enthusiasm. Once the festival was over he allowed me to return to Tornum. For the next two years I would only return to the village for the Spring Festival and the Harvest Festival. I would spend Goddesses’ Night and Gods’ Day in Tornum while I learned more of reading and writing.

Towards the end of that second year, as the Harvest Festival approached, I was allowed the freedom of the library in the Patris’ residence. I couldn’t take scrolls and tomes from the library to my chambers, but I could read them at my leisure once my studies were done. Quinus wanted me to improve my grammar, but he also desired that I learn more of history, culture, and the like. He told me such subjects would make me more desirable as a scribe or as a merchant’s wife.

By then I was just wise enough to know that I should start with the scrolls and smaller tomes before attempting to conquer the bigger works. The library was arranged by subject. That made my task all the easier.

I had spent two evenings with scrolls of various subjects when I saw the book. It sat alone on the highest shelf, which is how I’d missed it before. I was on the little ladder, reaching for a scroll on politics, when I saw that lonely book. Its name was On the Use of Magic and Cantuses. It seemed rather ordinary, but the title intrigued me. I took it down with the other scroll and brought them to the table in the center of the room.

It was then that I first saw magic.

I opened the book, and for an instant the pages appeared blank. I didn’t have much time to think about how strange it was for valuable paper to be bound up in a volume without anything being written in it. For in the next instant letters seemed to appear on the page as if they emerged from a fog!

“To you, who can read these words, be thankful that you have been blessed by Zettia, Queen of the Gods and Mistress of the Moon, for you have been born to command magic,” those first words read. I knew at that time what those words meant. What I didn’t know was what that sentence meant.

“Magic” was something spoken of in child’s tales. It had to do with talking animals, or some enchantment brought down by the Gods or used against them by mortals. I couldn’t believe that magic was real. Yet I could not disbelieve what I’d seen with my own eyes.

I had enough sense to put the book back, since my reading time had grown limited that evening. It wasn’t until the following day that I returned to the book and began to read it. Each time I turned a page it first seemed blank, then words appeared.

The more I read the more confused I became. I had the privilege of being a guest of the Patris. That meant I could seek him out when he wasn’t busy during the day. The next day after breakfast I sought him out and told him about the strange book.

Only for a moment or two did Quinus think I was being a foolish child. I recall his gaze growing distant, then he nodded to me and said I should show him the book. We went to the library and I took down the book. I opened it, hoping that he would see the appearing letters as I did. He shook his head and said he saw nothing.

“Do you think I’m lying, Patris?” I asked, most likely in a whining tone.

“Read to me what you believe the book says, Hilia,” he replied. “Read each word. Sound out those that confuse you.”

His request calmed me, so I did as I was told. I read out the first page and then the second. I was almost done with the second page when he put his left hand on my right shoulder.

“That’s quite enough, Hilia,” he said. He smiled to me. “This is a day to be remembered.”

“It is?”

“Indeed. Tell me, my fire-haired young guest, how have your history studies gone?”

“Not well, Patris,” I admitted. “The books and scrolls are dull to read.”

“You will put your mind to studying them, along with this book. Hilia, you are not to do anything you read in that book. You are to read it first, front to back, before you do anything with it. Do you understand?”

“I believe so, Patris.”

“Good. Even though Elia isn’t too much older than you, I’ll put her to the task of supervising your studies. Obey her as you would me. Can you do that for me?”

“I shall, Patris.”

He clapped his hands together. “Extraordinary! Come. You have work to do!”

So it was for the next several days, before I was to go home for the Harvest Festival, I began to read On the Use of Magic and Cantuses while I improved my knowledge of history. Elia, Quinus’ younger daughter, did not allow me to decrease the pace of my studies. She had no more interest in history than I did, but the strange book had her curious, and she liked commanding me more than her little brother.

Quinus told me to say nothing about the book to my father or anyone else in the village. I recall nothing special about that celebration. I returned to Tornum when it was over and continued my work under Elia’s direction.

It wasn’t until I’d completed my reading of On the Use of Magic and Cantuses that I began to understand what it meant. The book describes how one invokes the magic that is around us to use that force to do things. You must first learn to sense the magic that’s around you. There is more in the land than in the air. There is more in living things than in objects like buildings and tools, though nothing is devoid of magic.

This is important to the casting of cantuses. Sensing the magic that’s around you will tell you how much there is available to you. That will tell you how much or how little you can do with any particular cantus, or method of making magic do something.

Nature is also important in the effort of casting a cantus. In magic there are the three grounding elements of air, water, and land. There are also two weather elements, heat and cold. There are the eternal elements of life and death. Finally there is what’s called the mind element, which allows for the casting of control and communication cantuses.

I grew up believing in the power of the number three. The Gods are three times three. Our society is made up of three levels of status: the nobles, the citizens, and the sacris. The day is comprised of morning, afternoon, and night. I won’t go on, for I’m certain you understand what I’m writing.

How then could magic have but eight elements?

The book told me that these eight elements were very old. They dated to when magic was first discovered, which was not during the time of the Nuvum Empire. Magic had been brought to the Empire by another people. That’s why it didn’t fit the sacredness of three. The book said that because of this some doubted that magic was of the Gods.

When the many uses of magic, from war to healing, were seen and believed, those in the Empire accepted it as a gift of the Gods, the book continued. The Empire didn’t wish to be without a tool that other powers could use against it. Those who doubted magic were made to renounce their views. The Empire embraced magic and those that could cast cantuses.

The book told me that the proper word for one that uses magic is a magus. I read that women tended to be blessed in this way far more than men. In every generation there were at least twenty to fifty women magi in the Empire, while a male magi was only born every few generations. Being a magus was a serious profession, one that required study and practice as well as a strong adherence to the principles laid down through Zettia.

All that suggested that, as I could read the book, I was blessed by the Queen of the Gods. I could be a magus.

It was here that Elia’s direction became important to me. She had some knowledge of the history scrolls and books owned by the Patris of Tornum. She was able to assist me in finding those works that proved important to learning more about my blessing.

The first lesson I derived from this quest was that knowledge of magic came from several sources, not just one. The Holvoia people far to the south were the ones to have spread the knowledge across the Imperial Sea before the rise of the Empire. Where it came to them the works could not say. All they did say was that an early King of Nuvus, Nivarus, saw that it could used against the raids of the “mountain folk” north of Nuvus. For generations after there was debate as to whether or not magic was or was not a gift from the Gods. That debate ended around the time that Nuvus won its first war with the kingdom of Kergithos.

After the third war with Kergithos that ended with Nuvus ruling most of the domains along the sea, the first efforts were made to study magic in a proper way. Yet it wasn’t until the rise of the third Emperor, Fabrius, that books and scrolls were commissioned on the profession. It was then that some magi devoted their time to study than to practicing their craft. The book I had found was mostly written a generation later, though the volume I read through had many later additions.

So it was that the Nuvum Empire rose and ruled much of the world that was known. It had magic, it had an Army, it had roads, and it had trade and the wealth that came from the buying and selling of goods. Emperors came and went. Some ruled well and some terribly poorly. The Empire was always strong and always prosperous.

Yet I knew that Patris Quinus knelt before his master, Dusis Valrus, who ruled all of Bacaria. Valrus answered to no Emperor, of that I was certain. It would be a few more years of study before I learned why that was.

Over the autumn and winter I made a study of the book on magic, on history, and on a few other subjects. Quinus was pleased with my progress but he still forbade me from attempting to do anything the book suggested when it came to casting cantuses. I continued to obey him while I was there, and through the next year of my eduction.

As the summer of my tenth year approached, Quinus finally granted me permission to begin to try casting cantuses. By then I was familiar with the strength of magic around Tornum in general and around the residence in particular. The book advised beginning with the element of air. I read that it would be easy to craft a light breeze inside a room.

It was not as easy as the book claimed it would be.

I spent days trying to make real in my mind the ancient words of invoking I needed to invoke to get air to do something. I was distracted by sounds. Sitting and trying to craft a single cantus over and over bored me. I didn’t always sleep well at night.

After a few days of abject failure I went back to the book. I had to spend two days reading it again before I noticed a passage about “threads of magic.” I put my mind to that passage, and to what little history I had at hand in the residence.

It was then that it became as clear to me as the blue sky of a hot summer’s day. What I needed to do was seek out the right thread of the magic I needed. I had to find it then touch it with my thoughts, and with the words of invoking the center of my focus. What I needed to do, I realized later, was take a piece of a thread, work it into a “ball” of magic, then use the words to command it to do as I wished.

I crafted a small breeze in my chambers. I then went down to the meeting room where I promptly crafted too great a breeze. But I knew what I was doing. I had cast cantuses.

With the method more certain I could apply my knowledge. I continued with the air element, then water, and then land. Heat and cold were far easier for me to work on than land. As for life and death, those had to wait until I was older.

Mastery of cantuses took five long years. My first efforts succeeded, but the cantuses were sometimes easier to craft than dismiss. I had to consider where I was going to practice and what element I was going to practice casting cantuses with. It took me a year alone to go from having to search for the right thread to being able to sense the right thread in an instant.

In that time I worked from the book I had found in the library, but I also made notes all my own. They were messy, and even those around me like Elia and Quinus couldn’t make sense of them when they offered to assist me. But in writing those notes I found that I could go beyond what the book told me. I could move past the basic cantuses written in the book and craft more complex cantuses.

It would be years before I understood how important those notes were.

Towards the end of that five years I came into womanhood. Quinus’ daughters had already gone through the experience, so they were able to guide me. I prayed to Dimia for my new fertility and Vinia in the hope that I might find love, but I found myself in those few months afterward giving thanks to Zettia for the power I now had.

After I came into womanhood Quinus allowed me to practice being a magus in Tornum. I was still learning how to turn my blessing into a profession, and the people of the town were uncertain about magic. This was so even after I had demonstrated my abilities. I know that Quinus wrote to Dusis Valrus about me, yet I wasn’t summoned to Travinum.

This confusion about my future remained at my side through the middle of summer. It was then that word came to me that my oldest brother, Cladus, was going to be married. Father asked if I could return for the wedding. Quinus gave his permission so I returned to my village.

It was a simple ceremony, as most village ceremonies tend to be. Afterward Cladus and his new wife moved into their little home on farmland Father had acquired for them. My other brother Clolus decided to spend the evening with his friends. That left Father and I alone.

“You’re still more like your mother than me, Hilia,” he said after supper.

“How so?”

“Short and slender.” He waved his hand at me. “Your hair’s a shade more red than hers was.”

“What of it?”

“Have you thought about a husband?”

I shook my head. “I am a magus, Father.”

“So you’ve said.”

“You’ve seen me cast cantuses.”

“A few.”

“I can read, I can write, and I can cast cantuses.”

“None of those are trades, Hilia.”

“Being a scribe is a trade. So too is being a magus.”

“For who? The Dusis?”

“If need be.”

“Then why are you still in Tornum?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t have a young man there, do you?”

I frowned to him. “I haven’t even started to think of such things, Father.”

“Why not? What good will magic do you?”

“It’s taking people time to understand what it is.”

“Time?”

“Yes, Father, time. It seems there’s not been a magus in Bacaria since the Nuvus Empire went away. People think magic only exists in tales.”

“What of it?”

“When the Empire ruled over this land, there were two or three magi in ever province.”

“What’s that?”

“Province? It’s what Bacaria was. A domain of the Empire.”

He shook his head again. “Rather than learning to mend and clean clothes, tend a house, and care for children, you’ve been filling your head with words.”

Having gained the respect of the Patris of Tornum, and having heard similar comments from Father on my last visit home, I rose from the table, a touch of anger in my heart. “Perhaps I should move there and not come back here.”

He let out a laugh. “And do what? You’re not doing these trades you claim to have learned, are you?”

“I am.”

Just then there was a pounding on the door. Well, perhaps not just then. Perhaps Father and I yelled at each other for a bit. All the same, it was that night that someone pounded on Father’s door.

I let him stand and open the door. “Ettus?”

“Javus, good, you’re home,” a man said.

I moved so that I could see him. His hair wasn’t as dark as Father’s, and he seemed much younger, but he had Father’s height and strong build.

“What’s the matter?” Father asked.

“Our village was raided by the wild folk from the west,” the man said, barely pausing to breathe. “They’ve camped in the wilderness for the night.”

“They mean to attack us?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’ll alert everyone to be ready. How is your village?”

“They only carried off some sheep and cattle. Some boys were playing past the village and gave warning.”

“Good. Did you get any of them?”

“I think we killed a few, but the savages carried off the bodies before we could get to them.”

“That’s too bad. Why don’t you come in and rest?”

“Thank you.”

“Hilia, tend to him.”

I shook my head to him. “No. I’ll fetch Clolus and he can do that.”

“What?” Father snapped.

“You wish to know what good my talent is? I’ll prove it to you!” With that I pushed past him and the man from the other village and went out into the night.

 

TWO

 

 

 

 

Because of the brief nature of my visit back to my family, Quinus gave me a horse to ride. I mounted that horse as soon as I could reach it. On the dash to the beast, I remembered Ettus and his village, which sat north and east of the one my family lived in. I took to the road and headed for the village.

A journey that would have taken over half a day took me far less. There were men on alert in the village as I arrived. Since I was coming from the direction Ettus had departed from, and there was but one of me, the men weren’t troubled by my coming.

What did trouble them what was one small young woman could do against raiders from the Forest Folk. I told them who I was, in the hope that they’d know about Javus’ daughter. They knew who I was but not what I’d been doing in Tornum.

I struck a bargain with them. “If two of you will guide me to the raiders’ camp, you’ll see what I can do.” They agreed, and a young man and an older man went with me.

The raiders had camped in the wilderness. It took us as long to get there as it had taken me to ride to the village. They were in a narrow meadow. They had killed one of the sheep for their meal, as there were the embers of a campfire in the center of the group and bones scattered here and there. The other livestock were tied up to trees at the far end of the meadow.

There were two men marching around the camp whom I presumed to be the guards. The moon was only half-full that night, so I wasn’t able to see how many men made up the raiding party. I would learn later that there were about twenty.

Once I’d finished observing, I closed my eyes. I sought out magic from the land and the air. As it was summer, there was enough power from both for me to draw upon. I saw in my mind a fire cantus, then gathered the words to cast such cantuses.

I opened my eyes. I raised my right hand. A ball of flame, no bigger than my palm, appeared in front of my hand. I sent it racing towards what I thought was a sleeping figure.

The fire wasn’t large enough to truly harm anyone. My intention wasn’t killing or wounding the raiders, but scaring them away. The fire stuck its mark, causing one of the guards to let out a shout.

One ball of flame wouldn’t be enough to scare them. I knew that at the time. I therefore crafted a second ball of fire, then a third, then a fourth. It was after the fourth that the whole camp was aware that I was sending fire at them.

As a fifth flew at another raider, someone in the camp cried out a word that sounded to my ears like “magic” or “magus.” That cry caused the raiders to scramble to their feet and dash from the meadow. I sent two more balls of fire in their direction to encourage them to keep fleeing. We waited to see if they might return. They did not.

We returned to the village in the middle of the night. I briefly explained what I’d done, then asked to get some rest. I slept until well into the morning. The rest of that morning and into the afternoon I spent telling everyone what I had done. I even had to cast a cantus to show them that my tale was true.

It was in the middle of the afternoon, as I was concluding my tale once more, that Ettus, Father, and a party of men from our village arrived. Everyone was eager to tell the men of my village what I had done. Blessed be to Zettia, I did not have to demonstrate my talent with magic to them as well.

A scout from the village had found that the raiders seemed to have left that part of Bacaria. There was a celebration of my victory that night. In the morning I returned with Father and the party from our village. There was no celebration in our village that night. I was given thanks and congratulations from several, though.

I intended to leave for Tornum in the morning. Father said he wished to speak with me before I left. Clolus went to his shop to work while we talked.

“If you can protect us from the Forest Folk,” he began, “you should marry a young man near here so you can do that.”

I frowned to him. “Is that all you think I can do?”

“What more do you need to do than that?”

“Haven’t you thought about the rest of Bacaria?”

His eyes narrowed. “No.”

“No?”

“You’ve been in Tornum too long.”

“Perhaps I haven’t been there long enough. Perhaps I should go to Travinum.”

“And do what?”

“More than marry, fight raiders, and bear children.”

“What more is there to a woman’s life than that?”

“That is what I intend to find out.”

“I could deny you the right to leave.”

I rose slowly from my chair. I quickly called upon magic to create a red light, no larger than one of my fingernails. Heat, you see, tends to give off light, and light tends to come from things that are hot. It takes much less effort to create light than to create heat or fire.

Once the light was in front of my hand, I sent it at Father. I called upon other words to make it dance around his head. His gaze widened, and a touch of fear came onto his face.

“I am a magus, Father,” I said once the light was gone. “I know what I can do. I don’t know what that means, or what I should do with my life. I will find that out. You’d best not try to stop me.”

To this day I don’t know what had gotten into me in that moment to make me stand up to my own father. I’m sure that once I learned to use magic I gained a man’s spine and stubbornness. I think I also felt anger with him. I had a gift that no one in Bacaria had seen in generations, and he wasn’t thankful that his daughter had been blessed by Zettia with that gift. He saw a young woman to marry off, not Hilia the Magus.

Whatever had gotten into me, it told me that Father’s house was no longer where I belonged. I gave him one more firm look, then I took my belongings and walked out of the house. I went directly to my horse and rode to Tornum.

I arrived in the middle of the morning. Quinus was busy with some town matter, but I was able to relay to him that my return brought important news. He bid me wait in the library for him. That would allow us privacy. I read scrolls and such until he arrived.

It wasn’t until I’d been away for those few days that I noticed that, though Quinus was older than my father, he didn’t look older. His hands weren’t worn with calluses. There was no gray in his dark hair. There were few wrinkles on his face, even though his work as Patris was far harder on the mind that Father’s work as a smith was. My father was an old man, while Quinus appeared to be in the middle of his life.

“How was your visit home, Hilia?” he asked pleasantly.

I gave him a smile. “I didn’t say my news was about my brother’s wedding.”

“No.” He sat down at the library work table across from me. “What news, then?”

I took in a breath. “Patris, I must report that a band of Forest Folk raided one of your villages.”

“Your father’s?”

“Master Ettus’ village.”

“How many were lost?” he asked solemnly.

“None but a few sheep and cattle, and all but one were recovered.”

Some of the gloom vanished from his face. “What did you do?”

“Ettus came in the night to report to Father. I rode to the village. Two men guided me from the village to the camp of the raiders. I cast small balls of fire at the raiders. Not to kill or wound, Patris, though I’m sure a few of them were burned a little.”

“To scare them away, then?”

“Just that, yes.”

“Did you scare them away?”

“It would seem so. A scout from Ettus’ village reported that the raiders had fled the area.”

He smiled. “Then you did well.”

“Yes, Patris.”

“Is there more to your account?”

“There is. When I was sending those small bits of flame at the raiders, I heard one of them cry out a word. It sounded much like magic or magus.”

He took in a breath. “Then they knew what you were doing to them?”

I shook my head. “I’m not certain.”

“What are you certain of?”

“They seemed to have some notion of what I was. They seemed to know what I was doing.” I paused. “It was as if they were more afraid of me and my cantuses than they were that I was sending fire at them.”

He looked at me for a moment. “They were more fearful of you than of fire?”

I gave his question some thought, then nodded to him. “Yes, I believe that’s so.”

“There’s not been a magus here in four or five generations.”

I glanced around the room. The Patris of Tornum did indeed have a room devoted to scrolls and books. That said, much of those works were devoted to the past of Bacaria. They described the history of what was this province in the Empire, but up to a point. They were on laws and religion and culture, but of the Empire. The newest works were just reports on taxes collected and such.

It was in that moment that I came to a realization. “The works here on the Empire only come forward so far.”

“Come forward, Hilia?”

“Yes. It seems they come up to perhaps a century or a handful of generations before the rule of the Empire ended.”

“What of it?”

“The reaction of the raiders from the Forest Folk to my magic. Now that I think on it, they were terribly afraid of magic.”

“They rarely fear our soldiers.”

“Yes, that’s just it, Patris. Our soldiers are foes, no more and no less. The common citizens are either a mob to be concerned with or, well, things to be taken along with our grain and livestock. But is magic something they fear more than death?”

“I wouldn’t know.” His gaze narrowed. “You’re not thinking of asking them?”

I smiled. “No, I’m not.” My smile disappeared. “No, what I was saying is, there are no accounts here of the recent past of Bacaria.”

He gave me a shrug.

“Were the Forest Folk frightened of magic when the Empire ruled these lands? Is that why my use scared them so?”

His head bobbed back and forth. “Perhaps.”

“Were they not afraid, but as the Empire declined, were they made to feel afraid?”

“Feel afraid? How?”

“Patris, isn’t it strange that no magi have been born in Bacaria in generations?”

“Indeed it is.”

“Or is it that there have magi been born, but I was the first to find that book and open it? Discover what it was about?”

“You mean, you might not be the first magi born in Bacaria, but the first to become a magus here, is that it?”

“I think so, yes.” A notion entered my mind. “The book speaks some of instruction. My father is a blacksmith. He was taught that trade.”

“So are all smiths. So is everyone.”

“Being a magus was a trade in the Empire.”

He leaned back. “Are you saying there’s been no one to teach it?”

“That is what I’m wondering, yes.”

He brought up his hands, palms facing the sky. “And what of the raid?”

“There’s a tale of a great battle fought two days’ walk from here between soldiers of Bacaria and the Forest Folk.”

He let out a laugh. “I know it well.” The mirth vanished from his face. “The town was spared by a rain of fire upon the Forest Folk, so the tale says.” His eyes met mine. “Magic?”

“I think it more likely than just the will of the Gods. If the Empire used magic to keep the Forest Folk away from its lands, why wouldn’t the Dusis of Bacaria use magic in that battle?”

“It makes sense he would do so.”

“It does. But what if the battle killed the magi of this province?”

“Leaving no one to teach? That too makes sense.”

“If the Empire used magic against its foes, and those foes had no magic of their own, wouldn’t they be fearful of its use?”

“If it was used generation after generation.”

“And then at that one large battle. Perhaps hundreds of their number were killed.”

“That’s what the tale says.”

“The battle was so bloody to them that they’ve only just raided our lands. But they now believe much as others in the villages I was in on this journey believe. Magic is part of tales and not real.”

He pointed at me. “Until you used it against them.”

“Yes, Patris.”

“That would suggest that your talent would be most useful in protecting Bacaria.”

“But was there only ever one magus in this province when the Empire ruled? Or were there two or more magi?”

He let out a breath and nodded to me. “If you were hurt or killed, who would replace you?”

“How am I even to know how to find others who I might teach?”

“All true, Hilia.”

“Patris, would you grant me permission to speak with the Dusis?”

He nodded to me. “Young lady, I’ll grant you more than permission. You know I’ve sent letters to Dusis Valrus about you, yes?”

“Yes. The Dusis has not answered your letters.”

“I suspect he thinks I’m telling him a tale.”

That statement confused me. “Why would he think that?”

“A magus here, in the north and east of his domain? And a young woman? When the man has written to me, he never mentions what I wrote about you. Either he thinks I’ve invented you, or you’ve been deceiving me with tricks and such.”

“I suppose that makes sense.”

“That seems to be what politics is, Hilia. Your words are believed when it seems sensible. Otherwise deeds are more important than words.”

I only nodded in response.

“This raid is I think the second or third on Bacaria since winter ended. That your magic drove the Forest Folk away give us an advantage. But I doubt Valrus will press his advantage if he doesn’t believe it’s real.” He waved his forefinger at me. “You will prove to him that you’re real. That magic is real.”

I pointed to myself. “Me?”

“Yes, Hilia, you. First I desire you to write down an account of what you saw and did in response to the raid. Take the rest of this day to write it down.”

“As you command, Dusis.”

“Good. You will then copy that account. I will compose a brief letter of introduction for you to carry to Valrus. There, in his presence, you should demonstrate your cantuses to him. Make him understand that magic is real.”

“I shall.”

“You wished permission to go to Travinum. Why?”

“I hope there are more recent scrolls and tomes on the Empire. I should like to know more about the end of the Empire. I believe that might help me interpret the reaction of the raiders to my cantuses.”

“Quite wise, Hilia.” He smiled and nodded to me. “Being wise might be a fine habit for you to adopt, seeing as it could only help you with your blessing from Zettia.”
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Two mornings later I was back on a horse and riding south to Travinum. The journey took five days, which made me thankful for Patris Quinus’ generosity. If I’d have walked the journey would have taken me fifteen to twenty days.

I passed through villages every day, and through one town towards the end of my third day of riding. I recall very little about that town, except that it sat where two streams came together to form a river.

The reason for that sticking in my memory is that while our towns had names most of our villages did not, and neither did our streams and rivers. The exception was the river that flowed through Travinum, the Bacarus River, as it was what the province was named for and flowed though a few towns and villages in the province. In that town the streams were the “East Stream” and the “West Stream,” with the West Stream being the one that flowed into the Bacarus River.

All that caused me to wonder why there were so few places names in our domain.

Late in the afternoon of my fifth day of riding I arrived at Travinum, the center of Bacaria. The town was twice as large as Tornum, with a bigger marketplace, a temple, and something called a “public bath.” The latter, I was told, was a place where men and women could wash themselves while talking trade and such. As I was a year away from being able to marry, according to the law, I couldn’t go there.

I could go to the residence of the Dusis, which I promptly did. The residence consisted of one structure that served as living quarters for the Dusis, his family, and their servants. There was a second structure called the “Civic Hall” which was where the Dusis conducted his official business and where the archives were. There was also a small house for the Dusis’ guards, a garden of flowers and grass, and a stable for horses.

A servant accepted my letter from Quinus but told me I could not stay. I had to take a room at the town inn. He did give me copper coins for the innkeeper. I used those coins to pay for my room and meals.

That was the first time I had ever used coins to pay for something. Back in the village everyone bartered for what they needed. I knew Quinus, as Patris, was paid taxes by some merchants in coins. As I was his guest I never had to pay for anything. In Tornum I had become familiar with the idea of coins but not the practice of using them. When I had time in Travinum I gained more knowledge of using coins for buying and selling. That knowledge would prove useful later on in my life.

The next morning during breakfast at the inn another servant came from the Dusis. He said that as soon I was done eating the Dusis would grant me an audience. I was tempted to race to finish my meal. However, I had learned that my belly didn’t always like it when I ate too fast. The food didn’t stay in me for long and I’d become hungry again. Rather than be distracted by hunger I ate at a reasonable pace. Only when I was done did I go with the servant back to the Dusis’ residence.

I was brought to the Civic Hall. I wasn’t led into the main meeting room but to an upstairs meeting room. In the room was a table with six seats along the long sides and a seat at the head of the table in front of a window. Sitting at the head of the table was a man with dark curly hair and brown eyes. He had a thin build but a strong gaze. He wore a green tunic and a silver medallion around his neck held on with a silver chain. Standing to his right was a man with a brown tunic, leather armor over his torso, and a sheathed sword at his left hip.

I bowed. “Dusis Valrus, I am Hilia, late of Tornum. Thank you for allowing me some of your time.”

“Rise, young lady,” the seated man said. “I am Dusis Valrus. With me is Centuris Sentus, commander of the guard here.”

I bowed to the Centuris, then turned back to the Dusis. “Might I ask if you have read the letter from Patris Quinus, Dusis?”

“I have.”

“Then have you also read the account of my fight against the Forest Folk raiders, Dusis?”

“Just this morning. I must admit, young lady, your claim is hard to believe.”

“Patris Quinus desired that I demonstrate that magic is real, Dusis.”

“Is that so? And how are you to do that?”

“I will cast a few cantuses to show you so, Dusis.”

He gave a slight wave of his right hand. “Do as you like.”

I bowed my head. I closed my eyes to concentrate on the magic around me. I found it easily and began to call upon it.

My first effort was to craft a small yellow light, then have it dance around the heads of the Dusis and the Centuris. Valrus seemed amused by the light but his Centuris was not so moved. I then turned the light into a small ball of flame. I pushed the flame close enough to each man’s face so they might feel the heat but not so close that they were burned. That cantus caused the eyes of both men to widen.

It was then that I noticed a cup on the table in front of Valrus. I concentrated on the liquid in the cup. I was able to make it, which I saw was beer, rise just above the rim of the cup. I held it there a moment before allowing it to flow back down into the cup.

I only spilled a few drops, and those were on the table, not on the Dusis.

At that point I was starting to feel winded so I ended my demonstration. I stood patiently and waited for the Dusis to speak. He said nothing for a few moments, then nodded to me.

“I had thought you were some sort of entertainer, young lady,” he said, drawing out his words. “I thought you had fooled Quinus into believing you were what you were not. It appears that you are what you claim to be.”

“Yes, Dusis, I am a magus,” I replied.

“The fire you made. That was real?”

“I trust you felt the heat of the flame, Dusis.”

“I did. But had it touched the table, it would have set it to burning, yes?”

“Yes, Dusis.”

“And that fire was what you used to drive away the raiders?”

“May I relate my account and observations in more detail, Dusis?”

“You may.”

I bowed my head to him once more. “The account as written is accurate, Dusis. I was in the village where I was born when word came of the raid. I rode to the other village. Two men of that village guided me to the camp of the raiders. I sent several balls of fire at them.”

“In your account you write that your intention was not harm. Yet you also write that you sent fire at them.”

“Both are true, Dusis. The size of the fires I sent at them were the same size as the one I presented to you and to the Centuris. The fires would have caused slight injuries. Larger fires would have been more dangerous.”

“Dangerous to whom, young lady?”

“Everyone, Dusis. The fires could have landed on the grass where the raiders were camped. A man could have injured another man while on fire. Or a man could have run at where I and my escorts were, and the flames could have struck the bushes and trees we were near. I felt it would do the village no good if my fires flew from the camp back towards the village.”

“And what of you?”

I gave him a smile of appreciation. “That too, Dusis. Small fires were easy for me to craft one after the other. They were easier for me to guide in the darkness towards the sleeping raiders. I could have cast several more at that size if I needed to.”

“An interesting claim to make, young lady. Is there more you wish to add to your account? You mentioned observations, yes?”

“Yes, Dusis. The raiders didn’t know I was coming. They ought not to have known that I was casting cantuses against them. When they became aware of my attack, I thought I heard them using words that sounded like ‘magic’ and ‘magus.’ The cry of that word, or words, sent them into a panic. It not only drove them from the village, but perhaps from the region, Dusis.”

Valrus turned to his Centuris for a brief moment before turning back to me. “You are aware, young lady, that the Forest Folk speak a different language than us, are you not?”

I nodded to him.

“They do know some of our language. The Gods know they’ve taken enough captives over the years to learn. But how would they know such an old word as that? Have you any thoughts on that question?”

“I do, Dusis.”

“Go on.”

I swallowed before continuing. “Yes, Dusis. There is a tale, in that part of your domain, of a great battle between the Empire and the Forest Folk.”

“The battle of Tornum Wood. I’m familiar with it.”

“The tale speaks of a rain of fire that finally drove the Forest Folk back.”

His posture straightened. “Fire? You mean like what you did short time ago? What you did to drive back the raiders?”

“That is what I’m wondering, Dusis.”

“Do you believe magic was indeed what won that battle?”

“I believe that, yes, Dusis. I believe that the Empire’s army had at least one magus with them, perhaps more. I think it possible that the magus, or magi if there was more than one, used some sort of fire cantus against the Forest Folk. A powerful and devastating fire cantus.”

“One to burn an army?”

“Or much of an army, Dusis.”

“If that’s so, young woman, what happened to that magus?”

“That is another question that I would like to learn the answer to, Dusis. I learned to use my blessing from reading a book. The book speaks of the instruction of a magus. That suggests that an older magus would teach a younger magus. A teacher and her student, much as trades are taught to this day. Trades that go back ages.

“Why then was there no magus who came out of that battle to pass down the lessons of magic? How it’s sought out. The words we think upon to cast cantuses. How the elements of magic contribute to the casting of cantuses. How to take works and combine them into complex cantuses. Why was this trade not passed down after the battle?”

“You suspect the magus died?”

“I do suspect that, Dusis. Any magi who were present at that battle must have lost their life. That seemed the only logical reason for this domain to be without a magus since that time.”

“How does that question involve me?”

“Dusis, you have more scrolls and books on the history of the Empire. While I know how to use magic, I don’t know how a magus worked at her trade during the time of the Empire.”

“Her? Not his?”

“No, Dusis. The book stated that magic derives from a blessing from Zettia. Perhaps every few generations a man is granted such a blessing by the Queen of the Gods. But in every generation many women are so blessed.”

His brow furrowed. “Might I see this book?”

“It’s in the residence of the Patris of Tornum, Dusis. You may go there to see it.” I smiled to him. “But unless Zettia has blessed you, you cannot read the book.”

“Cannot?”

“No, Dusis. The book itself has a cantus cast upon it.” I shrugged. “I know a few of the cantuses cast upon it, but not all of them. Patris Quinus had several in his household, and in Tornum, attempt to read the book. Only I can read it.”

He relaxed. “Intriguing. Forgive me for interrupting you, young woman. You were saying something about books and my archive?”

“Yes, Dusis. I don’t know how a magus earned her living. I don’t know how important magi were to the Empire. The battle near Tornum, if the tale reflects truth, would suggest that at least one magus worked for their army. Was that so, or was she, or they, called into service because of the threat of invasion from the Forest Folk?”

“Would that assist you in determining what your blessing could do for me?”

“For you, Dusis, or for your domain.”

“My domain?”

“I taught myself cantuses that can heal wounds, Dusis. There is a cantus to ease the flow of blood from a wound. Such a cantus would be helpful in allowing women to survive childbirth.”

“All women?”

I gave him a smile and a nod. “The book speaks of the blessing being useful to all levels of society in the Empire. It tells of the value to the spirit of doing charitable work. Of honoring the Queen of the Gods by giving her blessing to others now and again.”

“But that?”

“Can you not see the value, Dusis, in having more children survive the birth process?”

He started to frown at me, then he leaned back in his chair, glanced away from me for a moment, then nodded to me. “Perhaps I can, yes.”

“I know how to use my blessing, Dusis, yet I don’t know why I should use it or for whom I should use it. I came here in the hope of finding answers to those questions.”

“Well, and good, then. What was your name again?”

“Hilia, Dusis.”

“Hilia. Well, Hilia of Tornum, I see no reason why I cannot allow access to the archives to assist you in determining what you can do with your talent. It shall be done.”

I bowed my head. “Thank you, Dusis.”

He raised his right forefinger. “But only during the day. One of my servants will be with you while you’re here.”

“As you wish, Dusis.”

I followed Valrus and the Centuris out of the room. Valrus sent the Centuris away to find a servant. In the corridor we chatted about less important matters around Tornum until a servant arrived. This one was a woman, dark-haired and about as young as I was. Valrus told her to escort me to the archive, attend to my needs, but also observe me. I gave Valrus one more bow of thanks then followed the servant.

Her name was Taria and she told me her duty was to keep the building clean. She was not owned by Valrus personally or the Dusis. She was a free young woman earning a few copper coins every ten days to help support her family.

My first thought was to wonder if I was taking her from her work. She replied that her work only took a small part of each day. Her father was a soldier who had been wounded in a raid by the Forest Folk years ago. He’d lost a hand and couldn’t work. His eldest son was working for farmers outside of town. She was working for the Dusis, and she said she hoped that her younger brother and sister wouldn’t have to work to keep themselves and their parents fed.

That was the extent of our conversation and our friendship. She had little interest in the documents in the archive or in magic. I needed peace to study and make notes, so town gossip was of no interest to me. After two days of being diligent in her observation of me, she started moving to other duties given to her. For his part, Valrus didn’t seem to notice or care.

What I cared about was learning more about the Nuvum Empire in the hope of discovering more about the blessing I’d been granted. A morning of glancing through various scrolls and books told me that I would have to start with a history of the Empire itself.

The archive had a few such books. The one that appealed to me, and was most helpful, was called A Brief Account of the History of the Nuvum Empire. It told me some of what I already knew about the founding of the Empire. What I hadn’t known until I read this book was how the Empire was structured.

The Empire was led by a man with the Imperator. The Imperator gathered around him an array of military and political leaders to advise him and run the Empire. They were known as Consuls, and as a group were the Nuvum Imperial Court. What was most intriguing to me was that one of them was a Consul Magus, an advisor on magic and the work of magi. It was the Consul Magus who was in charge of enforcing the laws regarding magi. Several of those who had served in that post, the book said, were important in guiding the ethics of using magic or had written works on the role of magic and magi in the Empire.
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