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Wild Sorceress

 

...Aetria struggled to stay upright on her bucking horse. She was barely aware of the screams coming from ahead as a swarm of men poured out of the woods. Borlock spurred her horse forward and met the dozen or so men with slashing sword and kicking horse. Two or three went down in moments, but the others ignored the soldier and continued their rush for the general, who had drawn his own sword. He drove his horse forward, trying to cut his way through the horde and ride down the road.

Aetria instinctively kicked out at a face that appeared beside her horse and dimly cheered in her mind when the man clutched his bruised throat and collapsed beneath her horse's hooves. A strange thought drifted through her mind, that she could never have done that with her felt sorceress slippers, and she was glad for the armor she wore. She struggled to free her sword and looked wildly around, trying to figure out what had happened and where she needed to be. A wave of panic surged through her as she saw the bridle of the general's horse being grabbed by multiple hands as the bandits struggled to stop the escaping "merchant" and haul him from the saddle.

The spell exploded from her mind before she had a chance to form it properly. Her last thought before she pitched forward off her horse was the disappointment her mentor would have with her lack of control...
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Chapter 1

 

Primed and ready to cast the most magnificent spell of her career, Aetria strode confidently to the crest of the hill overlooking the battle that raged below. To her right the 23rd Kelrossian Lancers cantered, preparing to charge. On her left were the elite Royal Guard, ready to supply the crushing blow to the Hermanian front lines. In front of her was the bespelled squadron of cavalry she had previously conjured for this most grand diversion of hers. She turned and looked behind her at the small group of black-robed Magi watching her from a not too distant hill.

Raising her arms, she summoned the Power and cast the spell, pouring every ounce of energy she could into the illusion. She felt the surge go through her as the Power shot out and the spell blossomed into being. In horror, she watched the glamour fall from the bespelled squadron as it became the herd of cows that it was. The glory and grandeur disappeared from the assembled armies, and the power of truth exposed all for what it was. She looked down at her body and saw a sad, frightened little girl clutching a stuffed toy dragon, and she began to cry.

The Hermanian army sent up a wild cheer and attacked. The Kelrossian Lancers wheeled in anger and ran. Their leader charged directly for her, his lance pointed at her heart. She hugged the dragon to her and begged him, "Save me, Rajii, save me." The thunder of the horse was upon her, the gleaming silver of the lance point at her heart, and...
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Aetria sat up in bed, the nightmare dissipating back to whatever dark corner of her mind it had come from. Her night robe was soaked, and she pulled it off over her head and threw it down on the floor. She walked over to the washbasin and picked up the towel she had placed there earlier for the very purpose of wiping off the sweat. She was tired of these nightly visits and longed for a decent night's sleep. For the past week she had relived, in one strange form or another, her loss of control at the battle fought four years ago. The dreams were never too near the reality, but not absurdly far away either.

She spoke a calming spell to slow her hammering heart. She began a litany that helped to slow her mind down and bring her back to normalcy while she dressed in her student robe and prepared for this important day in her life, her rejoining the Sorcerer Corps of the Delmathian army.

"I am not a child, but a woman," she said to herself. "I am not a helpless waif, but a magic user of the Sorceress rank, one step away from Adept, and two steps away from Mage. I am a skilled artisan in the use of illusion spells, one of the best in the sorcerers' training lodge of Inhestia. I am not a child, but a woman..."
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Aetria glimpsed a figure dressed in the deep-purple robes of an Adept entering the Weapons Training Hall main door. She called her recruit company to attention. Their less-than-precise response to her command was embarrassing enough, but when she recognized the Adept Commander striding swiftly towards her, she braced herself mentally and physically for the acidic remarks she knew were coming.

By the Power, why, of all the officers that could have been sent from the Corps to accept this company, did its commander, "Crusher" Pleates, have to come himself?

The very tall Adept's arrival directly in front of her placed her in the position where her rigidly locked-forward eyes were staring at his prominent Adam's apple. Many a subordinate had watched in fascination and horror as the Adept's slow swallow before delivering a reprimand caused the large lump in his throat to rise slowly, then move downward sharply as he tore into his victim. The similarity between this movement and that of a smith's hammer stroke to an anvil had created the nickname "Crusher".

"It seems your period of 'retraining' here at Inhestia has taken the edge off your military skills, Aetria. This company bears little resemblance to any you and I have ever served with."

The utter lack of any warmth of recognition or welcome in his first words to her in four years matched the chill of the cold night air trapped within the confines of the stone walls of the training hall. A colder line of nervous sweat slid down her spine, leaving her thoroughly numb, inside and out.

"Begging the commander's pardon, Sir, but this company has only been in existence for one week. It does not mean to dishonor you, or our Order, by its lack of military training. I fully accept that dishonor for my role as its commander."

"Apology accepted, and the discrepancy noted. I am sure in your future role as sub-commander of this company that you will make up for your errors and have it well trained by the time we reach my regiment's encampment. You only have two weeks, Sub-Commander Aetria."

"Two weeks, Sir? At most, the army is a week away by transport. Will you be remaining here at Inhestia for a week? That would certainly be convenient for conducting the Novices' training."

"We depart tomorrow after the morning meal, Sub-Commander. We will start out from Inhestia heading due west towards the Hermanian border, instead of northwest to the army. I have promised the general a survey of the borderlands to the west. He is worried about their security and was going to dispatch a cavalry squadron to make the survey. We can do that simple job for him, and it will only add a week to our transit. Be thankful for the time, Sorceress Aetria. From the looks of these Novices you have thrown together, you will need it. Why are there so many Provisioners? I need Aggressors, not more commissaries."

The arrival of Headmaster Kelristo saved Aetria from having to answer Pleates' question. The elderly man, dressed in the flowing black robes of a Mage sorcerer, had been visiting with his Healer students among the recruit company while awaiting the arrival of the Sorcerer Corps officer. He reached up to touch Crusher's shoulder with a long, thin hand speckled with age spots.

"Commander, welcome to Inhestia! What a pleasure it is you have come to accept this year's company into your regiment. Let me introduce you to my students."

Pleates was ever mindful of his station in life and respectfully held back the retort he normally would have made to someone interfering with his business. "I am very pleased to be able to make this journey back to Inhestia, where I received the training and skills with which I have humbly served the Order and the army. I would be most honored, Mage Kelristo, to meet such a promising company."

The headmaster guided the commander towards the awaiting students, glancing briefly at Aetria as they passed, his eyes filled with sympathy and understanding. She made no move to follow.

Aetria watched Crusher moving amongst her charges as they eagerly awaited their introduction to the commanding officer of the famous General Mythrian's First Sorcerer Regiment. The war had aged him noticeably since she had seen him last. He was only thirty years old when he led Inhestia's first volunteers into Delmathia's army.

Now, at thirty-five, a perfectionist who believed only he could do anything right, the stress of command had lined his face, and a frown of disapproval seemed etched into it. As he approached the Novices, he made the effort to put a slight smile to his lips. At least this time her Novices would be spared his acid tongue. The next time would be entirely different, as she knew only too well. They would have to adjust, even as she was making that adjustment now.

The company of twenty-four novice sorcerers did not even begin to fill the main training arena of Maknos Hall. The hall was among the first buildings raised by the Mage sorcerers when they started the training facility over two centuries ago and was named for Delmathia's most famous warrior sorcerer. Maknos never had to fear attack from non-sorcerers because of his reputation as a master of weaponry, but few sorcerers had ever achieved his skills. Relying on one's skill with magic alone had proven through the centuries to result in a short life.

Inhestia's founding Mage sorcerers had made it a requirement that students be proficient with some form of self-defense before they graduated and left the training lodge. The choice of weapon was left to the individual. For Aetria, it had been an easy one. Adoptive daughter of a Tierian merchant, from her earliest memories, she had been trained in what the Delmathian people called the "Tierian Thief" skills. She mused over the hundreds of hours she had practiced those skills here at Inhestia; endless hours sweating through flexing exercises and throwing countless numbers of daggers into the targets that were now stored away in the equipment rooms at the back of the hall.

She had chosen the hall for the swearing in ceremony because, of all the training facilities at Inhestia, it had the closest tie to anything military. The hall's stark interior with weapon racks lining bare walls, a sand-covered stone floor, and the faint, but noticeable odor of exercised bodies reminded her most of life in an army camp. She would have liked battle flags adorning the rafters, but the Sorcerer Corps was so new that the only ones in existence remained within the regiments.

Aetria scanned the faces of her week-old command. The soon-to-be sworn in officers were all well known to her: some had been students of hers; most had shared housekeeping chores of one sort or the other with her; a few she had shared sleeping quarters with. While not properly attired in the uniform of the service they were about to be accepted into, they were dressed alike in the soft white robes worn by all student sorcerers. Their newly achieved status of Novice sorcerer, awarded only last week after years of training and study, was proudly worn by each as a pale blue sash running from shoulder to hip.

The twenty-four men and women represented over half of the graduating Novices of the Order's oldest training lodge. This was double what Aetria's, the first class to enter the army, had put into the service five years prior. The war had just started then. It had not been expected to last very long, but it still raged on, calling for even more recruits to swell the ranks of the king's armies.

The Novices had separated into groups by discipline. The Healers were slightly apart from the Provisioners; the Provisioners apart from the Illusionists, her own field; the Aggressors haughtily off by themselves. It was not something the Order had taught them, but rather the gathering of like minds and similar personalities. It was so, even before the students arrived at Inhestia to begin their training. Like all children of Delmathia, they were tested for magic skills at the age when their bodies had stopped changing rapidly from child to adult, but their minds were still pliant and innocent. The local sorcerer culled out those whose minds proved capable of controlling the Power, the magical force that energized their spells, and offered them the chance to become sorcerers. Only five out of a hundred children passed the tests. No child had ever turned down the opportunity.

Upon their arrival at Inhestia, the students were quartered with other new students of like minds because their future fields of sorcerer expertise were very closely matched to their personalities. Aetria smiled at the adage that flashed into her mind. I am, therefore I spell.

The two leaders moved swiftly through the ten novice Provisioners, making warm but short conversation with each. The Novices responded with sincere smiles to the two and excitedly talked amongst themselves as Crusher and the headmaster moved on to the Healers.

There were only four Healers this year, fewer than any other year. Perhaps the low number spoke of a lack of candidates amongst the common people from which Inhestia drew its students. The war caused the shortage of Healers to be even more strongly felt. Mage Kelristo, being a Healer, clearly wanted to linger amongst his favorite students, but Crusher's polite impatience moved them on. He would have gone directly to the Aggressors, but her Illusionists were in the way.

The six Illusionists received polite nods and painted smiles from the commander. They were about as far from the Aggressor's way of thinking as one could get. They were schemers, dreamers, humorists, fanciers, far-seeing, playful tricksters. As Crusher and Kelristo moved on, Aetria wondered who was most relieved, Crusher or the Illusionists. The four Aggressors were more than happy to see the famous Adept Pleates. He was, in their eyes, a hero who had been held up to them as the standard all novices were to try and emulate. They were like him--sullen, angry, hot-tempered, brooders, planners, capable of killing, and willing to do so. For the Aggressors, their killing instincts were tempered by extensive training, infused with the strongest possible belief in justice and right. They became the enforcers of the law, upholders of the righteous. At one time, nobody dared cross an Aggressor, for they could kill with Power. Now, crossing one invoked the law as well as the Power. Crusher was one of them; he remained in their presence, enjoying their company. "The man's an ass."

Aetria started at the woman's voice harshly whispered in her right ear. She turned to the source of the rude comment and found herself looking at the top of a closely cropped head of black hair. Moving downward, her eyes locked with the bluest eyes she had ever seen, piercing and hard. The woman's face was middle-aged, tanned, with no trace of the plumpness common in women of that age. Squint lines were etched into the corners of her eyes. It was a face that had seen too much of weather and harsh conditions. A warrior's face. Breaking lock with those extraordinary eyes, Aetria quickly looked over the rest of the woman and had her first impression confirmed. The shorter woman's torso was covered with fine chain mail, a short sword hung from her narrow waist. Small breasts barely made the chain mail rise from the chest; the bare arms were muscled and lean. Well-worn cavalryman's boots protected the feet and calves. Her insignia told it all.

"For a sergeant in the king's own Cavalry Regiment you certainly have a way with words," Aetria retorted.

"Don't have to mince words like an officer, Ma'am. I don't like that strutting cockatrice and am not afraid to say so. My officer is of a different opinion."

"And who might that be, Sergeant?"

The hardened soldier's eyes stopped following the purple-robed Sorcerer and looked full into Aetria's.

"General Alenso Mythrian. I am one of his horse holders. Sonja Borlock's my name."

Horse holders are normally officers, Aetria thought, remembering the common soldier's name for an aide-de-camp. How unusual. "I take it you are not part of Adept Pleates' entourage."

"Just traveled down with them. I stay as far away from that womanizer as I can. I'm delivering a message to the headmaster from the general. As soon as I can, I'm heading north away from this place. You sorcerers give me the chills."

For someone who objected to sorcerers so much, the sergeant certainly looked relaxed, Aetria thought. "Perhaps someday I can make you feel more comfortable with us, Sergeant. I will be joining the general's army soon."

"Perhaps, Ma'am. If you are traveling with him, watch your back. Goodnight, Ma'am."

As the sergeant slipped by her to the door, Aetria saw Mage Kelristo was guiding Pleates back to where she stood. The Mage finally had to nudge him physically along with a guiding hand. The students, noting the movement of their seniors, stopped their conversations and turned their attention back to the front of the room.

"My fellow sorcerers," the headmaster began, "now you have had a chance to meet your new commander, I know you share with me the confidence I have in his experience and knowledge. You will be serving in the finest regiment of the Sorcerer Corps. We, the Magi of Delmathia, acting through the Council of Magi, now entrust your welfare, training, and development to Adept Pleates, a responsibility that he is more than qualified to take on. We expect from you, our graduates, superior service to your Order, and to your country, by continuing your performance to the highest standards you have learned here at Inhestia, the birthplace of your new life in sorcery."

Pleates politely thanked the headmaster for his kind words and turned to face the company. "I will now accept your commissioning oath. Fingers to your brow." Pleates waited until all had raised their hands to their heads. "Repeat after me, I, say your name, do hereby swear by the Power that gives me strength and purpose--"

Although still a member of the Corps, Aetria repeated the words she so vividly remembered from years ago. "--to obey the rules and regulations of the officers appointed over me, both sorcerer and non-sorcerer, and to pledge my loyalty to the Order, to my regiment, and to my sovereign King. I will--"

Aetria found she still hesitated at the loyalty line, wondering why she should be loyal first to her Order instead of to her king and country. "--endeavor always to bring honor to my regiment, and to my training lodge. So let it be."

As she dropped her hands, she was startled to see Crusher watching her, as if he could sense the questions in her mind. "You are now members of the First Sorcerer Regiment. Sorceress Aetria, take command of the company until we depart tomorrow morning."

"Yes, Sir. Company, attention!"

The Commander Adept turned to leave, stepping quickly over to the aged headmaster and offering his arm in assistance. Aetria waited until they passed through the door of the weapons training hall before addressing the company.

"Company, stand easy for now. Tomorrow your military training begins in earnest and must be complete by the time we reach the regiment. Here are your assignments for tonight. All officers will proceed to the main hall and use the central Power source to get fully energized before retiring. You will be turning in your training sources along with your student apparel. You should each have an issue of gray novice robes awaiting you in your rooms."

The change she observed in her recruits was phenomenal. They were actually listening to her. "Provisioners, before going to the main hall, check with Adept Pleates' provisioner to ensure all is ready for the march out. Assist in any way possible.

"Healers, Adept Pleates has submitted a list of herbal medicines and needed potions to the Healing Mentor Mage. Since he has not brought a Healer with him, I am commissioning Novice Verdilan to take charge of the novice Healers and ensure that list is filled.

"Illusionists, think creative thoughts and stay out of trouble. Aggressors, take care to get a full night's rest and no nightmares. Being fully charged, the spells you throw will be deadly, so I don't want any novices killed in the night. Any question?" Her attempt at humor worked for all but the Aggressors who looked chagrined she should think such a thing possible. A whispered, "She should talk," drifted past her ears. She ignored it.

"One last thing. I am no longer a teacher, a sister, or a roommate. I am your superior officer. When I give an order, I expect it to be obeyed instantly. Do you understand?"

The bobbing of heads and a few yeas brought a rigor to her spine and a firm, loud response of her own. "The proper reply is 'Yes, Ma'am.' Do you understand?"

"Yes, Ma'am!"

"All at once, and louder!" 

"Yes, Ma'am!"
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Kelristo looked at Pleates, as they stood just outside the door of the Weapons Training Hall, where the Commander Adept had halted them moments before. "I assure you, Adept Pleates, that Magess Trelana has fully certified Sorceress Aetria for continued duties in the Corps. She has shown no ill effects from her grid burnout four years ago. She is a very gifted Illusionist and a very powerful one also. You look like you still have doubts."

Pleates shook his head as the chorus of responses from the Company reached his ears. "Perhaps not, Mage Kelristo, perhaps not. Before her incident, Aetria was my most promising officer. I was afraid she might have lost her interest in the army after her return here. I think her interest is now awaking again. But rest assured, I will be watching her."
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The cool dawn air brought the smell of blossoming flowers into Aetria's room, and she paused to draw a deep breath. Spring was her favorite season at Inhestia, and she would miss the sweet, fragrant mountain air, so unlike the heavy, moist air of the plains upon which the armies presently fought. She finished folding her student's robe and laid it down on the corner of the bed, where a first year student would collect it for cleaning in a few hours. She removed her dark red Sorceress rank sash from its peg on the wall, and as she walked over to her small storage trunk to put it away, the tears began again. She let herself collapse down onto the trunk and felt the hot droplets stream down her face.

Now why am I crying? I had all of last night to get this out of my system. I am not a failure! I just have to prove I have control of myself one more time.

The soft knock at her door startled her and she hastily wiped her eyes with the sash, shoving it quickly into the trunk. "Enter."

Felora gently opened the door and stuck her head in. "Magess Trelana wants to see you right away, Aetria."

Aetria waved her fellow instructor away with a stifled groan. She did not want to visit her mentor with reddened eyes and anger, or maybe it was sadness, in her heart. Felora retreated from sight. Aetria picked up her new dark red uniform robe of a Sorceress and donned it quickly. She ran her fingers through her newly cropped hair, and without looking at the mirror on the wall, walked quickly out of the student women's quarters to the house of Magess Trelana.
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Trelana stood looking out her study window, watching for the arrival of her senior student. She spotted Aetria immediately when she left the students' quarters, her red uniform robe standing out from the other students as they moved upon the commons. Aetria had taken on the persona of a military officer, and she was now unconsciously marching instead of walking with her normal, pensive stroll. The set look in her face hinted at emotions the young woman was trying to hold at bay. Trelana's student page immediately answered Aetria's knock at the front door and left the two women alone.

"How striking you are in uniform, Aetria. And so very proud. So proud you were going to leave without one last good-bye?"

"No, Mentor, I was putting off our last farewell, not avoiding it. I didn't want to leave with my eyes as red as my robe, but I can't seem to stop the tears."

Trelana folded her oldest student into her arms and silently held her as the younger woman's tears flowed again. She spoke no words of comfort; words were not what Aetria needed now. The Magess knew Aetria had spent the night characteristically pacing her room, arguing with herself. She had heard all the words she could stand. Only time and confidence would heal the mental wounds Aetria had foolishly inflicted upon herself when Trelana had told her she was not ready for candidacy to Adept. Aetria insisted she had failed her mentor and was unworthy. Trelana had tried to convince her that returning to the army would increase her experience, build confidence, and restore her reputation. To no avail.

"Pleates told the Mage Council that the war was going to end very soon. General Mythrian was getting ready to execute his latest campaign, and Pleates had complete confidence he would succeed. You will be returning at a most exciting time, Little One!"

"Returning to what, Mentor? Do you really believe the army is going to entrust me with any duties beyond the most mundane?"

Trelana gently pushed Aetria away to arm's length so she could look into the young woman's eyes. "I have certified to the Mage Council that you are fully qualified to do Sorceress level work. I also made the case that, until you are subjected to the same pressures that caused your loss of control, we will never know if you are fully recovered. You know I have tested you far beyond what is normal for a Sorceress and I have not been able to break your control once."

"I'll grant you that, Magess Trelana. You've certainly put me under a lot of pressure," she said with a wry smile.

"It was for your own good that I did. You know the stigma that suffering a grid burnout puts on the victim. For those who don't die from it, it may cause insanity. That is why you have been so carefully monitored to see if you exhibit the least change in your spell-casting abilities. The Sorcerer War taught us the bitter lesson that, left unabated, sorcerers who break the bounds of their abilities by practicing wild magic will cause great suffering and pain.

"The Council's main reason for existence is to guarantee to the world that our sorcerers stay within the bounds of their training. Know that Adept Pleates will be watching and reporting your progress. He has assured me of that. I am not sure if his reason for doing so is more to find a way of embarrassing me before the Council than it is the efficient operation of his command."

"The commander's delight in causing me unhappiness is not something he would do for duty. He is ruthless when it comes to executing a plan, counting no one's cost except his own."

Trelana let Aetria go and walked to the study's window, looking out but not seeing anything, debating telling Aetria what she had learned last night. Since Aetria was the sub-commander, if only for the journey back to the encamped army, she had the right to know.

"Adept Pleates pressured Headmaster Kelristo into letting him recruit more Aggressor Novices. He has coerced three more into joining the company. I fear they did not volunteer, although they said they did. You are going to find members of your recruit company less willing to be soldiers than you had thought."

Aetria did not appear to be shocked at what Trelana had told her. "Then the pressure begins immediately, Mentor. Willing or not, once they face the enemy, they will fight or die. I will miss you, Trelana. May the Power keep you well until we meet again."

Trelana gave her favorite student one last, long hug, and then let her go. "May the Power return you to me very soon, my Aetria, alive and whole."
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Aetria left Trelana's cottage feeling a lot better than when she had arrived. She had dreaded the final farewell only so much as it represented a turning point past which she was committed to this new path in her life. Now that this journey had begun, her internal drive was in place to move her past her fears of the uncertain future.

The morning sun had burned the chill of the night away, and its warmth penetrated her body, providing a lift to her spirits. As she retraced her path to her room, the lodge's students were making their way towards the main hall where the morning meal awaited them with smells of honeyed bread. Aetria did not feel hungry; her energy was focused towards departing. As the company was scheduled to leave after the morning meal, she hurried her pace to reach her room and pick up her campaign kit.

She deliberately forced herself not to make one last check of the room; she had checked it too many times the night before--each time interrupted by memories of her past four years living here. She felt a little foolish whispering goodbye as she closed the door, but that act cleared away any returning heartache. With purposeful stride, she set out for the lodge's main entrance.

Pleates' escort had set up his encampment outside the walls of the lodge. The tents that had been erected were now broken down and stowed in their transporting wagons. The Novice Provisioners had taken to heart their new duties in the army, and under the supervision of Pleates' Provisioner, Sorcerer Meloses, were finishing up the last minute details as she approached the caravan. She noticed a work party of Sorcerer Guards carrying bundles of what looked like spears to the back of the command wagon. Crusher stood outside directing their storage.

Curious, she thought.

She walked to the vanguard of the column. The mounts belonging to the Sorcerer Guards, Crusher, and herself were tethered at a picket line. Two transport wagons led the caravan, and each Novice's personal baggage was loaded onto four carts that would follow. The requested healer's supplies and provisions for the march occupied five more carts. Crusher's command wagon brought the total of wheeled vehicles to twelve.

Aetria shook her head in wonder, knowing that a full company of one hundred infantry soldiers traveled with half that number. An equivalent squadron of cavalry used even less. Only the engineers and sorcerers somehow managed to carry more baggage than the real fighting corps. It was no wonder the common soldiers sneered in disdain at their own support troops.

Aetria secured the one extra bag she allowed herself in a baggage cart and tied her saddlebags onto her horse. She stood for a moment stroking and talking with the horse, an idea forming in her mind. She looked up and scanned all of the sky she could see.

Not a cloud in sight, a warm spring sun above, just the perfect weather for a stroll. Best take advantage of the clear weather; spring showers will soon be upon us.

She made a decision, untied her horse, led her to the rear of the first transport and secured her in trail. Having accomplished that, she set out to find Crusher.

She found the commander eating in his covered wagon. His curt wave of a hand to enter was as warm a greeting as she had learned to expect from him. She began to brief him on her plans for training the company, but he cut her off before she had gotten very far.

"Sorceress Aetria, I don't care how you plan to accomplish the task, I am only interested in results. If I come to believe you will fail, then I will relieve you and do it myself. I warn you that I have provided for more interesting endeavors to occupy my time, and I will not take being distracted from them lightly. The only interference you can expect from me is my intention to use the Aggressor Novices in my latest project. This will take up their evenings, and they will not be available for any other duties."

"That will create an air of favoritism in the command and hurt morale, Sir."

An angry frown flashed onto Crusher's face, and he slammed his eating utensils down sharply on the table. Aetria had already braced herself for the expected tongue lashing, and was quite surprised when he sat back in his chair, rubbing his face for a moment before answering, "I have no objections to you using them for normal camp duties, including guard detail. I want them free from the end of the evening meal until final formation. I, of course, don't want the morale of my sorcerers to be anything but high. One last thing, Aetria. I will have daily riders coming from the regiment and Inhestia. Alert your sentries to their expected arrival and departure. I do not want them delayed in any way. You will see to that."

"Yes, Sir."

"And Sub-commander, I will ride in my command wagon during the day. Have my horse tethered behind."

"Yes, Sir. Anything else, Sir?"

Crusher waved a hand in dismissal. Aetria turned and exited the command wagon via the short flight of steps at the back. A small and unexpected victory, but a victory all the same. The Novices would learn soon enough that, in Crusher's regiment, the Aggressors had always enjoyed the better of any situation. And Crusher was surely going to remind her. He would justify it by saying the Aggressor sorcerers paid a high price for their privileges. The fact that their lives were shorter due to the way he used them was not one she would ever point out to him. Others had tried, and they no longer had any influence in the regiment.

The Novices had gathered near the transport wagons, having said their last good-byes to friends and teachers among those of Inhestia who had gathered to see them off. When they saw Aetria coming out the back of the command wagon, the Novices arranged themselves in the formation they had been in the previous evening and stood at attention. Aetria ordered the Sorcerer Guards to mount and assume their escort positions. While they were doing this, she ordered the wagon drivers into their seats. Finally, she marched to the front of the company and addressed them.

"We will begin our journey on foot. When you have learned to route march properly, then we will see about riding in wagons. Company, left turn. March."
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The sun was settling on the horizon as Aetria watched, through the door flap of her tent, the company assembling for the last formation of the day. The fledgling officers looked completely worn out with the ten-mile hike she had just put them through. Aetria herself was exhausted, but she swallowed the last sip of wine from her dinner cup and got wearily to her feet. After a deep cleansing breath, she squared her shoulders and walked purposefully out of her tent to the awaiting officers.

"Good evening, Novices!" 

"Good evening, Ma'am."

"Starting tonight, you will participate in the ritual of the evening light salute. This tradition started six years ago when sorcerers first joined the army. It was noted then that not everyone was ensuring they had energized their grids prior to turning in, as ordered. The practice of trading time before the Power source for sleep is not new. Everyone hold out their right hand." Aetria demonstrated by raising hers. "Now produce a candle size flame above your palm."

Since every sorcerer knew the spell, teaching it to the Novices was not necessary. Predictably the Aggressors' flames were torch size, all but blinding in the growing darkness. "I said, for those hard of hearing, a candle flame!"

Smugly, the Aggressors damped down their lights to the proper size. "Now, without increasing the size of the flame, make it more intense."

A few grew slightly. The Aggressors looked frustrated. "At the conclusion of each and every evening's Power meditation, all junior sorcerers are required to seek out their superior and present their light. There is purpose to this ritual. Despite the fact that presenting a light is a very simple spell, the intensity of the flame is directly related to your personal energy level and your training."

Aetria intensified her light, which flared out like a tiny star in her hand. The gasps from the Novices were satisfying, as was the shielding of their eyes from the glare. She dampened her light. "As some of you can't see, the return of the salute by a superior is usually given at the lowest level. Your light, until you reach such a status, is to be at full strength. This tells your superior without words that you are both energized as expected, and doing the meditations necessary to increase the strength of your grids."

Novice Recanlin blurted out, "That is not allowed! Only Initiates to higher training are taught those meditations."

Aetria smiled at his confusion. "At Inhestia, your statement would be correct, Novice. But this is the army. The Council has allowed the army to stretch some of the rules. One of the benefits of putting your life in danger is that we teach you skills useful in keeping yourself alive. It is in our best interest that sorcerers strive to increase the strength of their spells as quickly as possible. Tomorrow I will begin to teach you those skills."

Aetria could feel the excitement her words generated amidst the young officers, tired as they were. She remembered so well the thrill of the prospect of gaining forbidden knowledge, without the drudgery of formal training.

Holendal, one of the Provisioner Novices, called out, "A question for the Sub-commander!"

"Yes, Novice Holendal."

"I am very glad to be able to increase my grid strength, but why can't we stay under constant Power charge, like we did as students?"

"A fair question, but one that shows you are not yet thinking in terms of military strategy, as I have been endeavoring to teach you all during our stroll today. As a student, you wore an exposed source all the time. That relatively weak source was given to you for two reasons; it provided you with a continuous energy source for you to keep your magic grids energized, and it made it easy for instructors and mentors to keep track of your presence." Aetria looked at her students.

"But the army sorcerer can't do this. You do not want to give away the presence of your sorcerers to the enemy until you have to. Once your sorcerers are encamped and properly protected by support troops, they can use exposed sources. This will still pinpoint their presence to the enemy, but by then they are not as vulnerable to attack when surrounded by friendly troops. By avoiding the use of individual Power sources and drawing our energy from one or two larger sources, the enemy can only guess at the number of sorcerers present. Any further questions?"

There being none, she dismissed them with a reminder to seek her out after meditation. She returned to her tent and collapsed into her chair. A polite knock on her front tent pole brought her back from the sleep that was closing her eyes, and she called for the visitor to enter. It was Novice Healer Verdilan. He looked very worried.

"Pardon the intrusion, Sorceress, but I am very concerned about teaching meditations to increase grid Power. I--"

Aetria stopped him. "Let me remind you we have been given special authorization to conduct this training by the Mage Council. I am fully qualified to do this instruction. Is any of that an issue?"

The Novice Healer looked even more distressed. "Oh, no, Ma'am. I have the highest regards for your teaching ability. It is just, well--dangerous."

"I share your concern, Novice. In ten days, I want you to be prepared to give us all a lecture on the dangers of expanding one's Power grid--specifically, grid burnout."

Verdilan sputtered, "You demand too much, Sorceress! I am far and away not an expert on grid burnout. Perhaps someone with more experience--"

Staring directly into his eyes, Aetria said, "Are you implying I should be the one to talk about grid burnout?"

Almost fainting, the Novice clearly wanted to flee this unpleasantness. "No, I'm so sorry. I know you have had problems with it, but--"

"Relax, Verdilan. I will gladly help you with the lecture. These people need to feel they are hearing from the Healer community what they consider is accepted knowledge, and you are the Healer here. I am the victim and can give that point of view. We will do this as a team. Fair enough?"

"Yes, Ma'am!"

"Excellent, now get on with your own meditations. See you in a few hours." The Healer fled into the night.

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

Dropping off quickly into sleep was never a problem for Aetria, even under the less trying conditions back at Inhestia. Combined with the past seven days' foot marches and her constant lecturing on the army's culture, rules, and regulations, arms training in the evenings, and the mind-numbing myriad of attention-to-details that she found herself subjected to, she had fallen asleep the moment she had lain down on the sleeping pad. The dreamless sleep that had claimed her was abruptly ended with a rough hand on her shoulder, shaking her awake.

The low, gravelly voice of the Sorcerer Guard commander repeated her name for the third time. "Sorceress Aetria!"

"I'm awake, Lieutenant Nemos. Give me a moment to collect my mind. What hour is it?"

"Start of the second watch, Ma'am."

Aetria got up and splashed water onto her face from the basin on the camp table. Her senses began to feed information to her numbed brain and she slowly became aware of her surroundings. Rain pattered intermittently on the tent roof and a subdued rumble of thunder to the east warned of an approaching storm.

"I've been asleep for a whole hour? I must be getting soft, Lieutenant."

"Not to listen to your charges, Ma'am."

"I didn't know the Novices were talking to the guard. Isn't it against your orders for guards to converse with sorcerers except in the line of duty?"

"That's always true, Sorceress. But they are also trained to observe and listen. Young sorcerers often forget we are present and talk amongst themselves, sometimes quite animatedly. You are a favorite subject."

The lieutenant was difficult to see in the dim light of her night lamp. Dressed in a uniform of black leather armor, under linens, and socks, the guards were virtually invisible at night. To keep light from reflecting off their skin, they donned a face scarf at night and wore black gloves. Invisibility and stealth were the hallmark of the guard. Their ability to move noiselessly equaled a cat's, rivaling her own thief skills.

"I must be doing my job then."

"Well enough, Ma'am. Permission to make my report." 

"Of course, Lieutenant."

"Novice Recanlin is missing from his post."

"Missing? Meaning he is not standing his duty. Did you check the berthing tent to ensure he is not asleep, or the latrines? Perhaps he is still studying with Adept Pleates. Or do you mean he is gone?"

The lieutenant's eyes displayed no emotions; the rest of his face she couldn't see. "Would not have bothered you if I wasn't convinced he is gone, Ma'am. He is supposed to be on guard duty by the horses. Novice Fernonia, the sorceress he relieved, said she had turned over the watch to him on time. She said he was alert and prepared to stand his duty. Since there is no sign of a struggle in the area of his post, I assume he took off."

Aetria decided to take a chance with the guard commander. "I know this is not your concern, but what do you think has happened?"

Lieutenant Nemos looked casually around, checking to ensure they were not being observed or overheard. "Commander Pleates has been very strict with Novice Recanlin. As you know, the young Aggressor was not one of the original volunteers, and to the guards, it was obvious his heart was not in his studies. I think the Novice has quit the Sorcerer Corps. Where he thinks he can go and not suffer the consequences is beyond me. If he really has deserted, then I will have to go after him. At that point, it becomes my concern, Sorceress."

"Thank you for your candor, Lieutenant. Before you make a report to the commander, I think I will take a stroll around to see if I can locate him."

Nemos tilted his head questionably. "You know something about scouting I don't, Ma'am? Perhaps a spell?"

"Perhaps. If I am not back by the start of the morning watch, report this to Adept Pleates."

"Yes, Ma'am."
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Aetria made a quick tour of the other Novice guard posts noting, with some pleasure, the alertness of her charges despite the misery of the damp, windy night. Each challenged her correctly with a sincere attempt at professionalism. She did not query anyone about Recanlin, not wanting to get their curiosity or concern aroused. After checking the last post, she made her way to Recanlin's abandoned post. The full moon's light made navigation easy, but the gathering rain clouds blocked the light more often than not. She did not bother to scout the area, knowing her tracking skills were far beneath the guard's. Nemos was experienced enough with Sorcerers to know many of their spells, but he didn't know everything, so she had room for doubt to make him believe she was using magic to find Recanlin.

She knew she could find the Novice, not because of a spell, but because she could sense his Power essence. This ability of hers to sense stored magical energy was unique, a result of the grid burnout she had suffered earlier in her career. When she had returned to Inhestia after the incident, she had mentioned it to Trelana. Her mentor thought it was a temporary effect that it would fade with time. Aetria was so frightened by the prospect of the Council stripping her of her rights to practice magic she did not tell Trelana, or anyone else, that it was permanent.

To sense stored energy, she had to expend her own stored energy first. She powered down carefully, trying not to expend energy too quickly or chance being noticed by a camp full of sorcerers. All sorcerers could sense energy once released since that was how they acquired it from the sources. She expended her energy in creating an elaborate illusion of an infantry platoon guarding the horses. She saved enough energy to give herself the glamour of a hunting dog and then "loped" off into the dark, away from the camp.

Aetria stopped several hundred feet away from the horses and dropped into a light trance, returning to her normal appearance. Ignoring the multiple sources of stored Power generated by the company of sorcerers in the camp behind her, she scanned the surrounding area and was rewarded with a fairly strong Power source directly north of the camp. As the company had been moving steadily west for the past five days, the source was not heading back to Inhestia, located to the south. Perhaps Recanlin was smart enough to know not to flee the army by running straight home. She dropped out of her trance and looked around, vainly hoping that if Nemos had decided to follow her, she would be able to spot him. Sensing nothing with her normal senses, she strode off quickly in the direction of the Power source.

She spotted Recanlin within an hour of starting out. During a period of clear sky and bright moon, she saw him ahead of her about fifty feet out. It certainly didn't look as if he was really interested in putting any significant distance between himself and the camp, as he was plodding slowly along, completely unaware of his surroundings, deep in thought.

"Novice Recanlin."

The young man leapt away from her voice and stifled a scream. His eyes flew wide open, and from the panicked look on his face, Aetria regretted for a moment not knocking him down first. Recanlin was an Aggressor who could blast her with a fireball. She put up her left hand in a warding pose. "Easy, lad, I am not going to hurt you."

"By the Power, Sorceress, you scared the life out of me."

The Novice's hands were shaking, but he did not make any threatening motions towards her. He didn't look as if he was going to flee either, so Aetria lowered her left hand, palming the unseen dagger in her right hand behind her back and returning it to its throwing sheath along her forearm.

"Do you have an explanation for leaving your guard post, Novice Recanlin?"

He looked around as if to explain that he had not, then realized he was not where he thought he was. "Why, I--I am obviously not where I should be. Where am I?"

Astonished by his total lack of awareness, Aetria struggled to keep her face stern and expressionless. "About two hours due north of camp, Novice. Don't you have an idea of the trouble you're in? Desertion from the army in a time of war is punishable by death."

Recanlin's legs collapsed under him, and he sat down onto the wet ground with a heavy squishing sound. "Desertion? By the Power, I wasn't deserting! You have to believe that."

Aetria felt a strong desire to shake the confused youth, but crossed her arms across her chest instead. "Lucky for you that I was the one who found you. At least I bothered to talk to you first. If I were a Sorcerer Guard, you would be a corpse draped across my horse right now. Adept Pleates wouldn't even bother to ask me why I killed you, since I was sent out after a very dangerous Aggressor sorcerer who had been declared a deserter. Finding you hours away from camp heading north certainly wouldn't appear innocent. Now, why would anyone have reason to believe you?"

Recanlin's distress was genuine; he looked like a trapped rabbit. "Umm, because I didn't kill you?"

Heaving a sigh of exasperation, Aetria raised her voice another notch, "Novice, you were not even aware that I had found you." With a flick of her right wrist, the dagger appeared in her hand. Recanlin's eyes locked onto the deadly little knife, and he caught his breath. "And I certainly would not have given you a chance to try casting a spell.

"Recanlin, you are no longer safe in the shelter of Inhestia. You are about to find yourself face to face with people whose entire purpose for existence is to end yours. Haven't you been listening to me at all the past week? I have been telling you what to expect when you go into battle. You can't just wander off the front lines whenever you feel like it. You'd be dead or captured by enemy skirmishers within minutes. I believe you weren't trying to desert, but then why are you out here?"

Standing uneasily, the young man brushed ineffectively at the wet dirt on his bottom and walked over to a fallen tree to sit before he fell down again. "I started out doing the new meditation, then I begin thinking about the mess I've gotten myself into, and I, well, I tend to wander when I think."

Aetria could identify with that since she had a habit of pacing when she was doing serious thinking. "What mess?"

"You know I wasn't one of your original company, Sorceress. I was quite happy to let my fellow Aggressors go off to war because I had bigger plans with my best friend, Belanar. We had quite successfully avoided our fellow Aggressors' pressure to join the Recruit Company. Ever since we were first introduced at Inhestia, we had the intention to go into the mining trade. We spent many happy hours discussing mining with his father, Engineer Aristes. The engineer was very supportive of our plans. Along with sponsoring his son to the Mine Guild, he offered to sponsor me when I graduated."

Walking over to the fallen tree, Aetria sat down next to her confused Novice. "Mining is a much needed skill, Recanlin. It even exempts you from military service. Why did you change your mind?"

A wry smile tugged at Recanlin's lips. "I didn't. It was changed for me. Adept Pleates presented a very persuasive argument, and when I wouldn't change my mind, he convinced Engineer Aristes the army needed my services more than the miners did. Engineer Aristes came to me and told me my services were needed elsewhere. I found myself out of sponsorship which really upset my plans. Engineer Aristes felt sorry for me and promised to sponsor me when I returned. He told me I had a rare chance to improve myself since he had taught Adept Pleates a lot of the mining lore, and I could benefit from his tutelage. I would be helping the Order and myself at the same time."

"Therefore, you volunteered. And so did Novices Belanar and Elina. Belanar changed his mind because--"

The smile on Recanlin's face broadened. "His father did not twist his arm as much as he did mine, but Belanar decided if I had to go, so would he. He insisted he wanted to have the same experiences to talk about at night over wine. That way he could stop me from bragging about my accomplishments and hoarding the conversation."

"Is Belanar having any problems?" From her point of view, she had not seen any problems with the non-volunteers to date, except for this incident with Recanlin.

Shaking his head, Recanlin said, "None that I know of."

"What about Elina? She seems moderately shy for an Aggressor. I remember her only for her dance performances during festival time."

Recanlin had started a little when Aetria spoke Elina's name. She guessed he was romantically attached to the young woman. This was surprising as one of the Aggressor women who volunteered for the Company, Fernonia, was, without question, the most beautiful of all the women at Inhestia. Perhaps he had already gone through the rejection cycle with Fernonia whose sights were fixed on a much higher level of Aggressor. Elina was pretty in a winsome waif kind of way.

And much more approachable, she thought.

"Oh, she was going to take a position with Lord Hestiron, eventually replacing her aunt as Dominion Protector. Adept Pleates convinced her army service would do her reputation a lot of good and provide more credibility to her position as a Protector. When she heard Belanar and I had 'volunteered', she decided to do so also. She is doing just fine, although the marching makes her feet hurt and interferes with her dancing."

Aetria had seen Elina practicing her dance during the evening exercise sessions. Her defense weapon was the staff. She incorporated it into her dance; not only were her movements graceful, but Aetria would not want to be the recipient of the flying end of the staff.

"You spoke about being in a mess? What problem do you have?" Recanlin took a moment before replying. He had been looking at Aetria, but his eyes shifted off to her left.

"I am having a hard time adjusting to Adept Pleates. He is not interested in teaching me anything about mining. He is only interested in making us learn the fine art of killing people. My reluctance to use the Power to kill has put me in the position where I'm the focus of his displeasure. The other Aggressor novices are beginning to follow his lead in making my life miserable--and these were my best friends a few weeks ago! I don't know what to do. Everything I've tried seems to get me in more trouble with the Adept. I just can't make my projector weapon work, and--"

"Projector weapon? What is that?"

A startled look of fear sprang back into Recanlin's face. "Forget I said that, Sorceress! No one is supposed to know anything about it. Please, Sorceress, don't ask me any more questions about it."

His pleas heightened Aetria's curiosity, but she could see the young man was terribly frightened of what he had revealed. The bright moon's light was fading as a heavy cloud passed in front of it, moving rapidly from the increasing winds. A gust of wind brought a splash of rain with it, and Aetria stood, pulling Recanlin to his feet. She adjusted her rain cloak around her, wishing that she did not have several hours before she could sleep once again.

"Calm down, Novice Recanlin, your secret is safe with me. If it eases your mind, no one I know gets along well with Adept Pleates. Now it is time for us to get back to the camp before we get totally soaked. In the morning, pull your fellow Aggressors aside and confide in them that I told you it will be only a matter of time before they all feel his displeasure, and the surest way to survive is to stick together.

"Do your best to please the Adept, but don't let him think you will fold under the pressure. He needs every Aggressor he has and will back off if you stand up to him a little. He respects strength when he finds it. But don't misunderstand me, Novice! Don't ever defy him. He will crush you if you do. Now, you do have your rain cloak with you, don't you, Novice?"
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Aetria stood in front of the Novice formation, breathing in the fresh air scented with wild flowers from the surrounding trees alongside the road. The air also smelled of rain and was pregnant with the promise of a wet trip ahead of them. She made a detailed visual inspection of the Novices in their now-precise and correct ranks, a process she had instituted after the first day of their journey.

In one week her charges had changed remarkably. They were properly attired for the day's march, their robes adjusted for maximum cooling and minimum interference with the light packs they had learned to carry. In their packs were water bottles, travel rations, and rain protection. The latter they would need shortly for the storm that had passed over them the night before had left a remnant of rain-swollen clouds behind it.

Their self-defense weapons of choice were available for instant use, but comfortably slung for the long day's hike ahead. The likelihood of their using them was remote with the Sorcerer Guard there to protect them, and they were still well in Delmathia. But Aetria made them carry the weapons because they would have to do so once they reached the army. They were learning to take care of themselves and their equipment.

More importantly, she heard friendly banter between teammates instead of the whining and complaining she had heard for three days straight. It was hard to judge accurately, but there was a spring in their movements. They didn't seem as exhausted and tired as she had seen them. Perhaps the conditioning was taking effect.

"Good morning, Novices!"

"Good morning, Ma'am," chorused the response.

"Today we are changing our routine. We are now on the border with Hermania, and will be turning north at this point. You will be glad to hear that this morning we will be riding in the transport wagons instead of marching."

The cheers that greeted her announcement were loud and long. She let them carry on for a few more moments, and then raised her arm in the silence gesture used by the reconnaissance troops that she had taught them. They quickly quieted.

"You will not want to hear that, with no notice, we will make foot marches day or night."

The groans were equally as heartfelt as the cheers, but of shorter duration.

"The army moves with little or no notice, so you must learn to be ready at all times. You have demonstrated your ability to route march, and it appears I have not damaged you physically by the exercise." The laughter was new; perhaps she was being too easy on them.

"We have been making better time on foot than we would have in transport wagons, and are slightly ahead of schedule. For this reason, I believe we can make better use of the time we have by conducting classes in the transport as we move forward. I don't want you all to think I am feeling sorry for you and am afraid you will melt in a little rain!

"To ensure your time is fully occupied, I will be rotating between the two wagons. Sorcerer Meloses and Novice Verdilan will alternate lectures in the transport I have vacated. We have a lot of material to cover, so pay attention. This is not the time to relax and let your mind wander."

Aetria looked directly at Novice Recanlin. He blushed and looked down, avoiding her eyes. She didn't want to embarrass the young man, but she felt she had to make a point.

"Last night, Novice Recanlin wandered off his post. It is his wont to move around when meditating. That may be acceptable back at Inhestia, but no longer. There are two very serious things wrong with his behavior last night. The first is that it could, and would, lead to his death.

"The second and worst is that it could lead to the destruction of his fellow sorcerers and the army troops they are supporting. If you think the guard duty you are doing now has no value, you are wrong. If it does nothing else, it should impress upon you the realization that actions you are expressly responsible for can directly impact your fellow sorcerers, the Order, and the people you have been trained to serve with your sorcerer talents.

"Your attention must be on what you are doing on watch and not on anything else. It is not the time to review your life or do meditations. Speaking of meditations, find a physical expression that works in the environment you find yourself in. Obviously, Novice Recanlin will have to learn a new meditation exercise, one that saves him getting his throat cut."

Someone shoved Recanlin from behind, and he stumbled out of formation. Numerous barbed comments were made, but Aetria sensed the others were trying to be supportive and understanding of their wayward fellow Novice. After a moment, his Aggressor mates pulled him back into their ranks as if forgiving him his transgressions. The Novices' attention returned to Aetria.

"Novice Recanlin is being held accountable for his mistake. This is part of good discipline and order the army must have. His punishment will be to stand double duty from now until we reach the regiment."

A moan of sympathy whispered from within the company, but Aetria continued. "You haven't heard the worst yet. Because we are near the enemy, effective immediately, we are doubling up on the manning of our watches. You will now stand your post with another sorcerer. Furthermore, no one will exit the camp unless accompanied by another sorcerer and with my express permission to do so."

Judging from the angry expressions on their faces, Aetria knew she had gotten their attention.

"Get used to it, Novices. That is the way of life on the front lines. You may be loved in your villages, but on the battlefield everyone fears you. You are a target to all, friend and foe alike. Your existence depends on your knowledge, skills, and the friend covering your back.

"Save your questions for now. They will be answered during the day's rolling classrooms, so listen up and pay attention. Aggressors and Illusionists load into the forward wagon, Healers and Provisioners in the wagon behind. We are leaving in one hour. Dismissed."
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Working her way forward through the maze of Novice legs, Aetria found her Illusionists all seated on the right side bench and the Aggressors seated on the left side bench. The benches were built into the side of the wagon, so the two different branches of sorcerers sat looking at each other.

She doubted they would ever mingle like Provisioners and Healers. It wasn't that they disliked each other having lived together for four or five years at Inhestia, but because their philosophies of life were so different. So it had always been.

Illusionists' magic was disguise, camouflage, and mirage creation. Coming into its own in this long war, their magic was in great demand. In the centuries before, during a time when peace had been the norm, their numbers had been small. They were artists, providers of show and display, or hiding and understating. If a lord wanted a ceremony or festival to be impressive, he hired an Illusionist. If he wanted to be left alone in seclusion, he hired one also. Merchants hired them to improve their wares, while the village leaders hired them to expose the merchants' wiles. Although bound by rules of the Order, Illusionists were not rigidly bound to obey the king's laws.

Aetria had entered Inhestia intending to be what her merchant father had wanted, an enhancer of his trade. She soon discovered her interest lay in the true arts and wanted to be a renowned artist. But war was all she had known so far.

Aggressors' magic was fire, lightning, exploding flame, poisons, thunder, and crushing forces. Before the Sorcerer War, their skills had been much in demand by feuding nobles. When the Aggressors tired of working for ambitious warmongers and realized they had the strength to take on that mission themselves, a new era had begun. Aggressors were the primary cause of the Sorcerer War two centuries earlier.

During the recovery of the world from the aftermath of that war, it came to be understood Aggressor sorcerers were not going to disappear and neither were any of the sorcerers who had used magic Power to advance themselves. A new use for their skills would have to be found.

Aetria sat on the front seat behind the driver and signaled Lieutenant Nemos to start the caravan moving forward. The wagon's covers were up to protect them from the threatening rain, but they would also block any cooling breeze. Drowsiness was going to be a problem. The wagon jerked forward and she saved herself from tumbling back into the sea of legs.

Turning her attention to the Novices, she asked, "What is the First Law of Spell Warfare?"

Holding onto the sides, the Novices chorused, with a decided lilt of boredom, "Don't use the Power to kill."

"Wrong!" Aetria's rebuke shocked the Novices. Several protested.

"I did not ask for the First Law of Power Use, which you answered correctly, albeit with no enthusiasm I might add, but I'll excuse you since you are no longer students. What is the First Law of Spell Warfare?"

Jalista, one of the Illusionists, spoke out quickly. "The use of spells in war has been forbidden for the past two hundred years since the Sorcerer War. We were not allowed to even talk about it, Sorceress. You yourself told me that once in class."

"You are correct. The horrors inflicted upon sorcerer and non-sorcerer alike by the War were deliberately suppressed by our Order. That included any reference to the use of spells. Our teaching was focused on our code of honor, the rules we live by, and a determination not to repeat the mistakes of the past.

"Unfortunately, this narrow focus has caused us to have to rediscover the lessons learned by the sorcerers of that period. We don't know a lot about these sorcerers, but we know they usually acted alone, or in very close family groups. There was no willingness to share the spells learned by the individual sorcerer as it meant they could be used against you.

"The very powerful magi who ruled the world were essentially alone. They had no governing Council, common training, or code of honor. Their spells often died with them since there was no sharing, no writing down of the lore, no training of the young until just before death of the elder."

"How could anyone live in a world without trust?" Jalista asked.

Aetria gave her a tight smile. "They couldn't live in the world trusting anyone, except for their own family, and they had better watch them closely. The magi removed themselves from the non-sorcerers, setting their clans apart in the physical sense, and creating levels of status in the world with the non-sorcerer being the lowest.

"They married within their own families, fearful of the common people. Distrust turned to hatred. Hatred caused fighting between sorcerer and non-sorcerer which lead to more hatred and distrust in a vicious cycle. That is why the Order insists on drawing its people from the common people. The people are the Order. It is not an adversarial relationship anymore. You can hate and kill people who consider themselves above you and believe you are to be used to serve them. It is hard to hate a father, brother, sister, or mother who also serves the Order and the people."

Novice Tracilus, one of the two male Illusionists, had a penchant for putting everything into neat little packages. "In other words, Sorceress, what we know about those who came before us is the opposite of what we know about ourselves."

"You are correct, Novice Tracilus. Where the forefathers once hungered after wealth, control, and ultimately power, now the Order avoids influencing the world, accepts only enough money in payment for our services to meet the needs of the Order, and exercises control only over ourselves. Up until now.

"Now we are dealing with a world that has forced our Order to do what our first Law forbids us--to kill with Power. Which leads us back to my original question. Novice Recanlin, would you like to share what Commander Pleates has taught you about spell warfare?"

Recanlin looked side-to-side amongst his peers and then sheepishly back at her. "The Adept has not taught us anything about spell warfare. Umm, he said you could be trusted to teach us that. He has been busy teaching, well, how to do other things."

Determined not to show her annoyance, Aetria said calmly, "I am honored he has entrusted that portion of your training to me. I was afraid this would be repetition for you all. Fine, Novice Fernonia, as an Aggressor, how would you fight a battle using your skills?"

The young woman in question was the most beautiful of the dozen women Novices in the Company, probably in all of Inhestia for that matter. Even Aetria felt a twinge of jealousy towards her. Fernonia was used to being the center of attention, and very forward.

If she wasn't such a bitch, thought Aetria, she would be the heart breaker of Delmathia. Then again, she wouldn't be much of an Aggressor either.

"That's a simple question, Ma'am, easy to answer. I would gather my friends here together, we would walk up to the enemy troops, bury them under an avalanche of fireballs, and send in our troops to clean up the remains."

Her "friends" hooted a round of cheers for Fernonia's answer.

Aetria gave her a smile of her own, albeit a little tight-lipped. "Very interesting, Fernonia. You have just described the first battle sorcerers fought between Delmathia and Hermania. The Hermanians were the first to use sorcerers. They hired several dozen Aggressors, waited until the two armies were about to engage, and moved their sorcerers forward through the front lines into the face of our troops. They proceeded as you described. The carnage was horrible.

"Our troops broke and ran, having lost hundreds in the first few moments of the battle. We lost nearly a thousand men by the day's end, a quarter of our southern lands, and the morale of our army was in a shambles."

She was not surprised the Novices knew so little of the war. She realized her description of the losses to their army had shaken both sets of Novices. The news of how the war was progressing came only in battles lost or won. Very few veterans had returned from the war to tell what they had seen. Most of the ones she knew, like her, did not want to talk about it. She continued.

"Our forces fell back to the fortified town of Kramornon. A panicked call went out to our Lodges to send sorcerers, but help was too long in coming. The local Lodge managed to bring five Aggressors inside the walls before the Hermanian army arrived outside.

"The Hermanians marched their Aggressors forward. They were now being used for the purpose of invoking fear, and the Delmathians in the town watched as the Hermanians sent a group of six sorcerers to cut off the southern entrance to the town. The remaining twenty or so marched to the northern entrance and advanced on the town. They stopped outside of bow range and commenced a fierce fireball attack on the barricades. Here they learned the basis of the Third Law of Spell Warfare, 'Use of spells against fortifications is of limited value.'"

"What happened to the first two laws?" Fernonia asked.

"I'm coming to that. The Delmathians took casualties, but not unlike what they had experienced under siege tactics. The Delmathian army, seeing their troops were holding, sent a squadron of the Kelrossian Lancers out the back gate and into the forest to the east. The Hermanian sorcerers at the back gate began to take them under fire. Our sorcerers rushed out and engaged them in return. The fight was rapid and over very quickly. Each side annihilated the other. They had just learned the Second Law of Spell Warfare, 'Engaging like spells is costly.'

"While the non-sorcerers cheered the efforts of their sorcerers, the loser was the Order. The army may think it is an acceptable tactic, but the Order does not. Fighting it out, face to face, against similar sorcerers costs lives."

The rain that had been threatening chose this moment to fall in a heavy shower. The driver reached behind him and dropped the front curtain. Out the rear of the wagon, Aetria saw the following wagon rig their curtain as well. Their driver cocooned himself in his rain cloak and stoically stared back at her through the pouring rain. She continued her narration.

"While the two sorcerer groups were killing each other, the Delmathians sent a company of infantry pouring out the northern gate at the Hermanian main sorcerer group. How they managed to get them to do that remains a mystery since none of them survived. The Hermanians calmly blasted them out of existence and learned the Fourth Law of Spell Warfare, 'There is a limit to the Power that can be expended.' When the Kelrossian Lancers charged out of the trees into the Hermanian sorcerers, the Aggressors were not able to mount much of an attack, as they were depleted of energy. They died to a man, learning the First Law of Spell Warfare, 'Never, ever, leave your sorcerers unprotected.' You will never find a Hermanian Sorcerer unit that isn't heavily protected, to this day."
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