




[image: ]

The Lexie Carrigan Chronicles

Book 3




S. Usher Evans




[image: ]

Pensacola, FL







Version Date: 1/29/25

Copyright © 2018 S. Usher Evans

ISBN: 9780463018934




All rights reserved. No portion of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or any other—except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without the prior written permission of the publisher. 




Cover design by Sun's Golden Ray Publishing

Line Editing by Danielle Fine, By Definition Editing










Sun's Golden Ray Publishing

Pensacola, FL

www.sgr-pub.com




For ordering information, please visit 

www.sgr-pub.com/orders







Part 1

dawn










Chapter One










"Gavon, good man. Look sharp."

Cyrus was taunting me, but that was nothing new. My superior in magical power, technique, and confidence, he was taking great pride in showcasing all three during our morning sparring match in the empty arena. Our daily training sessions were supposed to prepare us for the day the New Salem Warrior's Guild would re-enter the world from which we'd been banished generations before. But more often than not, they were an excuse for Cyrus to show off how much better he was at sparring than me. After all, he was the Chosen One, the Warrior who would bring great victory to our Guild, long suffering in this land of darkness and magic. I, on the other hand, was simply the spare.

Another of his gray fireballs landed hard against my shoulder, taking advantage of my disinterest. I'd bested him only once in the past three years. It was a mistake I wouldn't make again. For a man who'd been handed everything, his ego was rather fragile.

Still, I had to make it look like I was trying, so I flung a few deep purple attack spells in his direction. He blocked them with ease, as I predicted, then released several of his own. I deflected two, but let the last one hit, knocking the air from my lungs and sending me to the ground. Three more came behind it, each landing like a bag of stones against my defenseless body.

"Cyrus, that's enough." 

Cyrus turned toward Alexandra, awaiting the praise that was most assuredly coming. Our mistress, a fierce woman in her mid-forties with graying hair and a black wool dress, betrayed no emotion as she approached the center of the arena. Her sharp brown eyes landed on me for a moment before turning to my partner.

"Cyrus, you're too cocky," she said. "Confidence serves you, but too much will be your downfall. Return to the Manor and begin your chores."

From the look on his face, Cyrus had only heard the praise, whatever little there was to be heard. Or perhaps he'd noted that he'd been dismissed, and I had not. 

"My lady." He bowed and disappeared in a puff of dark gray smoke, but not before I saw his smirk.

I braced myself for the criticism, but instead, she said softly, "Walk with me, son."

Son, that was a first. Alexandra had given birth to me eighteen years ago, but as customary for Warriors, she'd handed me to her master, another Warrior named George Jones. He was already in his late sixties when I'd arrived on his doorstep, and I'd been more nursemaid than apprentice. He'd died three years ago, and with no other Warriors in the village, I'd returned to my mother's home to continue training with Cyrus. 

I snuck a glance at Alexandra, seeing much of myself in her face. But that was where the similarities ended. She was Guildmaster; she held the respect and deference of the entire village. She could dispatch both Cyrus and myself without a second thought. 

"Your performance leaves a lot to be desired," Alexandra said, after we'd walked for some time. 

"Cyrus is my superior—"

"He's not. He's your equal in power but your inferior in intellect," she said. "His ego will be the end of him."

"I thought you liked his confidence," I said.

"Why aren't you trying against him?"

I thought about my words, running through them in my mind to make sure they wouldn't come back to haunt me. "Because he will be Guildmaster."

"That's not set in stone. You're both Warriors and will be inducted in a few months. When I grow old, the Guildmastership will be available to whomever is the best for it."

My jaw fell. "A few months?" 

"Oh, look at you, so concerned now," she said with a short laugh. 

"I'm not interested in the Guildmastership, but I would very much like to be inducted," I said, hoping my cheeks wouldn't betray my anger. In generations past, eighteen was the age a Warrior was inducted, but eighteen had come and gone some months ago. "I think it's past time, don't you?"

"It will be time when you show some interest in becoming more than you are, Gavon."

And that was all she said, walking the rest of the way into the village in silence.

~

My mother's words sat unhappily in my mind for the afternoon, even as I chased the thoughts away with chores and studies. After we engaged in a rigorous morning of sparring, Alexandra liked Cyrus and me to scrub the Manor, the home of the Guildmaster since James Riley had arrived in this prison created for him and the rest of the Separatists. Although our magic could've completed the task in a matter of moments, it built our tolerance and humility to scrub the wooden floors on our hands and knees. 

"You missed a spot," Cyrus said, lounging on a chair as a feather duster swept across the tops of the books in the library. 

I sat on my knees, scanning the dark floor for what Cyrus had noticed and finding nothing. I knelt back down and continued scraping the brush across the floor. 

"You were pathetic today, Gav," he said, leaning back on the chair and squinting at the window. A wet rag appeared and slid across the glass, not doing much to dispel the grime. "Mistress Alexandra says I'm nearly ready for induction," he said. "Suppose they'll want us to fight each other."

"Mm," I said, reminded again of what she'd said to me. It should've pleased her that I didn't want to usurp her precious Cyrus. So why was she delaying my induction? The sooner I was inducted, the sooner she would be rid of me. What could she be waiting for?

"I know it must not seem like much, this life of a second-class Warrior," Cyrus said, lazily scratching his stomach. "But I promise it won't be so bad. Maybe if you sire a Warrior, I'll keep you off the Council so you can do whatever it is you do."

"How generous of you."

Alexandra appeared in the center of the room in a puff of deep purple magic. "Cyrus, I thought there was to be no magic."

He pulled himself to stand. "My apologies, Mistress."

The rag fell to the floor with a loud squelch and Cyrus' impassive face grew angry. I hid a smirk; Alexandra had bound his magic. It was a typical punishment for a young magical, and one Cyrus was well acquainted with.

"Gavon," she said. "You may use the afternoon as you wish. Cyrus, finish the chores by yourself."

I stood as quietly as I could, placed the brush in the wooden bucket of soapy water and left quickly without meeting either of their eyes. It was a short reprieve, one Cyrus would punish me for later. But it was something. 

Once I'd left the library, I used magic to transport myself far away, the farthest spot I could travel to in the confines of New Salem. Our world had been created by magic in 1692, when a magical war ended. My ancestors had lost and had been banished. For the Warriors, it was our solemn duty to be ready for the day the magical barrier broke, and we could reclaim the land that was ours. 

This other world had been something of an obsession of mine since I was a little boy. I'd stumbled upon a collection of nonmagical books, very rare in New Salem, that had described more than just magical theory. Mathematics, physics, books on civilizations thousands of years before even the Two Years' War. Plays that talked of great love and wars, faraway lands like England and Greece.

I wanted to see these lands for myself. For the past few months, I'd been playing around with potions, albeit in secret. Brewing potions was expressly forbidden, except in the case of healing potions for Warriors. And that restriction had only been lifted recently; our lone healer was very ill. Even though I could brew a potion to cure him, there was no arguing with Alexandra. Old prejudices didn't disappear easily. 

I opened my journal to the last page where I'd written notes on the potion I'd tried. It wasn't much of anything—just some spider's web, three legs of a toad, mixed in a solution of vinegar. Today, I would try four legs of a toad, and perhaps two spiderwebs. 

"Hm…" I scratched the growing stubble on my chin. What if four toad legs and one spider web did it?

I had been on these ingredients for a few weeks now. Each time, it had resulted in something simple—a flash of light. Something was better than nothing, though. The first time it had occurred, I'd used one toad leg, one spiderweb, and a splash of vinegar. Using the scientific method, I'd recreated the potion four times, and it had had the same effect. A flash of light, a ripple, then nothing. 

Ever since, I'd been adding and removing ingredients, carefully documenting the results. It was painstakingly slow, but patience was something I had a lot of. After all, there was nothing else to do in town except drink and play nasty tricks on the lesser magicals in the village. 

It will be time when you show some interest in becoming more than you are, Gavon.

Alexandra's words came back to my mind. It had been rather jarring to hear her judge me his equal, no less. Perhaps she had left the door to Guildmaster open for me. After all, Cyrus would be a cruel Guildmaster. His loyalty was to himself first, and his power second. 

But did that mean I should take his place? If I did, how would he react? And why now, after all this time, was Alexandra showing an interest in me?

My potion hissed and I closed the book, careful to keep the scrap of paper to mark my place. With care, I ladled some of the white potion out of the cauldron and poured it in a circle on the ground. 

Nothing. As expected.

A semi-circle. Nothing, again.

The last bit of potion I poured in an infinity loop. The air sizzled and popped, and a shimmer appeared for three breaths. Then the world was silent once more. 

I jotted down the results then flipped back a few pages to compare. The infinity loop was the key, I could feel it, but the exact combination still eluded me. Sadly, I'd been away from the house long enough. Until I was free from Alexandra's attention, I couldn't devote more than an hour to this study per day. But one day, hopefully soon, I would be inducted and could spend the rest of my days toiling and brewing until death took me, too.







Chapter Two










I awoke to yet another day in the drab world. Years of needing to help Master Jones to the privy had trained my body to an early rise, which worked well in Alexandra's house. I dressed quickly and set about doing the morning chores—including rousing my fellow apprentice. 

His was the room next to mine, and I took great joy in pulling back the curtains to let in what dismal light there was. That joy was short-lived, as he wasn't alone in his bed. 

"Be gone with you," he said to the girl, who vanished before I could get a good look at her face. "And you, as well."

I shrugged and continued the morning ritual, heading down to the kitchen to help the cook with breakfast. Alexandra would be pleased that he was trying his best to create another Warrior. Although I, too, had a duty to the clan to sire another of my specialty, I hadn't gone about the village spreading myself, as it were. Yet another reason Cyrus would be Guildmaster, and I would not.

After opening all the curtains upstairs, I set to work making the breakfast, assembling the bread and picking the mold off our cheese. Our cupboards were running a little bare, so I would have to find an Enchanter to make more. Our original captors had seen fit to give us livestock, but without a sun to grow crops, our village relied on Enchantment magic to turn dirt into bread, tea leaves, and food for the animals. 

Cyrus arrived in the kitchen just as I was finishing, as usual. He plucked the full tray off the table and walked into the dining room. I followed with the tea and, after pouring into each of the waiting cups, settled down to eat my fill. 

"We will spar this morning," Alexandra said. "Gavon, I hope your performance will improve."

I nodded. Perhaps I'd try a little harder, just to keep her from criticism. 

"The Council will be watching."

That got my attention. The Council was the governing body, making decisions for the village and staving off ruin. Traditionally, there were supposed to be five Warriors, but now it was just Alexandra and the four strongest Enchanters and Charmers. Cyrus and I would be added as soon as our formal induction was concluded. 

But I couldn't remember a time there'd been an audience for our sparring matches. Even our introduction match at fourteen had been witnessed by her and Jones alone.

"If I may ask…" I began, dipping my head. When she didn't cut me off, I continued, "Why?"

"Because Cyrus is almost eighteen, and I've decided it's time for him to be inducted. And, perhaps, you as well."

Joy and hope surged through me. Perhaps something had changed since we'd last spoken. "When?"

"The exact date will be determined after they watch you fight," she said, sipping her tea carefully. "I suggest you both try your hardest to impress them."

~

As excited as I was to finally see the end of my apprenticeship, there was still the bare cupboard to contend with. In New Salem, commerce occurred through bartering; the Enchanter made bread for the Charmer, the Charmer gave them milk from their cows. But for the Warriors, we existed merely to… be in charge, I supposed. 

I stepped inside an Enchanter's house where a pretty, young girl with curly brown hair seated at a table. I'd seen her around the village, but never got her name. She released a loud squeak when she saw me, jumping to her feet and toppling over the stool. 

"Good morning, Master Gavon," she said as her cheeks turned rosy. "What can I do for you today?"

"Good morning," I said. "Just a loaf."

She stood and sauntered to the large barrel in the back, making sure to sway her hips for my attention. She plucked a single morsel of bread from the barrel and grabbed a handful of dirt from the floor before returning to sit at the table. Her fingertips glowed a light blue color and the small crumb levitated, as did the dirt. She closed her hands around the mixture, then released them. It was now a small loaf, dark brown and crusty. With her hands still glowing, she stretched the edges of the bread until it was long and thick. 

"That's enough," I said. 

"Is it?" she said with a coy look as she handed it to me. "Seems big enough for me, too."

I caught the double-meaning and flushed. "Thank you for the bread. I'll see you next week." 

I hurried out of the shop, praying that John the Charmer wouldn't do a dance for me as well. I supposed I should've been flattered, but I saw right through the attention. Despite my reserved nature, I was still desirable. Any woman who had a child with me might eventually be the mother of a Guildmaster. 

For Alexandra, the act of sex was a duty—something that should be done without much thought for pleasure. Cyrus, judging by what I overheard from his room, was all about pleasure with the duty a distant second. But my mind was addled by the nonmagical books. Romeo and Juliet, two star-crossed lovers defying everything to be together was what I thought love to be. 

I glanced behind me to the Enchanter, who was sadly doodling in the dirt pile left behind. She was pretty, but I wasn't sure we'd have anything to talk about. Still, perhaps a girl like her was all I was meant for. I was just the second. 

Which reminded me: I had a sparring match to attend.

~

The ring still bore the skid and burn marks of our match the day before, and my body still ached from the effort. But if this would get me closer to induction, I didn't mind. The council members had already arrived, each wearing a long black cloak. I counted only four of them—Enchanter Perry seemed to be missing. 

"Where've you been?" Cyrus said with a scowl. 

"Since you neglected to pick up bread from the Enchanters yesterday, I had to," I said. 

In the stands, Alexandra rose then appeared in front of us, her hands resting on her hips. "I trust you're ready, Gavon." 

"Where's Perry?" I asked. "Shouldn't we wait for him?"

"No," she said. "Begin."

My questions were lost in a barrage of attack spells. Cyrus, it seemed, wasn't taking any chances. Unlike the day before, I didn't have to feign distraction; I was very curious about why the Council was one man short. Could it be they'd already kicked Perry off to make way for Cyrus? 

A gray bomb tore through my magical defenses and flung me across the ground. I coughed for a moment, cursing Cyrus and his pressing need to show off. 

Alexandra had retreated to join the rest of the council, and they weren't even watching. What could they be talking about, other than Perry's disappearance? 

"If you're not even going to try, what's the point of you being a Warrior?" Cyrus said, standing over me. 

"Aren't you the least bit concerned that Perry's missing?" I asked, coming to stand. "If we were to be seen by the entire council, why continue if a member isn't here?"

Cyrus shrugged, as if it hadn't crossed his mind. "It doesn't do to question, Gavon. You'll need to learn that before I become Guildmaster. I won't be as forgiving as your mother."

He surely wouldn't, and the horrifying thought of him lording over me the rest of my life got me back to my feet and fighting. I'd done a good job up until that point of ignoring what was to come—and how life would be when Cyrus was in charge. I just hoped he might leave me alone as long as I didn't challenge him.

"Enough," Alexandra called, coming to the center of the arena. "The Council has seen plenty."

I climbed to my feet gingerly, grateful today's torture was complete. 

"Cyrus, they are most impressed with you," Alexandra said with a nod. "You've truly done well. You are ready to be inducted."

I waited for her to turn and tell me the same, but she said nothing to me. The silence stretched out until finally she nodded and began to walk away.

"W-wait," I said, stepping forward. "What about me?"

"You're not ready to be inducted."

A cold wind blew by, and I was sure I'd misheard. "Not ready?"

"No," she said, ignoring Cyrus's sniggers. "You've not demonstrated to me that you will be a useful member of the Guild. Therefore, you will remain my apprentice until you can prove otherwise."

Anger surged in my veins, my face growing hot and I spat out my response. "And how, pray tell, shall I prove my mettle, mistress?"

The quick rise of her brow boded nothing good. Even Cyrus had never spoken to her thus—not that I'd seen. But I was weary of these games. Of being treated as a second class magical to Cyrus. For no other reason that I was born Alexandra's son and couldn't be trained by her. 

"To begin with, you will show deference to your Guildmaster," she said evenly. "And if you raise your voice again, I will make sure you regret it for a very long time."

I swallowed, readying myself.

But to my surprise, she disappeared in a plume of purple smoke without another word. Her torture would be to make me wait for punishment, to let my mind come up with a litany of possibilities. Would it be a week in the magic-less cellar? A month with magical binding, forced to do chores? Or would it be something more—physical pain? I'd rarely seen a lash, but the few times I had left a mark. 

Or perhaps my punishment would simply be to remain her apprentice, bound to do her bidding. 

"Hmph," Cyrus said, tossing me a smug look. "Tough luck, Gav."

It was all I could do to keep my mouth closed. Wisely, I left the sparring ring, as fighting outside a monitored match was expressly forbidden, and I wasn't all that sure I could beat him anyway. 

Instead, I left for my sanctuary, knowing that if Alexandra wanted me, she could use her power as my mistress to call me to her. The apprenticeship began to chafe like never before, knowing I was no closer to freedom than the day it had begun. 

When I'd first turned eighteen, and Alexandra told me I wasn't ready, I hadn't even thought to argue. But now? Cyrus, who never lifted a finger, Cyrus, who could fight in a ring but did little else valuable, Cyrus was getting inducted? I wanted to scream. 

I paced in front of my cauldron, unable to breathe under the weight of Alexandra's yoke. There was nothing I could do, and that was the worst thing. I was stuck. Stuck as her apprentice, stuck as Cyrus' second and lesser magical. Stuck in this stupid world with the gray sky and cold wind. 

As I marched over to the cauldron, I began summoning ingredients. Lavender, spider webs, frog legs, beer, wood, whatever my magic could bring me. All of it went into the cauldron. Gone was my scientific approach—now I just wanted results. After the cauldron was nearly overflowing with black, viscous potion, I levitated it and carefully began pouring the infinity loop. 

Then I gathered the rest of my energy and threw it at the line on the ground, just as the bright flash of light split the world. 

Only this time, the flash came with an incredible force of power. I flew backward, slamming into the hard, rocky ground and lay there for a minute, pain singing through every inch of my body. I blinked at the dark sky above, my ears ringing. Now that my magic had dissipated, so had my rage, and I felt rather stupid for what I'd done. 

Presumably, I'd be sparring in the morning, so expelling all my magic in a tantrum was very irresponsible. Besides that, I'd used up much of my potion-making materials, which meant I'd have to answer some uncomfortable questions with an Enchanter tomorrow. Not to mention, someone in the village had probably seen that bright light, and they might come here to find me working in potions—

Pop.

I shook my head. That was an odd sound—almost like the hissing of a teapot, or the crackle of magic. My magic had severed when I'd released the attack spell, so it shouldn't still be hanging around. 

Gingerly, I lifted my head. There was…for lack of a better term, a tear in the air. A white, writhing dangerous-looking thing suspended above the cliff face. Magical bolts crackled from the center as it rolled into itself, undulating as if it were alive. 

Slowly, I came to my feet. What had I done?

I observed the rippling creation for a few minutes, trying to time the crackling, but there was no rhyme or reason to it. Cautiously, I crept closer, jumping back when a bolt hit my shoulder. It was magical, but painless. 

With trembling fingertips, I reached toward it. There was nothing but energy between my fingers. 

Then something hooked around my navel, and I fell forward. 







Chapter Three










I landed hard on a surface that gave easily under my fingers. Coughing, I spat the gritty dirt from my mouth and wiped my face. But there was something off—the smell. The air was salty, but also with a pungent, sulfur odor. The dirt I was lying in was a lighter shade than I'd ever seen before. I grabbed a handful and watched as it slid through my fingers. It moved like water. 

Tilting my head up, I took in the sky—no longer gray and overcast, but black. Black and expanding as far as I could see. And twinkling with…

Stars. 

I was looking at stars for the first time. 

Tears sprang to my eyes as I took in their beauty. It was more incredible than any book had described it. I was accustomed to seeing stars in constellations from astronomy books, but I could no sooner discern a pattern as count them all. 

But if there were stars, did that mean…was I… 

Had I returned to the old world?

The sound of laughter drew my attention. I gathered my wits and stood, brushing the dirt from my clothes. As gracefully as I could on shifting ground, I drew closer to the sound, which included laughter and movement. 

It was just as I came across them that the first moan of pleasure echoed through my ears, and I realized I had stumbled on something private. But it was too late. 

"Oh shit," the girl screamed, grabbing her shirt and covering herself. "What the…? Get out of here, you perv!"

I froze, unaccustomed to seeing a woman in that state of undress. She wore nothing but a pair of pants that had been cropped close to her rear, and a white shift that covered naught but her bosom. Her scrambled attempts to cover herself only revealed more of her naked body, and I could do nothing but stare.

Until her paramour stood, fists bared. 

"Ya deaf? Get outta here!" he said, marching toward me. 

My defensive instincts kicked in, and I fired off an attack spell. The purple fireball hit him square in the stomach, and he fell backward, unconscious immediately. 

"What the fuck is wrong with you?" the girl screamed at me, rushing to cradle her lover's head. "You can't just use magic in front of a nonmagical. And you can't attack them! How did you even do that anyway?"

I stuttered like an idiot, my gaze drawn to the skin on her lower back, where her backbone was visible. 

"Well? What do you have to say for yourself?" she demanded, standing and marching toward me with her shirt still clutched in her hand. 

I might've had something to say, had I not looked into her eyes. They were the bluest color I'd ever seen, and the spatter of freckles along her tanned face took my breath away. She was unlike any girl I'd ever seen, her golden hair falling to her shoulders and framing her heart-shaped face perfectly. But it wasn't just her features, it was the way her nose crinkled in anger, how she stood in front of me undressed and unashamed. She was as fierce as Alexandra—and I was terrified.

"Hello?" She was now waving her hand in front of my face. "Are you there, pervy?"

"What is that?" I choked out. 

"What is what?"

"Pervy? I've never heard the term."

She blinked once, twice, three times. "Are you high?"

I glanced at the ground, where my feet were planted firmly on the sand. "I don't appear to be?"

"Dude, what is your deal? Are you foreign? What's with your clothes?"

I could've asked her the same thing, but decided not to, as it might draw my gaze down to her breasts once more. "I'm from New Salem."

"What the actual hell is New Salem?" 

I blinked. "It's…um." A question I'd never had to answer before. "It's a town where magicals live."

"Yeah, I've lived in Salem my whole life and never heard of it," she said, quirking a brow and crossing her arms. I wished she hadn't, for it propped the tops of her breasts upward, and I was already struggling not to stare. "What are you doing here? And how'd you use magic on Renny? I've never seen magic like that before."

"I don't know what I'm doing here," I said honestly. "I don't even know where here is…"

She chewed her lip and finally covered those beautiful breasts with another shirt. It didn't help much. "I don't really know what to do with you, but I know you can't use magic in front of a nonmagical. That's like…impossible." 

I looked down at the man I'd attacked, finally realizing what I was looking at. "You mean…he's a nonmagical?"

"Yeah, duh." 

I couldn't believe it. "I've never met a nonmagical before. They look…just like I do."

"Of course they do, dumbass," she said, running a hand through her golden locks. "Man, this is some shit. You're talking about some town called New Salem, and you don't know what a nonmagical is. Hell, I've tried to use magic in front of Renny before and I can't. And you with your weird magic…" 

A worried tone had come through in her voice, so I held up my hands. "I'm not…I mean, I won't hurt you."

"Yeah, well, you hurt him," she said, nodding to the unconscious form below. 

"I promise, it was unintentional," I said then cleared my throat. "I didn't mean to…interrupt your lovemaking."

She coughed roughly. "Uh, that's not what we were doing. We were making out at most."

"Making…out?"

She huffed, but then lost her anger when her paramour grunted and moved. "Look, you're obviously lost. Let me take you to my mom and see what she thinks."

"What will happen to your friend?" I asked curiously.

"Renny is…well, let's just say he's baked all the time, and this won't be the first time he's woken up half-naked on the beach," she said with a half-hearted shrug. Then, she paused and chewed her pink lip. "Please don't mention any of this…"

"Any of what?"

"Us making out. She'll totally wig out on me."

I didn't understand any of what this girl was saying to me, but I assumed she meant that I'd found her and the boy in a compromising position and that her mother would be upset. How could language change so much in…

"What year is it?" 

She stopped and I nearly ran into her. "You don't know what year it is?"

"I…"

She sighed. "It's 1989."

"Nineteen…" I couldn't believe my ears. The Council hadn't kept good records of the time that had passed, believing it to be immaterial. The general consensus was that it hadn't been that long since we'd been banished. 

But it had been three hundred years almost exactly.

"Are you okay, dude?" 

"Yes, of course. My apologies."

"So Goddamned formal…"

~

The shifting terrain turned into a hard, black substance, on which houses sat in front of vibrant green pastures. Even though it was dark, the world was illuminated by magical balls of light in boxes all along the streets—and, surprisingly, inside the homes.

"Is magic known here?" I asked, breathlessly. "This thing, is it magic?"

"Dude, it's a lamp," she scoffed. "Electricity? Do you know what that is?"

I shook my head, and she rolled her eyes. 

"You're buggin'," she muttered. "I'm buggin'. Maybe I'm still high." 

I was beginning to wonder if she wasn't referring to her elevation. "You said that it's impossible to use magic in front a nonmagical."

"Yep," she said, eyeing me. 

"I don't understand," I replied. "What do you mean impossible?"

"Meaning I couldn't even summon a Tootsie Roll if a nonmagical was standing in front of me," she said. "I can't even speak about magic to a nonmagical. Makes me feel like my throat is closing up. There isn't magic in front of nonmagicals. Period. End of story. That's all she wrote."

"That's…incredible," I replied. "But does that mean… The nonmagicals don't know about magic?" 

She shook her head. "Not even a little bit. We have to hide it. Sometimes it's just easier not to use it, you know? I forget I have it sometimes, especially when I'm out with my nonmagical friends."

I slowed, stunned. For me, magic was always there to grab onto. It was another tool, like a pen to paper. I could never just "forget" about it.

"Things are much different in New Salem," I said after a long pause.

"Like Amish different?" she said. 

"I'm sorry, but—"

"You don't know what that is. I'm starting to understand." 

She stopped in front of a large house with bright light shining from all the windows. I followed her onto a small porch, observing the gray wood as she fumbled with a set of keys and jammed them in the door lock. Then, with a grunt, she pushed the heavy door open and beckoned me inside. 

"Moooooooom." 

I started at the sound. Children in New Salem never addressed their parents in such a way. Alexandra would've strung me up by my ankles. 

"Mora, what…" The woman who appeared was incredibly powerful, but she was no Warrior. Her magic was the oddest I'd ever felt. It was Warrior and Healing and Charming and Enchanting all rolled into one. But, as I looked at her daughter, I sensed no magic from her. Or rather, I did, but it was bound tight. No wonder she'd thrown me off.

"Mora, what the hell did you bring home?" the woman asked, increasing her power with every step down the staircase. 

"I dunno, Mom. Some weird kid who appeared when I was out for…a walk. I thought you'd want to know."

"Go finish your homework," the woman barked. As the girl darted up the stairs, the woman grabbed her by the arm. "And I smell weed on you. Have you been hanging out with that boy again?"

"No, Mom."

"Lie to me again, and you'll be without magic for another month."

Ah, so that explained the lack of magic from the girl. Well, at least that brand of punishment hadn't changed in three hundred years. 

The woman continued down the stairs, and even though I was fairly sure I was more powerful than she, I still backed up a step. I wasn't as brave as my new blonde friend. 

"And who the hell are you?" she asked, as she reached the bottom step. "And what kind of magic do you carry?"

I licked my lips nervously. "My name is Gavon McKinnon. I'm from New Salem, but—" I winced as her magic surrounded me, ready to expel me from her house, "but I promise I mean you no harm."

"New Salem has been kept separately," the woman replied. "How did you get here?"

I picked my words carefully, While the younger woman had no idea what New Salem was, and our history, her mother certainly did. 

"I don't…know exactly. I'd been experimenting with potions and magic, and then it just happened."

"What?"

"A t-tear between our worlds, I suppose you could call it." I swallowed hard, stepping back once more. "Next thing I knew, I stumbled upon your daughter and…"

"And her pothead boyfriend," the woman finished with a glance up the stairs. "Are there more of you?"

"More of… In New Salem?" I nodded. "We number a few hundred, maybe." 

"And do they know what you've done?"

"N-no," I said, then, as her magic flooded the room, I quickly added, "And I won't tell them."

She snorted. "As if I could trust the word of a Separatist."

"I'm not a Separatist," I said with a hearty laugh. "My ancestors were, but they're long since dead. I doubt many in New Salem even know this world exists."

"If you know what's good for you, you'll keep it that way. Now get the hell out of my compound."

Warm magic surrounded my body, and before I knew what was happening, the world shifted around me, and I was back to the sandy place where I'd first entered the world. It took me a moment to realize what had happened, and I marched toward the bright lights of the city, but found I couldn't go very far. This older magical had some power in her—although it still paled in comparison to the power of my guild.

I sat on the shifting sands, the sound of the water pushing against the sand a soothing backdrop to my thoughts. I wasn't sure what I was waiting for. More magicals? But there was nothing more than the waves and a cool breeze. 

I gazed at the beautiful stars in the sky, my heart racing in my chest. Fear, excitement, curiosity—every emotion I could name—coursed through me. I had done what others couldn't. I'd broken through the magic that had bound us to this world and returned to the realm of our ancestors. 

I wanted more of it. 

One magical woman wasn't going to keep me from exploring every inch of this world. I closed my eyes and let my magic travel as far as it could—visions of places completely unfamiliar coming to my senses. Transporting had never felt so freeing before; there were so many options. Where would I begin?

A gentle tug brought me back to reality. Alexandra was sending feelers for me to return to the Manor. It appeared her control over my magic extended beyond the tear, unfortunately. If I didn't return immediately, she would come looking for me. And since I wasn't quite ready to share this beautiful new world with anyone else, I returned to New Salem.







Chapter Four










"You're distracted this morning, Gavon." Alexandra peered at me from the head of the table. "Something on your mind?"

Oh, how little she knew. She probably thought my silence the result of petulance—anger at her for not allowing me an induction match. I'd arrived back at the Manor to a silent house and woken to the same. I'd rushed through my morning chores with vigor, impervious to Cyrus' digs about his impending induction match. Now, more than ever, it was more important for me to get out of this apprenticeship.

"My apologies, Mistress. Did I miss a question?" I said, plastering on the most pleasant smile I could muster.

"I simply noticed your distraction, nothing more." She turned to Cyrus seated across from me. "We shall spar at midday."

"We?" he said, glancing in my direction.

She nodded and tapped her napkin against her lip. "Since it's clear Gavon will not be inducted soon, we will need to continue your preparations." 

If she expected a rise from me, she was mistaken. It was easy to escape into the recesses of my mind and imagine the new world I would get to explore as soon as I was free of her grip. Not to conquer it, as Cyrus would, but to appreciate it. To visit the places I'd only read about. To sit on the banks of the ocean once more and see every shade of blue. To gaze upon the stars and try to find one of those constellations. To see Venice, Rome, London. 

"Gavon." Alexandra's voice cut through my daydream once more. "Are you listening?"

"I apologize," I said, averting my gaze to look chastened. 

"Fetch the Healer," she said with a look of disgust. "See if he's healthy enough to heal me after our morning session so that we may spar again this afternoon."

I nodded. "And if he isn't?"

"Then I suppose you may brew one of those infernal potions," she said, waving her hand.

"Yes, ma'am," I said, dreading the number of chores. I wanted to get back to my new world. 

"Cyrus, finish your meal and meet me in the sparring ring." She disappeared in a puff of purple, leaving us to our usual after-meal conversation. 

"Such a shame," Cyrus said with a shrug. "It appears you'll be destined for potion-making your whole life. What a fate for a Warrior."

I bit my tongue so as not to spill the secret of the newfound world. When it was safely kept in the back of my mind, I responded with, "Unfortunately, any potion I make for you would be less potent. There's a correlation between magic and family." I paused before landing the blow. "Alexandra and I share the same blood, you see, and that makes all the difference."

Before Cyrus could retort with something equally biting (or a spell), I transported out of the house to the center of the town. It was rare I got the last word, so I considered that a good omen for the rest of the day. 

First, I had the dubious task of visiting the sick house. Magical rot was a vicious disease that slowly drained the magic, and then the life, from a magical. It was an affliction of the middle aged, mostly. It was rare for a magical to live past fifty. 

I covered my mouth with a kerchief as I entered the dark space. The stench of death was everywhere, but so was the earthy smell of the rot. Dying magicals lined the room on makeshift beds made of hay with a single sheet atop them. They gasped for air through purple-tinged lips, black, inky lines drawing lower down their necks. Some were well enough to take food, others were just waiting for death. 

Councilman Perry lay on one of the cots, gasping for breath as he stared at the ceiling. I supposed that explained why he'd been missing from our match. At least Cyrus wouldn't have to fight for a spot.

A woman was crying from the other room and I ventured closer. It didn't sound like the normal dying sounds—rather, a painful whimpering. I peeled back the curtain to see a young girl not much older than I with her legs spread. She was biting down on a stick, her face shiny with sweat. An older woman knelt before her, and although I couldn't see exactly, I had an idea what was going on. 

"Wh-what is it?" the new mother whispered.

"Enchanter," the woman said. "But stillborn."

The girl's eyes filled with tears and then she fainted—either from exhaustion or grief. But the baby was squirming—it was very much alive. There was no magical signature, which meant…

"Smother it," came the weary directive from the midwife. She handed the baby to another older woman, who left the room with it. I swallowed the sickness in my stomach. It was a mercy, then, that the girl would believe her child had died. 

"Can I help you?"

I jumped at the voice, turning to see the mistress of the sick house staring down at me with beady eyes. I'd heard once that she and Alexandra shared a mother, which would make her my aunt, I supposed. They certainly shared the same disgust for me.

"I'm looking for the Healer," I said, finding my tongue. 

"He is dead," she said, lifting her chin higher. "Died three weeks ago."

"Oh," I said, with a soft exhalation. "I will inform the Guildmaster."

The woman raised a brow. "She was already informed. She was here when it happened."

That was curious, but I didn't feel like pressing further. With a soft thank you, I hastened from the sick house, needing to breathe fresh air and rinse the soft cries of the now-dead baby out of my ears.

~

When I returned to the house, Alexandra was in the library, lounging on her chair and nursing a rather large bruise on her forehead, and a cut on her lip. Without saying a word, I summoned the healing potion and handed her the vial.

"What did you see at the sick house, Gavon?" she asked, her voice weak. 

"I saw…" Should I tell the truth? Would she think me weak to worry about the new mother and her child? "The Healer is dead. Councilman Perry is close as well."

"Is that all?"

I finally turned, tempering my tongue before it got the better of me again. "I'm not sure what I should say, Mistress."

"Did the girl Ann give birth to her child?"

My mouth fell open. "Sh-she did. But it was a Potion-maker."

Alexandra nodded. "I knew as much. Elise told her it was stillborn, did she not?"

Again, I could scarcely believe my ears. "Yes, she did."

"We are cursed with one Potion-maker for every six births—and of the remaining five, many more are born dead." She looked at the vial in her hand then tossed it into the fire. "I believe it is part of the curse John Chase laid upon us."

I didn't dare ask if she considered not killing Potion-makers; there were some lines that even I didn't cross. 

"Our village is dying, Gavon. How the village celebrated when you and Cyrus were born. But not a single Warrior has been born since. Before we were banished, our numbers were in the hundreds of thousands. Now? Only three." She sighed as the purple bruise faded.

"Is that why you sent me to the sick house?" I asked. "To witness the birth?"

"I wanted you to think very clearly about your decision not to be Guildmaster," she said. "What might you do differently if you were responsible for these five hundred souls?"

I honestly didn't have an answer, because it was never something I'd thought about. "But Cyrus—"

"Ah, Cyrus," she said with a soft chuckle. "My dear apprentice, who right now is on the prowl for another girl to lie with." Her sharp eyes pierced me. "That girl? Ann? That was Cyrus' child she gave birth to."

I frowned. "Did he know?"

"He would've known if it was a Warrior, I'm sure." She pushed herself upright and rubbed her temple. "I believe he's had three to survive birth so far."

Three children. It hardly seemed possible.

"I have watched Cyrus grow from a precocious child into a man that I hardly recognize. He's callous, he's cruel. He only cares for people who can give him something in return. Is that the kind of man you wish to lead this Guild?"

I didn't know what to say. I'd never thought I had a choice in the matter. "Are you saying you'd rather I be Guildmaster?"

"I would like to see you fight for it," she said, coming to stand. "Even though I didn't raise you, you're still my son. The product of my bloodline."

"Then why did you decide against my induction match?" I asked. 

"Perhaps I wanted to see your reaction to it," she said with a coy smile. "It's not my desire to keep you in my house for longer than necessary. After all…" She placed her long, white fingers against the black fabric of her hips. "Cyrus isn't the only young Warrior in need of coupling. You, my son, have a legacy to continue."

"I'll do my best."

"See that you do," she said. "You will complete all the chores today while Cyrus and I spar."

"Yes, ma'am," I said, dipping my head. "And if I may ask—"

"I haven't changed my mind," she said. "When I can look upon you without embarrassment, I'll reconsider your induction."

~

As a Warrior, a mother's love was never something I'd experienced. So Alexandra's comment to me slid off my back like water. Besides that, as much as I cared what happened to the villagers in New Salem, I had other things on my mind. Greater things. 

I sped through my afternoon chores. Alexandra was gone, so I used magic to scrub the floors and windows, making them sparkle in the drab light. As I worked, I thought about all the things I wanted to see, writing a list to myself. Rome was the top of my list, as was Athens, Alexandria—all the great places of knowledge that existed in my books. I'd seen the sea briefly the day before. But today I would jump in the water. I would find myself a piece of actual bread, comparing the flavor to that which was magically created. 
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