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The Heritage Blood Saga

Book 1

by

R.L. Arna

Tyron Carros, Adept, Instructor, Beginning Cartography

Kada Iko, Novice

Expanded view, Larros Province and Surrounding; Major Geographical Features

Instructor notes:

Dots denoting the Kenna Stones are not uniform. It would appear that you drew your map without consideration of labels, because you selectively scratched the ink from the page to make several labels more legible. Map labels should all be written at the same angle, with North denoting the upright position. You did not designate North on your map.

Provincial Tower locations in Deah and Larros are in a roughly accurate position, but again, the circle with a line through it is not a consistent size or shape.

The Felos and Alos rivers are not labeled, and appear to have been painted over several times with a small brush—in this instance a larger brush would be best used.  

It is a common misunderstanding that the Kenna Stones are enough to denote the coastline, but it is not—the coastline should be defined with its own line because Kenna Stones are not in water. Mountains should be defined with uniform angles and straight lines, which can be achieved by using your straightedge.

Completed maps should be outlined or "boxed in" to give a finished appearance.

Your calligraphy is excellent.
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Chapter 1
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The Histories

Volume One

“Introduction to the Trags”

Trags have savaged civilization throughout recorded time. Even the Holy Writ speaks of them, when the first magi took children of Blind men and twisted them into beasts.

We know them as pawns of Fallen magi. Even to this day, the trags cower and whine, licking the feet of their masters.

***
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“-and she has brown hair and she makes berry pies for me,” Soren finished, describing his frequent dreams. “Was she my mother?”

Uncle Breyan frowned under his beard, tucking threadbare blankets around Soren. “I don’t know who she is.” He yawned, rubbing his thumb against Soren’s forehead in a familiar gesture. “She could be.”

Soren fidgeted, watching his uncle lay out his own blankets on the stone floor. “Did she die in Nadet?” he blurted. “Did the trags kill her?”

Uncle Breyan’s shoulders sagged. “The trags killed a lot of people.”

“But what about her?”

“I don’t know.” Uncle Breyan knelt, leaning against Soren’s cot. “You were barely walking when Nadet fell. She probably did.”

Soren looked down. “Do you think she loved me?”

His uncle’s rough hand patted Soren’s head. “Yes. I have no doubt she loved you.”

“Do you think she made pies?”

“If you dreamed she did, then she probably did.” Breyan blew out their lamp, signaling an end to the conversation.

Soren closed his eyes, hoping he would see the dream woman again. He felt happy and safe with her. He rarely remembered his dreams, but her image always stayed with him after he woke.

The next morning Soren followed his uncle out of the kitchen after breakfast. “Can I go with you today?”

“No. You have your duties here.”

“Are you hunting? Is that why I can’t go?”

“I’m mucking stables today,” Breyan said, sounding tired. He wove between crates and barrels stacked on either side of the service access, his black hair tied in a short braid down his back.

“That’s still inside the walls,” Soren pressed, trying to keep up with his uncle’s long legs. “Did I do something wrong? Is that why I’m not allowed outside now?”

Breyan stopped in the dim hall. He pointed back towards the main body of the manor, away from the door leading outside. “Soren. Work. Now.”

Soren obediently retreated. He watched his uncle open the door to the outside, letting in light and a brief whiff of fresh air before it closed again.

In the kitchen, Amon dully prepared Thon Skane’s breakfast. A cauldron and simple wooden bowls used by the servants stood next to the wash basin. Soren eyed the dwindling stack of firewood. “Do you need me to fetch wood from the yard?” he offered.

Amon shook his head. “Thon Skane said to keep you inside. I’ll send Rus when I see him.” He pointed to the morning’s dishes. “Wash those, then go back to the dining hall. The Thon wants the polishing done by the end of the day.”

Soren sulked at the dish basin, staring at the stone wall and dreaming of the outdoors, recently forbidden. “At least mucking the stables lets you see the sky,” he muttered.

Once finished with the morning dishes, Soren carried buckets of water up from the kitchen to the great hall. The passages widened once he left the common access. Tapestries hung on the walls between lamps shielded in fine glass. The ceiling reached overhead, peaking in vaulted arches. He sighed when he reached the grand dining room. Metal gleamed spitefully at him.

As he worked, Soren’s mind strayed to his uncle’s faltering memory. He could be tired from chores. That might be why he can’t remember my mother. He frowned at a particularly stubborn tarnish at the bottom of a bowl. He’s always tired and forgets things. He dipped his rag in a kettle of warm water, squeezing the cloth mechanically. I wonder if my mother ever had to polish silver.

Soren finished his work after mid-day and Thon Skane was informed, per his instruction. The Thon’s boots clicked on the stone as he inspected the metal finery. Soren hid his dirty hands behind his back, his blonde hair falling over his nose as he lowered his face. He glanced up to see his lord examining a spoon with an exacting eye. Soren clenched his hands behind his back nervously, dropping his blue eyes back to the floor.

Thon Skane was an impeccable man. His pale hair always neatly groomed, and every fold of his clothing precisely placed. Heavy jewelry glinted on his fingers. Expensive silk draped his frame in a fashionable tunic belted at the waist. Polished leather boots rose above his knees with fine woolen trousers tucked into them. Every detail about his person was perfect.

Greedy. The thought slid through Soren’s mind. He jerked with guilt from the errant opinion, glancing at his lord.

Thon Skane appeared not to notice. He replaced the spoon in the chest of silverware, nodding. “You’ve done well, boy.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

“I think I can accommodate another lesson today.”

Soren’s heart skipped a beat, and he bit his lip in excited consternation. In the last few months, if Soren performed his chores well enough, he would occasionally be invited into the laboratory.

The only problem lay in the fact that Soren could never remember what he saw.

I will remember, Soren promised himself. I won’t forget what happens this time.

He followed Thon Skane through the halls, the furnishings growing more ornate the closer they drew to the noble’s personal wing. His stomach fluttered when the door to the laboratory opened with a negligent wave of his master’s hand. The candles in the large room lit themselves. Neatly stacked books and jars filled the work table and shelves. Maps and charts masked walls not covered in shelving. A slate board hung on the wall to Soren’s left, covered with chalked numbers and obscure symbols.

“Sit in the center of the room, boy, and be still. I can’t afford distractions.”

Soren sat on the floor as instructed, watching his every move, determined to remember.

***
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Soren woke in the tiny closet of a room he shared with his uncle. The sound of Uncle Breyan’s soft breathing rose from the floor. Soren’s head screeched in agony. Once again, he couldn’t remember a thing after seating himself in Skane’s laboratory.

His head still throbbed at breakfast, and he pushed the thin porridge around his bowl without appetite. “Do you know what Thon Skane does in his lab?” he asked his uncle. The other servants didn’t pay attention to him, dully intent on their own food.

Uncle Breyan shrugged, hunched over his bowl. “I’m not a magus, Soren. Just pay attention to your lessons. That’s why we’re here.”

Soren squirmed, looking down at his food and forcing himself to eat without another word.

Two months and another forgotten lesson later, the nightmares began. He couldn’t remember them clearly, but he did know the chaotic visions were terrifying. Sometimes he woke screaming. Some nights, Soren talked in his sleep to his uncle about things that hadn’t happened. Accidents, battles, all manner of events great and mundane.

Sometimes several days passed before Soren’s strange prophecies came to fruition. More often they never did, and were dismissed after a week or two of fruitless waiting. Perhaps the most frustrating thing about it for Soren was that he could rarely recall anything about his visions. Only when actually in the moment he dreamed could he remember it.

Uncle Breyan hauled him before Thon Skane, describing Soren’s episodes. Soren scuffed his feet on the stone, trying to hide his growing unease. The Guardian drew his fingers along the edge of the table in the dining hall, shrugging when Uncle Breyan finished speaking.

“Magi children often manifest their power in different ways,” the Thon and Guardian said. “Keep me informed if anything else happens, but this is nothing to worry about. You may leave.”

Uncle Breyan bent at the waist, his hand on Soren’s back guiding him to do the same. Before he could be ushered out of the room, Soren mustered his courage, spinning out from under his uncle’s hand to face their master. “Is this happening because of my lessons?”

Thon Skane looked at him with a slight frown. “Do you remember what we spoke of during your first instruction?”

Soren opened his mouth and closed it again. His uncle nudged his shoulder. “I don’t remember much of any of them,” Soren admitted.

“Soren! You’re supposed to pay attention!” his uncle said.

“I try, but I keep forgetting. And now I’m hurting after.”

Thon Skane waved his hand. “It isn’t uncommon for novices,” he said. “With time comes better discipline. He is only nine.”

Soren shrank in his shoes, feeling foolish. Uncle Breyan shoved him out of the Thon’s presence, dragging him to the kitchen where he received a rare switching.

Another three sessions with Thon Skane over the next six months, with another three periods of time utterly forgotten, spurred Soren to action.

He waited on his cot until Uncle Breyan slept. Holding his breath, he slipped from his bedding and around his uncle’s body on the floor. The door squeaked when he opened it. His uncle snorted. Soren glanced over his shoulder, eyes wide in the dark.

Uncle Breyan grunted and rolled over, but didn’t wake.

Every sound made Soren jump—scurrying mice and creaking timbers, the faint echoes of a door closing on the far side of the manor. His path led him through the kitchen, across the grand dining room, and on to the richer section of the house. Only every fourth lamp was lit, providing just enough light to see by. He tiptoed past Thon Skane’s closed door, his heart pounding in his ears.

He turned right at the hall junction beyond the room. Then up winding stairs to the door of the laboratory. He reached out to open the heavy wooden portal, his hands shaking. He pulled at the heavy iron ring.

It wouldn’t budge.

He tugged at it, leaning his weight backwards.

The door remained resolutely closed.

Fear of the unknown turned to anger. He grit his teeth, planting a foot on the wall for more leverage. His knuckles turned white with the effort.

The door didn’t move.

Soren scowled at the blockade before trying again. He cursed at the door using words learned from watching his uncle.

Soren begged it to open. He demanded that it open.

The door stayed impassively shut.

The next morning he scrubbed the floors, venting his rage at the unyielding stone. With a violent swipe of his hand the rag pushed a swath of water to his right, splashing against a pair of polished boots.

Soren froze, his stomach twisting in knots. The boots didn’t move. Precisely shaped leather toes continued to face him. An annoyed click of the tongue from above made him cringe.

“I expect you’ll have the floors done and all of my boots polished by the day’s end, boy.”

Soren’s mouth went dry. “Yes, my lord.”

“Good.” A booted toe dug into the flesh under Soren’s chin, forcing him to look up. Thon Skane didn’t scowl or glare at him. Soren wished he would. The face holding him hostage was harsh and terrifying and utterly cold.

“I also expect you won’t attempt another midnight adventure in my lab.”

“I didn’t-“

“Quiet.”

Soren’s mouth snapped shut. For an endless moment, hard eyes held him frozen in place. He’s going to kill me.

“I trust we have an understanding.”

Soren swallowed hard. “Yes, my lord.

***
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Thankfully, Soren’s uncle wasn’t told of his midnight excursion, but Soren still took extra caution to not say or do anything to attract undue attention. A month passed without another invitation to the lab. Then another. He started to panic by the end of the third month, convinced he’d ruined his chance to become a magus. When Thon Skane invited him back to the lab, Soren heaved a huge sigh of relief, again swearing to himself he would remember the lesson.

Spring flowed into summer with Soren forgetting another two lessons. Summer gleefully ran into fall, and Soren was in bed for three days after a session in the Guardian’s lab. Winter threatened to freeze time itself, while Soren despaired he would ever remember a single moment from his master’s workspace.

When the snow melted, leaving behind a thick mud with which Soren became very familiar on the manor’s floor, he began to dread Thon Skane’s laboratory. His whole body had ached for more than a week after his last forgotten lesson. The growing pain after each session was enough to bring him to tears every time he thought of it. And yet, never was there a single bruise or scar marring his flesh after visiting the lab.

Before the weather warmed to dry the spring mud, Soren woke one morning, blurry and confused in his uncle’s arms. Bundled in his thin clothes and cloak with his one pair of too-small shoes pinching his feet, his uncle carried him through the still sleeping manor. “Uncle Breyan?”

“Shhh,” Uncle Breyan hissed, ducking behind a corner. He set Soren on his feet, pressing his lips to the boy’s ear. “We have to leave,” his uncle breathed. “You had another dream. You said Skane owns the trags.”

Soren’s eyes bulged. Thon Skane? Trags? He bit his lip. His dreams weren’t always right, but if he had said such things to Uncle Breyan, then the possibilities were frightening.

Breyan grunted, pressing the heel of his hand to his forehead. Soren touched his arm in silent concern. “It’s just a headache,” Uncle Breyan mumbled. He took Soren’s hand. “We have to leave. Now.”

Soren followed him to the courtyard and through the gate leading to the world beyond. His uncle hissed in pain at a piercing birdsong. Mist shrouded the field outside the walls of the manor. Breyan led him from the road onto a footpath, cutting west through a field into the woods.

Even after the sun rose, the sky remained an unpromising grey. Constant drizzle kept them wet and uncomfortable. Around noon, Soren’s vision suddenly blurred. He winced and stumbled, a tiny whimper escaping his lips. Heat pulsed just under his skin, radiating up into his skull, but he followed his uncle without voicing complaint. Towards sunset, the weather turned for the worse. Cold rain fell from the sky, promising to freeze in the night. Vomit rose in the back of Soren’s throat, and he repeatedly gagged in the darkness.

The following morning didn’t bring relief to Soren. He was tired from shivering the entire night, despite being buried under old leaves and held close to his uncle’s chest. Fatigue and nausea replaced all fear of their escape in Soren’s mind. He trod behind his uncle in the wilds, wrapped in misery until two arrows suddenly sprouted from the trees.

***
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Arrows thunked into trees on Breyan’s right and left.

“Hide!” he barked, dropping to the ground. He looked to where the arrows had come as the boy scrambled behind a pile of large rocks. Two servants from Skane’s household, Devon and Rus, ducked behind naked trees.

Breyan’s head throbbed in the cold rain. I was sloppy, he thought, judging the situation. An arrow buzzed over his head.

“Dammit, Rus! You’re in my line!” Devon said harshly.

Breyan’s fingers dug in the dirt for a small stone. Rus, on the other hand, is just an idiot. He rolled to his back, yanking a simple leather sling from his belt. Soren peeked out from his hiding place, jerking back when Breyan slashed his hand through the air in warning. Another arrow shot between the trees, embedding itself in a tree, several feet too high.

Devon’s voice echoed through the forest. “Look for him, idiot. He’s probably laying down. You won’t hit anything straight on like that.”

Breyan rolled to his feet in a low crouch, moving silently. Two arrows buried themselves in the ground near where he’d lain only moments before. He froze behind a bare-limbed bush, marking the dull red tunic Rus always wore.

Just enough space. Subtle movements in Breyan’s wrist sent the sling with his stone spinning. With a single cast, the rock whistled through the air, slamming into Rus’ head. Breyan’s sling tangled in thin branches to his side. The bowman grunted, falling to the ground. Breyan abandoned the caught sling, slipping away to approach the body from a new direction.

“Rus?” Devon called only once. An arrow from Devon’s bow quickly followed the silence.

Breyan squinted to spot him from between the trees. The drizzle did nothing to improve his view, which meant Devon was also shooting blind.

Half-wit. Breyan, made his way to Rus’ dropped bow. He noted the direction the last arrow came from. Always be sure of your target.

An arrow fell from the sky, narrowly missing his hand reaching for the weapon. He seized the bow, and jerked himself backwards as another arrow dropped silently, its point sinking into the earth where he’d just been. He grabbed the second arrow before melting into the forest once more.

“You’re leaving the boy defenseless, Breyan,” Devon yelled, turning a slow circle with an arrow knocked on his bowstring. “I could take-” Devon’s breath suddenly hitched. He looked down at the shaft sticking out from just below his heart. Devon touched the fletches, then slumped over.

With harsh efficiency, Breyan stripped the bodies of everything useful. He pulled on a second tunic and breeches over his own, throwing the remaining clothes over his shoulder. He slipped two more daggers next to the one already in his belt. The quivers with their arrows he strapped about his waist, slinging the bows across his back. Their meager purses contained only a piece of flint in one pouch, and nothing in the other.

Breyan rubbed his head. Pain pounded his skull, threatening to split it open. He cursed, reviewing his own mistakes. I should’ve raided the armory before we left. He trudged his way back to Soren. Nothing to be done for it now.

Soren embraced him fiercely, making him smile. He layered the stolen clothes over the boy’s skinny frame before setting off again.

***

[image: ]


The weather improved with Breyan’s headache as the week progressed, but Soren weakened. He could barely keep up with Breyan, The terrain made for difficult travel, but Breyan refused to travel on a road or well-worn path, much less seek out a settlement so close to Skane’s holdings.

The trags’ peculiar barking announced their presence to Breyan, giving him just enough time to shove Soren under a thorn bush before having to face them.

Too close. I can’t pull a bow in time. He pulled a dagger with each hand, anger coiling in his muscles.

Fierce, dirty feline faces snarled, weaving through the brush as only predators could, despite their humanlike stature. Breyan’s lip curled at the rudely stitched pants and rough furs tied to their feet in a mockery of human boots. His eyes flicked, tracking their movement—one . . . two . . . a third.

The first rushed him, black talons lashing out. It narrowly missed his skin, tearing the cloth of his tunics. A bowstring snapped on Breyan’s chest, the tight sinew whipping the trag across the nose and slicing Breyan’s cheek. One of the bows across his back snapped straight, slapping his back hard with the sudden release of pressure. His blade sliced across the trag’s throat before it had the chance to strike again.

Breyan pivoted, evading the second trag’s charge. He jammed his dagger in its back as it tried to follow him around. It fell, gasping for breath and writhing in pain.

The third trag avoided him entirely, crouching on the other side of the bush where Soren hid. It reached through the thorns to paw and sniff at the boy. Soren whimpered, curling into a tighter ball. Breyan didn’t think about how close Soren was to the trag. His arm whipped back and forward, throwing his last dagger. A moment of shock and terror before he saw it embedded deep in the trag’s eye. The beast collapsed, twitching.

Rain began to fall again. His back ached in a band from his left shoulder to his right hip from the bow. His cheek stung, and the taste of copper ran into his mouth. He finished off the second trag, still mewling and shaking in pain. He pulled Soren out from the bush, lifting the shivering boy.

Relief poured cold down his arms. Stupid, stupid! You could’ve hit him!

He looked at the third trag, sprawled on the ground, blood pooling under its head. Odd. They normally tear prey apart. He cast the thought aside—haste was of the essence. If the trags were scouts for a larger pack, then time and distance meant everything now.

Soren grunted in his arms. His skin pale, but for the dark rings about his eyes. Breyan grimaced, but kept moving. He chewed his lower lip, considering his options. Soren needed help, and they had to be outside Skane’s domain by now.

But the presence of trags suggested how long Skane’s reach could potentially be. Or perhaps it was just a coincidence. Best to assume the worst.

Soren moaned.

Breyan winced in sympathy, shifting the boy in his arms. “It’s all right.” He tried to sound more confident than he felt. If this damned headache would just go away. His fight with the trags had given his pain new life, thudding behind his eyes with each beat of his heart. A good rest in a decent bed would help us both.

But he couldn’t afford to take the boy to a village. Not if Skane could find them out here. Not if he was willing to send trags after them.

Not if Breyan wanted a clear conscience. He adjusted Soren in his arms. “Once we cross the provincial border, we’ll be all right. Just hang on until then.”

Breyan ground his teeth. One chance. All he wanted was one chance to wring Skane’s witch-neck, and balance the ledger for ten years of lies.

Just get past the Kenning Stones, Breyan told himself. Just cross the provincial border.

***
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In the first days of summer, Breyan’s path took him south of a stone township. It had been tempting to stop there, to look for help. The plains spread out on both sides of the huge boulders jutting up from the earth like small mountains. The city lay just inside of Deah province.

Still too close. What magi would tolerate a man like Skane in the province? Weeks earlier, the same question made him give the Provincial Tower wide berth, terrified that all the local magi conspired with Skane. And what of the trags? He’d seen no evidence they were followed, but the possibility of leading a full pack with a trag-witch to an innocent’s door was too much for him to consider.

Crossing the border into the next province allowed him some sense of ease. How he’d convinced himself all would be better once past the Stones, he had no idea.

Because it wouldn’t be.

The second bowstring broke a week later. The sling Breyan carried brought them some food, but it was difficult to get the boy to eat. Soren was incoherent most of the time, and Breyan carried him constantly now. His headache had faded away, now only kept alive by sore muscles in his neck.

His hopes rose with the subtle hints of humanity in the forest around them. The further he pushed west, the more numerous the signs of past logging, but the density of the trees told of an industry since abandoned.

He often hid Soren under the brush, and climbed trees to get his bearings on the land. There had to be somewhere to go. Thons and aleks had to have a place to live and make a living. Even the simple farm of a glas would be something, but his search only revealed more trees.

“Someone has to live in this Godforsaken province,” he grumbled, climbing a sticky pine towards another sunset. The landscape rolled in hills covered with trees. Mountains rose to the north. Further west, a Provincial Tower rose over the trees. Thick clouds gathered overhead, and he cursed the smell of rain.

Skane had not just been a thon, but also a guardian-ranked magus. Was the Provincial Guardian here a friend of Skane’s? Could he trust the man with Soren’s life? What would he say when questioned, as he obviously would be?

He chewed his lip in thought as he descended from the tree to fetch Soren.  How can he be so ill, but I’ve not a single cough? The boy shivered violently, his frame thin, unhealthy. Perhaps it’s the same as what I had when we first left Skane?

“It’s a place to go,” he muttered. “Hang on, Soren. We’ll find help soon.”

The thought of trusting another magus twisted in his gut, but he could see no other option.

Through the night, lightning lit the sky and thunder grumbled, but rain didn’t come. Towards dawn, he stepped from the wilderness onto a road looking rarely used. He followed it to a large wall with a gate hiding everything except the roof of the Tower behind empty battlements.

He awkwardly held Soren to his chest as he seized the bell pull, ringing furiously until a small window in the door opened. A woman’s grey eyes peered out at him, her hair pulled back under a plain kerchief.

Breyan’s eyes closed in relief. Thank God it isn’t the Guardian. A servant I can deal with. He looked her in the eye. “We require sanctuary.”

Eyebrows rose in silent inquiry. The mere suggestion of her superiority danced on his last nerve. He clenched his calves, trying to suppress his irritation. “My nephew is ill,” he nodded at Soren.

She looked at the boy. Her eyes widened, and the viewing portal slammed shut. A lock clattered on her side, opening the door in the gate. Plainly dressed with a long tunic and baggy breeches, a bright sash wrapped around her waist caught the eye. She opened Soren’s eyes, one after the other, peering at them intently.

After a few moments she turned her attention to Breyan. She held his face, her thumb drawing down the skin under his eye as though examining him for signs of illness. Breyan looked up to show the whites of his eyes without being asked. She murmured in a language he’d heard in the past, but never learned.

Oh, hell. He felt his consciousness slipping away. She is the Guardian.
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Chapter 2
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The Histories

Volume One

“Introduction to the Age of Stone”

For every region they purchased against the Fallen, the Guardians did raise up the Kenna Stones, huge boulders now marking boundary between the provinces. These stones they charged with reservoirs of energy that could be tapped by any magus in need, and siren spells that sing warnings when evil does cross the border into protected lands.

***
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Caerlyn crossed her arms over her chest, observing the man and boy locked in the cell. Poorly dressed and barely armed, they made a sorry pair lying unconscious on the floor. Skane’s mark covered their auras, the boy drowning in his work.

She shuddered in revulsion. What was he doing to you? Why did he curse you with a bloodhunt? That they fled from him was obvious, but not enough. She had to know why.

Her stomach grumbled about missing breakfast. Her conscience complained even louder about imprisoning the boy. You removed the curse, and now you’re taking prudent precautions, she reminded herself. Stop whining and scrye already.

She took the stairs, climbing the spiraling passage to the uppermost room of the Tower. Shelves covered the walls of her laboratory, crammed with books and jars. No windows interrupted the shelving, only a door to the stairs leading down, and another door concealing the roof access. Simple bowls hung from the ceiling, wicks burning in animal fat.

She looked to the map of Larros province, graven in detail on the stone and spanning part of the floor. If they came from Skane, then they must have come from Deah’s coast. She ran through the calculations in her mind. On foot, and trying to live off the land would mean a journey of several weeks to several months, depending on their path.

She sat at her worktable, chewing her thumb. There is no crime a child can commit that would warrant a bloodhunt. Rage simmered in her chest. She ruthlessly pushed the emotion aside. Later. You have your duty as a Guardian to investigate.

Caerlyn turned to her scrying dish, filled with water and waiting for her magic. Taking a deep breath she murmured ancient words, casting a spell to watch the past of her guests unfold. The water grew cloudy as images began to form. “Let’s see where you come from,” she murmured.

The image of a small island coalesced on the surface. Smoke rose from burning buildings. Faint screams tore at Caerlyn’s soul. “Oh, my God.” A hand involuntarily rose to cover her mouth. “Nadet?”

Ten years separated Caerlyn from Nadet’s last day, but it still took everything she had to watch. A younger version of the man in Caerlyn’s cell stood on the walls of Hager. His hands clutched a pair of thalchans, the short swords covered in so much blood they shone black. His helm was damaged and his armor nearly ruined brigandine. Swarms of howling trags from the wild relentlessly savaged anyone outside the walls. The small port town wouldn’t hold for much longer.

It wasn’t a battle to save Nadet province or even Hager. It was a bid for time—time to load the ships risking the tiny port with what people remained. The man paced the walls, encouraging the others standing with him to buy just that much more time.

Caerlyn clenched the table as though she could change history through sheer force of will.

Guardian Kisley stood with ragged finery near the man, surveying the horde. His sight fixed on a trag climbing atop rock, smaller than the rest, observing the scene intently. Another trag with a tangled mane of matted red hair mimicked his companion on the remains of a building outside the wall, watching the pack of a hundred and more trags stream forward. A third loped from a burning farmhouse and stopped near an overturned wagon, its head moving sinuously, black nails raking the wood.

Carelyn hissed helplessly from the safety of the now. Not just a single trag-witch. Kisley had faced three.

When did witches start cooperating? She bit her thumb again. Why isn’t that in any of the Council reports, or the Archives?

Kisley’s face captivated her. Defeat collapsed his shoulders before a single trag even breached the wall. From his purse he produced a thin, braid of yellow hair. He dropped a heavy hand on the warrior’s back, neatly tucking the hair into his armor. “I’m sorry, Alek.”

Caerlyn gaped, watching Kisley spell the man. The Alek swayed, then bolted from the walls under the weight of the Guardian’s magic. He tore through the streets, shoving panicked people out of his way. He knocked over casks to spill their contents, and frantically dove into homes. Trags spilled over the wall and through ruined gates, killing without thought or mercy. Screams of terror and pain ripped through Hager.

The Alek turned a corner to an alley, finding a bawling toddler with yellow hair, frightened and alone. He seized the boy and ran, dodging down streets, turning back if trags crossed his sight. His feet led him further away from the main port and the ships pulling away from Nadet. A gravel beach offered hope in the form of a tiny boat, just enough for two full grown men.

Dark clouds swirled overhead. Caerlyn closed her eyes. Not a day after Hager fell, a storm had swamped most of the ships answering the call of Nadet’s plight. A sigh escaped her lips. Nothing can be done to change it. Her finger tapped the the side of the bowl, and time moved faster.

The Alek’s tiny bark, through divine providence or blind luck, skirted the outermost edges of the squall. Several times it almost capsized. More than once he tried to console the frightened child while piloting their boat through rough seas. “Your Uncle Breyan has you,” he repeated.

The Alek had been resourceful. He fished with the meager equipment in the boat for food, though it be raw. With the bucket he caught rainwater for drink.

Their survival was a miracle. Their landing on the shores of Skane’s estates in Daeh province was not so fortunate.

Caerlyn gnawed on her thumb, watching Skane listen to the Alek’s tale. She drew blood from it as he bent Breyan’s spirit with a gentle hand and a subtle spell. Her lip curled hatefully. “You son of a bitch.”

She tapped the bowl again, urging her spell to abbreviate the years. A decade of slavery passed through her scrying dish in a handful of hours. What Skane did with the child in his laboratory wasn’t clear. He’d been clever enough to install powerful and complicated wards in the bricking of his workspace to prevent scrying eyes. Cracking through them to view current events would take weeks, if not months, of concentrated effort. But to break them to see the past would be impossible.

Whatever he did, it changed Soren. The way the boy talked in his sleep made it obvious he scryed in his dreams, getting caught in the flow of time.

Breyan and Soren’s flight from Skane, and the deaths of their pursuers flowed through her bowl. She viewed Soren’s reaction under the weight of the bloodhunt, Breyan’s attempts at keeping the child healthy, everything right up to her doorstep.

She cast another scrye to locate Skane, finding nothing. She tried a different one with the same result. A third. Maybe something from Therisan?

She tried four more spells with no success. Categ’s journals offered seven more possible solutions when she urgently flipped through the pages.

Seven more failures.

Lolas’ treatises didn’t have anything useful. Myrim held a single possibility couched in ancient, formal prose.

Another dead end.

Vanov’s journals didn’t address scrying spells at all. Even her standard copy of the volumes of Siterris yielded nothing but disappointment after each trial.

Caerlyn’s temper broke. She hurled the bulky tome of Cersor across the room. The binding broke against the wall, scattering pages everywhere. Her fists beat down on the table, while she screamed in frustration. Water spilled from the scrying dish, threatening the books lying near. The imminent threat to them banished her rage, and she swept them up in her arms.

Caerlyn grimaced, holding her books like helpless infants. She took several breaths to find her center, focusing on each book as she replaced them on their shelves. She sighed at her mangled copy of Cersor. Hundreds of pages littered the floor. It’ll take a week to put them in order again.

Somehow, Skane always brought out the worst in her.

Caerlyn rubbed her face with a callused hand. She looked around her workspace, pulling the kerchief from her head. Slender fingers massaged her scalp through braided brown hair. Her stomach growled, a reminder she’d not eaten all day. She slumped back into her seat, chewing on her thumb.

She’d winced at the memory of the Alek’s decision to leave, tearing his mind from Skane’s influence. The sheer force of will in that single act, from one of the Blind no less, meant the Alek should be reckoned with care.

Exhausted hands rubbed at tired grey eyes. She looked at a lamp, the small flame burning steadily. She tapped her fist against her lips. The Council has to be warned.

She gestured at her scrying dish, murmuring the words to summon the Prime.

“Guardian?” an old man’s voice rippled across the water almost immediately in answer to her summons.

“You should’ve let me do it, Itteios,” she said, leaning back in her seat. “You should’ve let me kill Skane.”

***
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Breyan blinked slowly. Cold stone pressed against his back. His stomach wrapped itself around his spine in hunger. Strong shadows danced on a stone ceiling and walls. A woman spoke off to his side.

“-you’re a healthy boy, if underfed. And you certainly have the look of a magus about you.”

He rolled his head to see Soren standing, the woman who had answered the gate, holding his chin in her hand. She turned his head left and right, drawing his lips to examine his teeth.

Panic shook the remaining fog from Breyan’s mind. He leapt to his feet, his arm striking out to beat her away. She swiped a hand at him, and he flew against a stone wall. He gained his feet to rush her again.

Again her hand flicked towards him. Again he hit the wall behind him, his head cracking against the stone, hard.

“We can do this one of two ways, Alek,” she said. “You can be polite, or I don’t have to be.”

He struggled, somehow still pinned to the wall, despite the empty distance between them. She flexed the hand she held towards him, and his bones ached with increasing pressure. His chest labored to draw a breath.  His head turned to the side in response to being crushed into the wall. “Tragging witch!”

Soren leapt at the magus.“He didn’t mean it!”

Terror twisted with Breyan’s pain. “No!”

The boy managed to hit her once. The woman flinched, flicking her free hand. “Ahs.”

An invisible hand lifted Soren off his feet, holding him in the air. The boy lashed out again, the force of his action enough to make him spin helplessly several feet above the floor.

“Skane didn’t explain things to you, Alek, so allow me to make it clear.” The pressure released him, and he crumbled to the floor. “Your charge was made ill by a bloodhunt curse laid on him after you fled. That isn’t a mark we Guardians apply lightly. By rights, I could’ve killed you both at my gate, without asking questions.”

Breyan pressed a hand to his chest, his ribs aching with every breath. Pain radiated throughout his skull.

“I’ve removed the mark,” she continued. “But I’m afraid Skane may have already damaged him.”

I was too late. The thought hurt more than being hit against the wall. He looked at Soren, spinning slowly with frightened eyes.

She glanced at the boy, then back at Breyan before sighing. She reached out for Soren’s leg, and the boy flinched violently, resuming his chaotic tumbling in the air once more.

“Oh, stop it.” She seized his shoulders with both hands, pushing him back down to the floor, soft syllables whispering from her mouth. His feet barely touched the ground before he ran to his uncle. Breyan grunted with Soren’s rough embrace. He pushed the boy behind him, placing himself between her and his nephew.

The Guardian held out her hand to Breyan. “Rise, Alek. And give me your hand.”

He glared at her.

Her eyes rolled to the ceiling. “Rise, Alek Breyanlan Grimmaldensblud.” She tilted her head to the side, looking at him. “Unless you’d rather spend the next few weeks with bruised ribs.”

The promise of health beckoned within her simple gesture. Her thumb lay freshly wounded. Calluses and short nails on her fingers spoke of years of labor.

“Uncle?” Soren touched Breyan’s shoulder.

Dammit. Breyan grunted as he stood, guiding Soren to stand behind him. She slowly pressed her hands to his chest, her fingers poking and probing, as he hissed. When she finished her exam, she pressed her palms to his chest firmly, ancient words flowing past his ears.

A faint tickle of power danced on his skin, making the hairs stand on end. A shiver ran down his spine with the bizarrely painless feeling of his chest muscles flexing over his ribs. The pain in his head receded, becoming little more than a memory in a few moments.

She stepped away, and he kept Soren behind him, watching her warily.

She rolled her eyes again, moving towards an open gate set into a wall of bars.

Breyan’s lip curled when he noticed the bars. Spelled and imprisoned?

She stepped out of the tiny prison into the main room. “I apologize for keeping you here, but I needed to be certain of who you were.” Dark shadows hid everything beyond the glow of a single lamp.

Her explanation was just enough to slow Breyan’s growing anger. Think of the boy. “You said Skane hurt him,” he nodded to Soren. “Can you help?”

She frowned. “I can start the process.”

“Then do it now.”

“It isn’t as simple as bruised ribs.” She lifted the lamp from the shelf on the wall, continuing to a door across from the cell. It opened with a heavy groan, and she stepped into the night. She held it open, looking at them.

Breyan didn’t move, except to hold his arm out to stop Soren from following her.

She shrugged. “If you’d like to spend the night here, it doesn’t bother me. You’ve already spent the day on the floor.”

“The whole day?” Breyan’s temper rose again.

“Scrying takes time. Seeing into the past takes more.”

“And what did you see?” he asked.

“I saw a boy being taken from a Fallen guardian.”

Breyan stood. “I’ll not let you return him. He’s not cattle.”

“I said Fallen, Nordman.”

He still refused to follow. “How do I know you’re not?”

Her eyes slit. His legs numbed at the thought of an angry Guardian.

“I’ve made a number of mistakes in my time, but I am nothing like Skane.” The contempt in her voice prickled in his ears. She left the door open behind her. “Stay or go, it means little to me. But I know you haven’t eaten in three days, so you may want a meal before you leave.”

Breyan frowned. They had run from one guardian into the hands of another. She’d hurt him, but not only did he attack first, she’d also healed it after. She said they could leave, but she also mentioned food. She said she could help Soren, but refused to say how.

“Out of the kettle and into the fire,” he muttered, following her with a hand on Soren’s shoulder.

Through the door, Breyan found an odd courtyard enclosed by the Provincial Keep’s walls. Not a building or flagstone lay anywhere. The moonlight described trees scattered throughout the space. Grasses and wild flowers littered the ground. A wall the height of his shoulders followed the line of one of the ramparts, closing off a section of the grounds. A small hillock rose from the earth near the Tower. A heavy stone chimney and a solid door stood set into the mound. Breyan blinked at the unexpected sight of a lodge in the style of the Nordmen. A lodge that had the look of being established for years, if not generations.

The Guardian nodded. “I thought you would recognize it. One of the previous guardians admired the Nordmen. The interior is more Corynthes, if you’re acquainted with the architecture.”

The inner details of her home surprised him. Every lodge he’d ever seen before had been wide open with chambers branching off the main room like spokes from a wheel. The straight line of a single hall against an outer wall felt alien and confined. Instead of earthen walls contained by thin wood facing or stone, neatly plastered and whitewashed walls rose to a low-beamed ceiling that didn’t account for the full height of the hillock. Heavy lintels framed the entrance of each room.

Chambers passed on his left with no doors to hide their contents. A storeroom groaned with full shelves of crockery and drying herbs. A large upright loom with colorful threads in the woven cloth dominated the next room. A third chamber with a bed peeked out at the corridor with a vibrant splash of rich color. They passed a kitchen, large and open. Breyan’s stomach growled.

She stopped before the last portal, revealing another storeroom of shelves with herbs and pots cluttered ungraciously within. “I’m afraid you’ll have to forgive your accommodations. I rarely have visitors.”

“In here? You’re not serious,” he started as Soren looked past him at the room. “There’s nowhere to make a proper bed. What about your servants? Certainly they’ve room, wherever they are.”

She sighed. “I have no servants.”

Breyan gaped at the high-ranking magus.

“We’ll simply have to make do, Alek,” she continued. “Tomorrow you’ll need to find lumber for furniture for you and the boy.”

“May we have a lamp, mistress?” Soren’s voice squeaked. The youth blushed furiously at the sound.

She smirked, hiding it behind a hand and a cough.

The gesture made Breyan feel better. Skane had never laughed, that he could remember.

“There are lamps in the kitchen, Novice,” she said.
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Chapter 3
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Trym Dearin, Guardian

Theory of Magic

It is crucial that a child begin proper magus education immediately upon the realization of this talent. It is far too easy to unleash forces that are not understood, whose consequences are not considered. Often, the backlash from this chaotic form of release can kill the magus, if not drive him mad.

***
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Breyan leaned back from the table, his hunger sated with the reheated stew the Guardian offered. Simple fare, and out of place for what he expected from someone of her rank, but thus far, nothing about her aligned with anything he’d expected.

Soren crouched over his bowl, intent on a third helping of stew.

The Guardian pushed the trencher with the remaining bread closer to the boy. He took the last hunk, scraping the remains of his stew from the bowl with it. She’d finished her own meal well before Breyan had. Now she sat quietly, with her tea.

Observing them both behind an inscrutable mask.

I wouldn’t want to play opposite her in a game of cups. He made a show of twisting his back, one way and then the other, acting as though he were at ease at her table. “God, I haven’t eaten this well in years.” Breyan belched.

Their hostess looked at him expectantly. Breyan picked at his teeth with a fingernail. He knew it bad manners, but he wasn’t about to be cowed by another Guardian.

She sipped at her tea, steam rising from a simple pottery cup. “I’m glad you approve, Alek, though you’ll need to familiarize yourself with my kitchen. I’ve no intention of doing all the work as well as instruct Soren.”

Breyan’s shoulders tensed. “Instruct?”

Soren hiccuped violently.

“Only until I find a more suitable magus for him.”

“You said Soren’s hurt,” Breyan pressed.

She rubbed her temples. Soren hiccuped. “The boy fell ill because Skane cursed him with a bloodhunt,” she said. “It’s meant to subdue a magus to facilitate capture. Even then, it’s not supposed to be applied to a child.”

The boy hiccuped again. Breyan’s stomach turned cold. “And you?”

“I take my responsibilities seriously as a Provincial Guardian,” she said firmly. “Everything I do is legal and open to scrutiny. My duties are such that I’ve little time to be raising a rank novice. With Soren, I’ll have to make a temporary exception. His gifts are manifesting strangely because of his lack of training. A wild-mage is not one to trifle with. Often, there’s only one solution.” Her eyes flicked to Soren and back to Breyan.

Breyan swallowed. He looked at the boy.

Soren hiccuped, and Breyan snorted in laughter.

“It isn’t funny,” she said stiffly.

“That’s not what—never mind.” Breyan shook his head.

She rolled her eyes to the ceiling and stood, bringing a cauldron from the fire with steam drifting from it. She scraped her bowl clean in a rubbish bucket, and began to wash her dish in the cauldron.

“Why don’t you have servants?” Breyan asked.

“There’s nothing I need servants for.”

Soren hiccuped again.

Odd. Breyan frowned. Guardian Kisley had several hands for his house and Tower. “What are you expecting out of this arrangement?”

“I expect help with the chores. I expect Soren to pay attention as I don’t have time to repeat myself. I’ll see to finding a more appropriate magus, but in the meantime, you’ll be here for at least a year.”

“Appropriate magus?”

Soren tried to suppress a hiccup and failed, the sound more like a shout.

“The best place for a boy like Soren would be the College,” she said. “There are hundreds of students there. However, given the circumstances, the Council may prefer a private tutor, someone more suited to training novices. It’s also somewhat improper to have a mixed sex student-teacher relationship.”

Soren’s hiccup threatened to throw him from his seat. She reached for his bowl, then spun, throwing her hands in Soren’s face, shouting unintelligibly.

Breyan jumped in his seat. Soren nearly fell to the floor, his eyes bigger than his fists. Breyan frowned at the Guardian returning to their dishes.

She shrugged. “It cured my hiccups when I was his age.”

Soren giggled nervously. Breyan looked back at the Guardian, wiggling his fingers in suggestion.

“Not everything requires a magical solution, Alek.” She stacked their bowls to dry before leaving the kitchen.

He followed her down the hall towards the door. She climbed up a row of thick boards hammered into the wall opposing her room. Abandoning courtesy, he tipped his head to watch her disappear through a square portal cut in the ceiling. Curious baggy trousers sheathed her legs under her long tunic.

Sipsies dress that way. He remembered seeing them during his brief visit to Siterra’s capitol of Ahenia many years before. But she doesn’t look Sipsie. Her skin was far too pale, and her clothes not nearly the riot of color and patterns as his memory suggested they should be.

Ceiling joists creaked under the weight of her steps. Soren came to his side, looking up as well. Fabric poured from the loft entry, threatening to drown Soren in a sea of cloth. Breyan helped gather the yardages over Soren’s shoulders before shooing the boy off to their room. An old elk skin, stiff and dry, dropped from above. A felt-booted foot appeared on the ladder rungs again, followed by another.

It took Breyan a moment to remember himself. He coughed, turning his gaze to the skin. “It’s in bad shape.”

“It’s the best I can do for a sleeping mat for the boy. Tomorrow, I can construct cots, but not tonight. I’ve enough weaving that you can sew the bedding on your own.” She turned to retreat into her room. He held his hand in her path to stop her, being careful not to touch. Her eyebrow rose.

He raised his in kind. Two can play this game. “I would know what to call you,” he said.

“I am the Guardian of Larros province.”

“Surely you have a name? Mistress Guardian is somewhat ridiculous.”

“I’m not your mistress,” she corrected stiffly.

“Then lady. Thonya. Aleka. Whatever. A name.”

She crossed her arms over her chest.

Breyan ground his teeth. “Certainly it can’t be worse than Skane.”

She huffed. “My given name is Caerlyn.” Cold grey eyes regarded him. “The boy is not to call me that. Ever.”

***
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“Why does she call you Alek?” Soren asked.

Breyan laid out the fabric on the floor of the storeroom. He rolled a smaller bit of cloth into a pillow. “Because I was one, once. Before the trags.”

“You’re not really my uncle, are you?”

The boy thinks fast. Breyan sat on the floor, pursing his lips. “No. Before you were born, I was an Alek. I had a small port town called Hager and lands surrounding in Nadet province. You are the son of one of my subjects. When the trags . . .” He frowned as the words escaped him. Breyan tapped his fist in his hand. “When the trags came, you were still very small. You were alone in the streets, so I took you and ran.”

“Did your family die?”

He scratched his beard. “They did,” he said. “I was away, helping Alek Eldan fight the trags in Schriev, when they turned north and took Dorn.” He took a deep breath. “My family was with my wife’s sister and her family in Dorn. They died there.” He swallowed hard. “I fought until we were pushed back to Hager. We were trying to hold the walls, but . . .” Breyan grimaced. I ran. He took a breath. “I found you, and took you from Nadet.”

“Why?”

He rubbed Soren’s forehead with his thumb to hide his own shame and confusion. “Because that’s what an Alek does.”

He clearly remembered standing near Guardian Kisley, watching the trags approach. He could see Kisley’s jaw clench in the halls of his mind. Breyan had resigned himself to die on that wall, when he suddenly broke and ran, but had no idea why when he thought back on it.

Soren frowned. “Is my name really Fersblud?” he asked.

“I think it is,” Breyan said after a moment of thought. “But I’m not sure. I seem to recall your father was a lampworker, but I can’t be certain.”

Soren looked at the blanket in his hands, his fingers tracing the yellow herringbone pattern through the green background of the fabric.

“The Guardian can probably tell you if you ask,” Breyan said. It sounded pathetic to his ears, but he couldn’t think of anything else to say.

Soren nodded, trying to stifle a yawn.

Breyan poked at Soren’s shoulder. “You need to sleep.”

As he tucked the covers around his adopted nephew, the boy yawned again. “She’s the one I saw in my dreams,” Soren stated. Breyan’s hands froze.

“She’s not my mother,” the boy murmured, drifting off. “But someday she could be.”

***
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Breyan wandered the dark courtyard. Watching the boy sigh and snuggle under the blankets reminded him of his own family. Even though he’d seen Soren sleep almost every night for ten years, tonight it hurt.

It’d been a long time since he thought about his home. My sons would’ve been grown by now. Halla might’ve had the daughter she wished for. He grunted, kicking at a small stone. It bounced across the ground in a wild journey towards the wall.

“There’s no need punish yourself.”

Breyan jumped, startled. The Guardian’s shadowed form stood behind him. She stepped into the moonlight, hair wet on her shoulders. “Soren needs you,” she said.

“I failed him.” Breyan kicked at another rock. “I trusted Skane. I-” he stopped, unable to catalog his complete list of failures. I ran. The walls still stood, and I ran.

One of her hands stopped just shy of touching his shoulder. “Skane’s cunning. He’s very capable in the arts of deception.”

“Have you ever met the man?”

Caerlyn’s hand dropped. “I have, actually. I was a novice when he instructed at the College.”

The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. “And?” he asked. Dear God, what have I done?

She grimaced. “He became a guardian, and left the College.”

Something in her voice didn’t sit as casually as her words. What is it? Regret? Anger? Doubt and fear fueled his anger again. “You say you’re a Guardian. So why aren’t you hunting him down?” he demanded.

“A bloodhunt? Like what he did to the boy?” She shook her head. “We have laws; laws Skane broke. My findings have to be confirmed by two other magi before I can even apply the curse. By the time you arrived, I couldn’t find him, though I did try.”

“You’re protecting him, aren’t you? Protecting him because he’s magi.”

“If I had my way, I would’ve burned him to ashes long before now,” she snarled.

He took a step back. At least she doesn’t like him.

She straightened her shift, visibly reigning in her sudden temper. “But I don’t have my way. I had to send word to the Guardian Council, requesting a formal investigation.”

“Why?”

“There has to be a guarantee of impartiality in the investigation,” she explained. “Even when they do verify it, it’s too late. My scryes . . .” She frowned, looking at the ground. “He sent two men after you, but killed the others. He cursed Soren with a bloodhunt, then ran. I don’t know where. Nadet, perhaps. Maybe even the Nameian continent. I saw a coastline and a ship, but nothing more.” She scuffed the ground with her foot.

Breyan turned away from her, the memories of Nadet a swirling riot in his mind. Twelve aleks, seven thons, three guardians, and only God and the Imperial tax collectors know how many others died there.

Now there were none.

He paced, the desire to hit something almost overwhelming him. Just one chance to balance the ledger. Just one chance is all I want.

“I will not permit you to seek revenge on Skane.”

He glared at her.

“Soren needs you here. He needs your confidence. A quest for revenge would kill you, and your death would burden him with guilt. That guilt could prevent him from focusing. At this stage, so close to being a wild-mage, it could kill him.”

Foul words slipped out of his mouth before he gave them thought. He brought his fist to his lips. What is wrong with me? He could barely keep his emotions under control. Every little thing, every thought and action, scratched his soul raw since crossing the Kenning Stones.

“Because I’m telling you the truth, or because you need someone to be angry at?”

“You can’t stop me.”

“Do you want to save the boy or not?”

“That isn’t the subject!” he roared.

“That is the subject!” she shouted back. “That is the only subject! Right now I’m the only one who can help the boy, but I need you to do it!”

“And what payment will you demand of Soren? Of me?”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Interesting. A decade of servitude, yet you still have an elevated opinion of yourself. Tell me, has a woman ever refused you?”

Where did that come from? Breyan crossed his own arms, mimicking her. “Is that your price then? Am I to service you?”

“I’m not some mare needing a stud’s attentions,” she stated. “And such arrangements are inappropriate in a matter such as this.”

“I’m sure they are,” Breyan said sarcastically. “You lead us here, didn’t you?”

“You sought me out. I didn’t look for you.”

“How am I supposed to believe you?”

She swept her arm out. The door framed inside the larger gate unlatched itself, swinging open in the night. “Feel free to leave anytime. I have no need of either of you.”

***
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Caerlyn watched her guests sleep before the sun rose, her soul still blinking in shock at her behavior in the courtyard. The elevated opinion Breyan had of himself had been an easy tell. He’d been an Alek of the Nordmen, and they’d always been a proud race, but her comment about his bed made her squirm.

Did I really say that? Why would I even think it?

She rubbed her forehead. Atrophied social skills on her part would make things challenging at best. It’s only for a year, at the most. Only until I can send the boy to the College or a better suited magus.

She peered at Breyan again with her mage-sight. The tattered remains of Skane’s spell still glowed, but didn’t influence him anymore. Only Kisley’s spell lay whole and undamaged. She thought about telling Breyan before dismissing the idea. He’s still too close to other emotions, other memories, just yet.

Her gaze shifted to Soren, and the puzzle his aura offered. Skane’s mark covered him in complicated, enigmatic layers. Not a single aspect of his spells could she identify. Her hands itched to unravel the mystery, but she didn’t want to hurt the child. He’d already been through so much, even if he didn’t know it.

She pulled her shawl closer around her shoulders. We’ll just have to wait and see what grows from this strange seed.

Soren murmured in his sleep. She looked closer at him. Did he say “herald?” She watched his sleep become restless. Breyan’s hand reached out, unconsciously resting on the boy’s shoulder, calming him.

Caerlyn ground her teeth as she retreated to her room. “If I ever find you, Skane,” she whispered hatefully. “For this . . . now you’re a dead man.”

***
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Just after dawn, Caerlyn turned from stirring porridge to see Soren standing at the edge of the kitchen. He wiped the sleep from his eyes, his stomach easily heard from across the room. She smiled and he blushed, his nose twitching with the smell of breakfast. She turned back to the bubbling pot, pulling the ladle to taste. “Fetch your uncle.”

She smirked as Soren dashed into the other room, loudly stirring his uncle to wake. Soren ran back into the kitchen, suddenly stopping at the table.

Caerlyn paused in the act setting out the bowls. “Is something wrong, Novice?”

“You were very kind to share your table with us last night,” he murmured formally, his eyes rooted to the floor.

“Ah.” She nodded. “Skane never shared his table with you?”

“I served the table, but never ate with him.”

The Alek stumbled in yawning, pulling his threadbare tunic over his head. He blinked, scrubbing at his beard.

She gestured at the bench. “You’ll find no such disparity here, Novice. You’re a student, to be sure, and your place is beneath that of a full magus, but you’ll find me very different. Even at the College, novices eat in the same room with their instructors. Often at the same table.”

Soren seated himself without further invitation. She deposited a bowl of wild berries on the board before bringing the kettle. Soren ladled his dish with breakfast. Caerlyn noted the careful turn of his wrist to control the flow from the ladle while filling his bowl.

“I see you’re trained to serve in high fashion,” she commented. “Were you taught high manners in eating as well?” She already knew the answer—Soren crouched over his food, slurping, but it seemed like a good place to start.

Alek Breyan, by contrast, simply dropped a large dollop of porridge in his own bowl before seating himself without much ceremony.

Soren swallowed. “No, Mistress.”

“Guardian,” she corrected. “You will refer to me only as Guardian.”

Breyan shook his head, but said nothing. Soren blushed again.

“At the very least, Magus is the appropriate title for any magi, be they above or beneath you. You, in turn, will be referred to as Novice until you successfully take your Stand for Magus.” She pulled an undyed ribbon from the small pile of books, holding it out to him. “All magi wear a token of their rank and profession on their outer clothing. This is the mark of a novice. Wear it on your belt or at your shoulder, at all times.”

Soren hesitantly took the plain strip. His hand shook slightly, his eyes straying to the books on the table near her.

“Do you read well?” she asked, noting his glance.

He nodded.

Caerlyn frowned, picking up her bowl again. Perhaps that wasn’t the best way to ask.

“He reads as well as I can, Mistress,” Breyan remarked, sprinkling a handful of berries in his food.

“I’m not your mistress,” she corrected again. “And the difference between an Alek and an illiterate is sometimes nonexistent.” She grimaced. There was no need for that remark.

Breyan froze in the act of loading his spoon. He locked his gaze with hers. “I can read, and understand, Imperial tax law.”

“I hope so.” She set the tomes in front of Soren. The boy’s eyes bulged in delight and fear.

“I expect you will have read at least one chapter of the Histories, and half of Trym’s treatise, Theory of Magic, in a week,” she said. “We will utilize the common chores for your practical lessons.”
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Chapter 4
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Siterris

Journals of Siterris, Founder of the Siterran Empire and First Prime of the Magi

That magi are descended from the children of Man is no excuse. We also trace our bloodline back to the Host itself, and to that heritage we owe.

Forgive not magi who betray, for they are not as the Blind who stumble in ignorance. The choice of a magi is made with eyes wide open, and traitors are damned in both death and life.

***
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Skane ran his finger around the brim of his goblet. The rings on his hand glimmered in the light of the crackling fire. He looked at the low-vaulted ceiling, noting the work still left to be done.

The scrying dish thrummed with Theo’s voice. “She’s called for a bloodhunt. The Council approved, unanimously.”

“Not unexpected. She’s been looking for a reason for ages.” Skane frowned at his new home. The new servants had just finished unpacking and dressing the north wing of the manor. The plastering still needed to be done, but Guardian Dathan had done an excellent job in construction overall.

And the dead man had filled his library with all manner of fabulous books. Skane smirked at the dwindling red liquid in his cup. Idiot. He never should have told me.

“This is serious, Skane.”

“Oh, you said my name. Does that mean I’ve been restored?”

“Only because an Unnamed can’t be declared Fallen,” Theo said sourly.

“Is that jealousy I hear in your voice at my meteoric rise to fame?” Skane snapped his fingers at the dull servant, pointing at his goblet. The former sailor shuffled forward to refill it, his eyes uncaring.

“It’s concern, Skane. You’re not taking this seri-“

“I’m well aware of the seriousness of the situation, but if I was in any real danger, I would be feeling the effects of a curse by now.” He frowned thoughtfully for dramatic effect, though he knew Theo couldn’t see the gesture. “Although my throat has been a little dry, lately.”

“This isn’t a joke.”

“Of course it is.” His polished boots crossed at the ankles as he rested them on the table. “The Council has been a joke for generations now. If you didn’t believe that, you wouldn’t have jumped the fence.”

“If they find you-“

“Oh, please. You can’t even follow this scrye back. The only reason we’re talking is because I contacted you.” He sipped at his wine, savoring the item which would soon become a rarity. “And don’t try to. It would irritate me to have to kill you.” Perhaps he could push a ship off course every now and again to restock. It would be exhausting, but it is something to consider.

“There are ways to intercept scryes.”

“There are,” Skane admitted. “If you’re sloppy. I’ve spent a great deal of time researching counter-magics and wards. Something you may want to do, since, if anyone is listening, they can find you quite easily, I imagine. I, on the other hand, am beyond their reach.”

“That statement alone narrows down the possibilities of your location, significantly.”

Skane’s eyes narrowed at the water in his scrying dish. “And?”

“Only pointing out that if you can find a way there, so can someone else, if they’re of a mind to.”

“I spent a number of years preparing for such inconveniences as this,” Skane said. “Have you put any such care into your own circumstances?”

“So I can live in an exile I can’t return from?”

Skane smiled. Theo had absolutely no idea the books Guardian Dathan had stocked his library with. And who would, really? A magi’s personal library was often filled with several books they’d copied themselves from the College Archives. Dathan’s collection even included the forgotten use of the portals, but it would still take years of study and experimentation to master the topic. Some guardians spent their entire lives on a vanity project of searching for lost magics. Once found, it took more research, sometimes years of grueling trial and failure, to bring them back into practical usage.

He looked around his new, but much smaller, home than his former one in Deah. At least it will pass the time.

“I can return any time I like, Theo. Trust me. It would be neither difficult nor time consuming to pay you a friendly visit.” A lie, but Theo wouldn’t know that. Even if he thought it a lie, he had no way to prove it.

“Threatening an ally is hardly the way to keep one.”

“Just remember you’re only an ally, Theo. Not an equal.”

“I’m getting tired your attitude.”

Skane’s eyes rolled. His jeweled fingers tapped each other in a mockery of Theo talking.

“Things are getting dangerous,” the dish hummed. “There needs to be a way-“

“What way, Theo? A way out? A way to disassociate yourself from me? There is no way out. You’re in this until you’re dead.” Skane glared at the scrying dish. “As I recall, you came to me because you felt unappreciated by your employer. A pack of trags fixed that in a hurry, didn’t it?”

The waters remained still. Skane glanced at Dathan’s architectural plans, spread out on the table, detailing the partially completed south and west wings. The second floor of the west wing looked particularly problematic to construct, but Nameia was littered with old masonry from the Sipsian period. “You wanted power, I gave it to you. You full well knew the price of it.”

“I wasn’t suggesting-”

“Yes you were. You want something to sell if things get too difficult for your fat ass.”

“How dare-”

“Shut. Up.”

Theo said nothing. Skane smiled. He scared his confederates. He could hear the tremble in their voices when they spoke to him.

He frowned at the diagrams on the table. What was Dathan thinking, laying the west wing out like this? It was odd, but not impossible. “Was there anything else of note at the last meeting?”

“She still has the boy, and the Alek.”

He ran his tongue over his teeth, shaking his head. At least Caerlyn had been delightfully intelligent as a novice. “I said of note, Theo.”

“She’s training him. She keeps asking for someone to take him.”

“No one will.”

“Are you sure?”

“In the first, the brat looks like a wild-mage. As to the second, Caerlyn is involved. For that reason alone, no one will touch the child with a spear, much less take him in.”

“She also keeps asking if anyone understands your markings.”

“Is anyone answering?”

“No.”

“Then what’s the problem? It looks like I was experimenting on him.” He shrugged. “No one understands enough to make an informed hypothesis.” He sipped at the wine.

“She’s provided her notes to the Council. Someone could be curious enough to begin their own investigating, even as a light hobby. It’s not a possibility that should be ignored.”

“I’ve told you—no one will lift a finger to it, solely because she asks.” Skane swirled the goblet in his hand. “Why must I constantly remind you? You’re not new to the Council’s posturing.”

“I could take the boy.”

“Oh, I don’t think so. If you offer now, it will raise suspicions. Especially since the Council’s investigation has turned inward.”

“But what if Itteios-“

“Theo, stop whining to me about what-ifs. That old fart’s only in power because he plays the moderate.”

“You should’ve killed the boy.”

“If the boy concerns you so much, you kill him.” Skane tapped his chin in a play of thought. His feet left the table for the floor. “Wait. As I recall that was your job when I left. The pack is under your command, now. Why did you only send three?”

“It was a Blind man and a cursed boy. I didn’t think I would need more.”

“And by the time you figured it out they were too far to follow? Or perhaps there’s another game you’re playing.” He leaned over the scrying dish, envisioning Theo’s fat form cowering under him. “Do you want the boy to be examined by the Council?”

“Absolutely not. I’m not going to give them my head on a platter.”

“But mine will do just fine, won’t it, Theo?”

Silence echoed from the bowl again.

God, minions are so predictable. Skane pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m a little removed at the moment, so I’ll leave it in your lap. Although, Caerlyn did pass her Stand as Magus and then as Guardian on her own, despite the rumors. She’s not one to trifle with.”

The water rippled. “It’s dangerous to leave them alive.”

“It’s best to wait until they feel safe.”

“It would seem they feel reasonably safe, now.”

Skane took a deep breath through his nose. “Patience, Theo. Wait a few years, yet.”

“Skane, this is-“

“I’m bored now, Theo. Good-bye.” He flicked his hand, severing the connection.
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Chapter 5
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Holy Writ

“Admonishment of the Shepherds”

As magi, you are not to exercise rule over the Blind, for that is not your place.

As parents, shall you guide them.

As shepherds, shall you protect and nurture them.

***
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Towards the end of summer, Breyan paused his work in the orchard to watch the Guardian laboring nearby. Caerlyn knelt on the ground, harvesting herbs as she lectured Soren. She asked a question, and the boy’s face screwed in thought before answering. Breyan rested his arms on his ladder, listening to their talk.

“You’re a Provincial Guardian.” Soren said.

“Yes.” She gripped a plant, tearing it by the roots out of the earth. She handed it to Soren. “Kaderan. The stalk makes a good expectorant, but the flowers are better for a fever. Only use the roots to cleanse a wound.”

Soren folded a piece of canvas over the herbs already in the basket as she had taught him, placing the newest addition on top of the cloth. “Are you going to work for an alek one day? Or maybe a thon or the Emperor?”

“Many guardians do. I won’t, though. The trowel, please.”

Soren gave her the requested tool. “Why?”

“I like it here.”

Breyan wiped his brow on his sleeve before picking up the saw to fell another dying branch. She’s the exact opposite of Skane, he decided. Hell, she’s the exact opposite of everything I’ve ever thought about guardians.

Few magi rose to the rank of guardian. More powerful than the rest, a guardian’s work included guiding the rank magi in their own duties, as well as being there for the common people, the Blind.

In Breyan’s experience, money inspired guardians far better than altruism.

Then Caerlyn turned everything he’d ever thought about guardians on its head. She lived simply, with no servants or nobles surrounding her. Her clothes she wove and sewed herself, her belongings basic, and her hands callused by years of labor.

A life of voluntary seclusion, her days revolved around her duties for the province and her own mundane survival. The garden had to be weeded. Fruits and vegetables picked, cleaned, and dried for storage. Wood gathered for fire, the earth tilled, crops planted, trees trimmed, herbs harvested, water carried from the well. Breyan only rarely saw her employ magic at all. She worked with her hands and the strength of her back for the majority of her days.

Kisley’s hands had been soft despite his work as a guardian. He visited each locality once a year, but did nothing except complain about the lacking culture. Skane had never lifted a jeweled finger except to order his servants about.

“Is that the mark of a guardian?” Soren’s voice warbled.

Breyan’s eyes went to the ribbon tied to her apron at the shoulder. A purple strip of fabric with a bright blue stripe down the center of it. He remembered seeing the same thing on Kisley’s belt.

But Caerlyn’s had an additional black stripe streaking through the blue.

She frowned at the dandelion she sought to dig up. “It’s my ranking,” she grunted. The weed relented, coming out of the ground with a goodly portion of its roots. “This goes in the food basket.” She handed it to Soren. “The roots make a good tea. The leaves can be eaten, but the flower itself is best for wine-making.”

Soren reached for a different basket. “I can’t find the black in the book you gave me,” he pressed.

“What tokens and ranks do you remember?” she asked.

Soren’s words teased Breyan’s memory. He noted each rank he could remember seeing in his life as the boy faithfully rattled off the list. Full red denoted a Magus, whereas a red token with green was reserved for a Temple Magus. Guardians carried a purple token. A blue stripe centered over purple indicated Provincial Guardians; green over purple for Temple Guardians. A House Guardian wore silver on purple . . .

Skane never wore his token, Breyan realized.

“You’ve a good memory, Novice,” she complimented Soren as he finished his recitation. “Can you tell me the provinces and their capitols?”

Breyan frowned at the obvious redirection she employed. He opened his mouth to point it out to Soren, then closed it. If she isn’t in the mood to tell the boy, she won’t take kindly to a reproach from me.

The branch under his saw cracked, falling to the ground. Magi are annoying. He climbed down to retrieve the boiling tar from a small fire nearby. You never know what they really want.

Caerlyn contradicted most every opinion he’d ever formed regarding magi. She didn’t seem to possess ulterior motives. In one month Soren had learned more from her than the three years of “instruction” from Skane. Breyan didn’t mind her too much, once he got used to her manner.

Haughty.

He grimaced. “Haughty” wasn’t the right word. She certainly didn’t hold herself above either of them. He stirred the tar with a stick, holding the arm of the small cauldron with a rag as a twinge of guilt crossed the back of his neck. “Unfounded judgment is the first error,” his father’s memory whispered from the past.
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