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When I began this project, my intention was to revise The Tiger’s Eye to improve the quality of the writing and add a little worldbuilding, but my experience with the series changed that: I knew where the story was going, and that opened up possibilities for foreshadowing later events; I had grown as a writer and recognized problems with the writing I hadn’t noticed before; I had a much clearer view of the world of Skein and the system of magic; and I had received constructive feedback from the reviewers of the series that had given me insights I otherwise would not have had. As a result, the project changed to a complete overhaul of the series. The first book (The Tiger’s Eye) became two (The Magic of Skein and The Tiger’s Eye (2nd Ed.)), a new book has been added (The Lake of Scales), and major changes will be made to other books in the series. More specifically:


Book 1: The Magic of Skein recasts and significantly expands upon the first two sections of the original Tiger’s Eye (“Angus” and “Hellsbreath”) and adds a third (“The South Road”). I focus more on how Angus is coping with his situation (via interior dialogue), develop the system of magic more fully (through flashbacks of Voltari’s lessons), introduce new characters and develop some of the existing ones more fully developed, and take advantage of Angus’s exploration of his new reality to do a bit of worldbuilding. As a result of these changes, 37 new chapters were added, 24 others were significantly revised / rewritten, and only 5 chapters (the first four and one other) survived the revision relatively intact.

Book 2: The Tiger’s Eye (2nd Ed.) begins with a new section (“Trial and Tribulation”) that draws upon other characters’ viewpoints to depict events that occur outside of Angus’s presence, and the rest of the book revises and expands upon the last two sections of the original novel (“The Banner of the Wounded Hand” and “Angst”). Due to the changes in the character of Angus, the refinement of the system of magic, and other factors, little of the original writing remains. New subplots were introduced; some of the new subplots from Book 1 were developed or resolved; and the plot sequence of the original story was rearranged. As a result of these changes, the last section (“Angst”) was split into two sections: “The Plateau,” and “Playing with Fire.” Only 2 short chapters remained relatively intact, 44 new chapters were added, and 36 others were derived from the original or moved from Book 4: Angst. In essence, this is a new book following the general storyline of the original.

Book 3: The Lake of Scales is a new book that replaces part of the first section of The Viper’s Fangs (through the encounter with the fletchings) and reconceptualizes what happens to Giorge at the beginning of that book. The main plot seeks to resolve a major unanswered question from the original series: What happened to the fishmen? In addition to this, the major subplots introduced in the first two books of the series are further developed: Taro continues his journey through The Western Kingdoms; Fanzool reluctantly renews his search for Typhus; and Mewler’s curiosity is once again piqued by unexpected events. Although most of the book is new content, the prologue was previously published as a short story (“The Butterfly Effect” in Exploitation and Other Stories), and two chapters from Angst and two chapters from The Viper’s Fangs were revised and included in this novel.

Book 4: The Viper’s Fangs is substantially a new book. Even though the basic plot is the same, how it is developed has changed dramatically. The elements of the curse are more fully developed and made consistent with the nature of magic presented in the second edition. The discord within Angus is explored more fully as he strives for a resolution. Voltari’s motives and actions become more apparent. Taro continues his journey across The Western Kingdoms. Fanzool’s hunt builds to its climax. King Tyr’s unease and suspicions grow. And a bit of love is brewing in the air. There are 75 new chapters; 12 derived from the original and heavily revised; and 12 that were rewritten.

Note: Although Weary is not officially a part of the series, it is a prequel novella that fits well after Book 4: The Viper’s Fangs. It occurs a few centuries before the events depicted in the Angus the Mage series and involves two of the characters that appear in Book 5 (Sardach and Argyle).

Book 5: The first edition of The Golden Key was a transitional text in my development as a writer. Prior to that book, I was a short story writer becoming a novelist; afterward, I was a novelist. The nature of the writing reflected this, and I was able to salvage 33 chapters via revision / rewriting. However, the development of some of the characters (Embril, in particular) and series-long plot lines necessitated making major changes to the content of this book: One of the major plotlines of the original has been removed; a second plotline was moved to Book 6: Angst; several chapters from the first section of Angst (“Prelude”) were integrated into this book (for chronological reasons); and I have added 52 new chapters to develop the series-long plot lines as well as to adapt the events in The Golden Key to accommodate the changes I have made in the series.

Forthcoming changes:

Book 6: Angst will undergo major changes. Much of the first section (“Prelude”) has been cannibalized and moved to earlier books in the series. A major thread from The Golden Key (1st ed.) has been moved to this book. It, and the remainder of Angst (1st ed.), will be heavily revised or rewritten. Some chapters will have to be deleted, and new chapters will be written. Overall, though, it should be like The Golden Key, and I expect to salvage quite a bit of it. Whether I integrate content from I Will Be King into it or not will depend greatly on the progression of the plotline. My expectation is that I will not have to do so to any significant extent, but the chronological sequence of the series may have other plans.

Book 7: Aftermath should have been the next novel in the series. Even though it made sense at the time to have a trilogy of books that each began where Angst left off (Aftermath, I Will Be King, and The Dwarf Wars), it was a mistake to treat that trilogy as the next book in the series. I will be correcting that error. However, due to the changes I have made to the series up to this point, it will be necessary to modify some of its content. Also, I likely will integrate elements of I Will Be King into it for chronological purposes. It will depend on what happens while I am working on Angst.

Book 8: I Will Be King (IWBK) is pending, even though it is ~80% complete. Either I will combine it with Aftermath (which would make for a very long book) or finish it as a companion piece that runs concurrent with it. Since the events take place in different locations (Tyrag and Hellsbreath / The Tween, respectively), there will be little connection between them.

Book 9: The Dwarf Wars is not much more than an idea, a collection of notes, and a few preliminary chapters. I won’t be thinking much about it until I return to IWBK because it will continue from where that book ends. It will take a considerable amount of time to write it, since I will need to map out the storyline, develop new characters, etc. It will be more loosely associated with the series as a whole, but the connections to it will be evident.

Book 10?: At present, it looks like there will be at least one more book in the series to resolve the final series-long plotline and to wrap up the events that take place in IWBK that aren’t resolved in The Dwarf Wars. We’ll see what happens when I get done with them.



For more on the revision process and updates on what I am currently doing, visit my blog and review the writing updates for the second edition.
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1

“Angus?” The voice was distant, as if filtered through a dense smothering fog.

“Angus, wake up!” Sharp, cold, impatient. Was it anxious? Angry? Was it a gruff woman’s voice? A rotund barkeep rousting a wayward drunk?

Am I drunk? he wondered. Is that why I’m so sluggish.

The voice struck him a ringing clout across his cheek and ear. His eyes flew open, fluttered, and half-closed again.

“What?” he asked, trying to focus on the blurry shape hovering over him. It would be easier if it wasn’t weaving in and out of his spinning vision. It looked vaguely human, at first, then an oval patch of paleness coalesced into a pair of intense, soul-crushing gray eyes. There was no compassion in those eyes, only disappointment and—

“Angus?” The stern voice flowed from a toothless mouth that consumed everything in its path.

“I’m awake,” he said, trying to blink into focus the uncertain image looming over him.

“Good,” the voice said, its tone decisive, confident. “You live.” The voice lingered a bit before retreating as if it was no longer interested in him.

“I do?” he answered, rubbing his stinging cheek and squeezing his eyes shut again.

He was lying face up on a cold, hard, smooth surface. He rolled slowly over onto his left side and took a breath. Rock dust. Burnt rock dust. He braced himself, curled up, and pushed against the stone floor. “What happened?” he asked as he slid his legs under him, his right side reluctant to comply. He managed to settle into a wobbly, lopsided seated position and rubbed his eyes some more. No crusty rheum at the corners, so he hadn’t slept long—if he had slept at all.

“Don’t you remember?” The voice was expectant, as if it were asking a pupil to answer a simple question, one that should have been learned long ago, and he was sure a wrong answer would elicit yet another ringing clout.

“No,” he said. “I—”

His brow furrowed as he turned his head and leveled his gaze at the old man’s midriff. “I can’t remember.” There were several dark brown pouches—What could be in them?—firmly attached to a broad leather belt of the same color. Difficult to steal. The old man’s airy robe was spun from fine black silk, and it had cavernous sleeves and a long, flowing hem that swallowed up his feet. The dainty fabric was a stark contrast to the ruggedness of the workmanlike leather belt, but the incongruency somehow felt right. He looked up into the unfeeling, steel-grey eyes of the bald man, and his chest tightened, collapsing in upon his breath. “I don’t remember anything!” he gasped, his hands fluttering as if he were trying to capture a wayward breeze.

The old man stroked his anvil-shaped chin, half-concealing a tight smile escaping from his lips. “Interesting,” he said. There was no kindness in his dispassionate, inquisitive tone, only curiosity—and something else. Satisfaction? Pleasure? “You remember nothing? Nothing at all?”

An acrid taste blossomed at the back of his throat. His chest vibrated with the trembling of his heart, the hesitant urgency of his lungs. He shook his head. “No,” he gasped, trying to struggle to his feet—but his right leg wouldn’t support his weight, and he plopped back down. His tailbone tingled from the heavy impact on the stone floor, but he ignored it.

“What happened to me?” he demanded, his voice harsh, frantic. He squirmed until he had his legs beneath him, then stood up with a swift, effortless, gliding motion. His eyes fixed firmly on the old man’s stoic expression as he demanded, “Who are you?” He took a faltering step toward the robed figure. “Where am I?” he continued, ignoring the erratic fluctuations of his tone, the uncertainty of his wobbly gait. “What have you done to me?” His voice rose sharply at the end, threatening to become an incoherent jumble of half-formed words spewing from his mouth. “Who am I?” He cried, grabbing at the old man’s arm. “What—” 

The old man’s eyes dilated until they became a pair of unforgiving coal-black mirrors, and a sudden jolt of energy poured from his arms and propelled his confused inquisitor backward, leaving him lying in a crumpled heap against the wall.

The old man’s voice was calm, unyielding, eerily soft. “Under no circumstances,” he warned, “is an apprentice to touch his master without having been given leave to do so.”

He whimpered, involuntarily thrust his singed fingers into his mouth, and began sucking on them. Tiny blisters were already sprouting. He blinked through a film of tears and drew mild comfort from the suckling sound he was making. Drool dribbled onto his chin, and tears streamed down his cheeks, but they did little to deter the intense pain shooting through his scorched fingertips.

The old man’s eyes paled to an implacable gray as he brushed away the tiny sparks sizzling on his sleeve. He absently waved away the smoke as he continued in an almost gracious tone, “Since your emotional comportment has been compromised by recent events, I will not pursue the matter further.” The old man paused, and the chillness returned, piercing through the watery haze blurring his inquisitor’s vision. “This time.”

He huddled up against the wall like a chastised child for a long moment before a defiant streak hidden deep within him forced its way to the surface, lifted his head, and dropped his throbbing hand onto his lap. He stared back, gritted his teeth, and said nothing.

“As for your questions,” the old man continued, smoothing the front of his robe, “I am Voltari, Wizard of Blackhaven Tower. You are Angus, my halfwit apprentice. You have just failed a simple spell with near-fatal consequences. Tomorrow, after you have recovered, we will begin remedial instruction in the use of the magical safeguards you should have mastered months ago. For now, return to your chamber and recuperate.”

Voltari reached out with a hooked finger, tugged on something that wasn’t there, and promptly vanished.

“But,” Angus wailed into the vacuum left behind, “I don’t know where my chamber is.” The smoke-colored granite walls of the chamber tapered to a domed point high above him. They were streaked with soot and pockmarked in small clusters, but there were no doors or windows.

“Or how to get there,” he numbly added.

He spent a long time stumbling around the chamber looking for an exit before he finally gave up and leaned heavily against the wall. I am Angus, he told himself, not really believing it. I am his apprentice. His right leg buckled, and he slid down to the stone floor. Apprentice to what? he wondered. He said I failed a spell. Am I a wizard?

He brought his gray robes closer about him. Why can’t I remember?

He fought against the urge to whimper and began rocking back and forth. He said a spell failed. A simple spell. What was it, and how could it destroy my memory?

He rocked back and forth as one unanswered question after another flashed through his mind. As more and more time went by, he found himself returning to the same question over and over again: Will Voltari come back?
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Angus stood before the smooth surface of the polished gray-white granite and stared at the distorted image squinting back at him. It was a strange image, one that was both familiar and completely alien. The collar length hair was black, but in the granite reflection, it looked dark gray. Who are you? he wondered as he studied the narrow, light-colored eyes. Are they blue? hazel? gray? brown?

A thin crescent scar was hidden beneath the hairline near his right ear. What caused it? he wondered as he ran his fingertip over the little ridge of flesh. Was it an accident with magic, like the one that cost me my memory? Did I cut myself shaving? Did someone try to slit my throat? It was the right angle, but it was too high and shallow to slice through the jugular or carotid. Was it a garrote? He shook his head. It would have been a long, thin scar around the front of my neck if I was strangled.

He ran his gaze over the rest of his face, looking for other scars, other suggestions that he had had a past before waking up in Voltari’s practice chamber. I had been so many months ago, and he still couldn’t remember anything about his life before the accident.

But his reflection never had any clues to his past, his identity.

He sighed. Will I ever remember?

His beard and moustache were new. They were symbols of who he was now, not reminders of who he was then. They were little more than shadows in his reflection, but he had painstakingly nurtured them, cultivated them, trimmed them. Did I have a beard before the accident? he wondered. He didn’t think so—at least, he hadn’t had one when he had first awoken. But how would he know? He could remember nothing from before the accident. Nothing.

Voltari doesn’t have a beard, he thought. He should, though. A long flowing one that tickles his belly. An old wizard should have a beard like that. His own barely escaped his chin, but it was a fresh start, a new face for a new life.

If only he could convince himself of it.

Is it really a new face? he wondered. If my memory came back, would I recognize it? Is the past looking back at me? Or is it the future?

The most striking part of his appearance was his age. He had to be at least thirty, but that seemed too old to be an apprentice—but not too old to be relearning the magic Voltari said he had already mastered. Why can’t I remember any of it? Even the most basic aspects of magic eluded me when Voltari began my remedial instruction. I didn’t even know that magical threads permeated everything. I didn’t even know I could see them until he reminded me how to do it. But once I started learning, it felt so natural.

And what about his clothes? They were far from the typical garb of an apprentice. His under-tunic was simple enough, but not the black tunic covering it. It was sewn from supple leather reinforced with a thin layer of chain links and padding. It had nearly a dozen loops and hidden pockets for securing who-knows-what to it. His trousers were strange. They looked like normal trousers, but when he put them on, they seemed to come alive: The skin-tight fabric stretched and flexed with every move he made, no matter how slight it was, and the thin fabric provided ample warmth and protection. It also had more hidden pockets. The few that weren’t empty held a handful of gold coins, some garnets, and a key.

Why do I have an outfit like this? he wondered. Where did it come from? It doesn’t match the gray robes I found in my chambers. Why does it appeal to me so much? Why does it feel so natural? And why does the black robe Voltari gave me feel so wrong? It was a beautifully crafted robe woven from the same black silk as his master’s, and the magical threads in the cloth intermingled with those within him when he put it on. While he wore it, it gave him an uneasy sense of invulnerability—and an insufferable itch. If it weren’t for that itch, it would be the perfect wizard’s robe, replete with copious pockets positioned in all the right places for his priming scents. It was like having a second skin—someone else’s skin.

Voltari will be angry when he sees I’m not wearing it today.

He reached out for the reflection and let his fingertip slide down the smooth stone surface. His nose had been broken at some point, perhaps several times. It started out narrow, bulged out where the breaks had occurred, then narrowed again to a softly rounded point. Someone had set it, though, so it didn’t impede his breathing.

“Who are you?” he whispered. Then, almost as an unbidden afterthought, “What did you do?”

His reflection didn’t answer him. It was stuck in the present, just as he was.

He shook his head and sighed. It did no good to speculate, and Voltari wasn’t going to provide him with the answers he desperately needed: The old wizard dismissed his questions every time he brought up his past. “Don’t dwell on it,” he would say, “focus on the present so you can build your future.” If he pressed the issue, Voltari would threaten him.

“How long have I been here?” he muttered, thinking back through the months since his rebirth. “Voltari tells me I’ve been his apprentice for years, but he treats me like a stranger. Which one is it?”

Both, his reflection seemed to tell him. The one he knows and the one he doesn’t.

Angus sighed. “There’s no point dwelling on it,” he muttered. “I’m his apprentice now, and that’s all that matters.” Isn’t it?

Perhaps to Voltari...

3

“You have progressed at an acceptable rate, Angus,” Voltari said one day, his voice crisp, lacking his normal tone of impatient derision. “Soon it will be time for you to leave.” A hopeful upturn of tone? A bit of pride for having turned an empty mind into a finely-honed weaver of spells? A touch of gladness for finally getting rid of an unwelcome burden?

It didn’t matter. Praise of any sort from Voltari was a rarity, and Angus felt a gentle warmth rising up his neck, threatening to become a crimson cascade. But it turned and buried itself in his beard, as if it were uncertain of its presence. He was not ready to leave. Despite the rapid progress he had made over the past year, Voltari and Blackhaven Tower were the only things he knew, the only things he could remember. Prior to that it was a black void that threatened to swallow him whenever he peered too deeply into its inky depths.

At first, he had often asked Voltari about who he had been, but his master only waved away the questions and said, “The past means nothing; only the present and future matter. Focus on them.” Whenever he pressed the issue, whenever he demanded answers, Voltari would turn his stony gray eyes upon him, and he would see a strange, icy fury raging within them. Then he would punish him or, if he were feeling generous, disappear. Angus knew the answers were there, but Voltari refused to provide them. And Angus was not nearly powerful enough to risk truly angering his master, so he focused his mind and energy on the magic. He delved deeper into it, striving to gain a better understanding of it. But he never stopped wondering about his lost past, and rarely a day went by when he didn’t have the thought: Magic caused my loss of memory, and magic can restore it. He was certain Voltari knew that magic—or at least where to find it. If Angus left Blackhaven Tower, there would be no more chances to get that information out of him. When Angus left—

“Now,” Voltari said, interrupting his thoughts. “You must perfect this spell.” He held a scroll out to Angus.

“What is it?” Angus asked, reaching for the scroll. Perhaps later.... He cordoned off the thought to focus on the scroll and the magical threads surrounding him. It would be a challenging spell, a powerful spell, one that would require his complete attention. He unrolled the scroll carefully, his excitement tempered by the healthy sense of dread that every new spell brought with it.

Voltari’s steel-gray eyes narrowed as he ordered, “Tell me.”

Angus gulped—another test, another opportunity to disappoint him. He examined the runes and sigils drawn from spider-thin streaks of burnt umber ink streaked with a deep, almost black shade of red. “It’s obviously a complex, powerful spell from the spheres of flame and earth,” he said. Knowing Voltari would demand a more detailed explanation, he looked more closely at the order of the runes, the pattern of the sigils, how each line had been sketched, and the interconnectedness of the threads of ink with the threads of magic. “This is strange,” he muttered. “It seems to be a spell that produces balls of flaming earth rising up into the sky. But,” he paused and shook his head.

“Yes?” Voltari demanded.

Angus did not look up from the scroll as he replied, “I would expect there to be runes and sigils related to air magic, but there aren’t any. It’s as if the flame is bubbling up from the earth like—like geysers of molten rock. I’m not sure, though, since the nuances are beyond me.”

Voltari held his hand out for the scroll and Angus handed it back to him. “I disagree,” he said, his voice level, impartial. “You understand the nuances far better than your training would suggest you should.”

“Thank you, Master,” Angus said, lowering his gaze and fighting back the urge to smile.

Voltari hesitated a long moment, and then said in his most uncompromising tone, “Tomorrow, Angus, you will leave. Your apprenticeship is at an end. Come to my chamber at dawn.” Then he tweaked a nearby strand of carefully modulated magic and vanished.

Angus stood still for several minutes, his breathing barely noticeable, his thoughts paralytic. He wasn’t prepared to go out into a world he couldn’t remember. What was it like? Where would he go? Who would he talk to? He had read what he could about it, but reading and being are quite different things. 

Who am I? he wanted to scream as his fingertip unconsciously traced the outline of the scar on his neck, feeling the fluttery pulse raging beneath the surface. 

And who wants me dead?
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Darkness.

Silence.

They were his friends.

Light and sound were his enemies. He fought an endless battle against them that he could never hope to win. But the struggle was important. He didn’t need to be perfect; he only needed to be perfect enough.

He took a slow, deep breath and held it. He stepped forward between heartbeats and gently lowered the toes of his right foot into place. The heel settled soundlessly behind them. He exhaled softly over a fifteen count before shifting his weight, then inhaled slowly and picked up his left foot. He eased it toward the shapely silhouette of the young woman lying on her side. Another breath. Another step.

There was a half moon. Half moons were better than full moons. A little before or a little past the new moon was best. The dim glow provided ample light for him to see the shadows within the shadows, to know what they were. A quarter moon would be better than a half moon.

He took a third step—four more to go. The maids-in-waiting sprawled about the floor around her bed, sleeping on pillows and cushions. But there was a path. If he was careful. If he stepped with delicacy.

His foot fit snugly between one maids’ rumpled hair and another’s dainty ankle, her shiny silver anklet glistening where the moonbeams struck it a glancing blow. There wasn’t room to lower his heel, but that didn’t matter; he could balance precariously on the toes of one foot for a long time when he needed to. But he didn’t need to.

He took a fourth step, placing his left toes in the space between another maid’s forearm and bicep, barely avoiding her nose, her elbow. He was glad he had cleansed himself and his clothing. She might have noticed their subtle pungency and awoken.

Then the path was clear.

He stepped rapidly, silently up to the side of her bed.

She turned toward him in her sleep. Her eyes fluttered, opened. She smiled.

His hand snaked out. The stiletto—

Angus burst upright, a muffled scream clinging to the back of his throat. His breathing was rapid, sharp, almost painful. His heart was pounding like a woodpecker trapped in his chest. He closed his eyes and mouthed the silent mantra that would calm his body, his mind.

Still the mind.

Still the body.

Still the mind.

Still the body.

He couldn’t recall when he had learned the mantra, but it worked: within a minute, his breathing and heartbeat had calmed considerably, almost stopping altogether.

He opened his eyes and looked around the dark room, pondering the fleeting impressions of the nightmare that was already disappearing. Why did it seem so potent, so real? It was as if I was there.

The thought fled as the nightmare faded to less than a memory, less than even the forgotten remnants of a memory.

He frowned. It had been months since his last nightmare. Why had he had one on the eve of his departure?
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Angus rose before dawn. The mantra had left him well-rested, but it had been impossible to return to sleep. He dressed in the most comfortable outfit he had: the padded leather tunic; the strange, form-fitting trousers; and the high, soft-soled black boots. He put the mnemonic fragrances that enhanced his recall of spells in the empty pockets and left the gold coins, and garnets where they were. He thought about leaving behind the key because he didn’t know what it would unlock but decided to take it with him. It’s made of gold, he thought, I can sell it.

He strapped his dagger to his belt and slid the stilettos into their boot sheaths. Then he turned to the backpack. It had been in his room when Voltari had finally showed him how to get there, and he had opened it as soon as Voltari had left. He had removed and examined each item it contained in the hope that one of them would remind him of something from his past, something about who he was. None of them had then—or any of the other times he had repeated the futile activity. Now, he spread out the contents for a different purpose: to choose what to take with him and what to leave behind.

His eyes fell upon the candles. No, he decided. I don’t need candles; I have the Lamplight spell. Or the oil. What else don’t I need? The tinderbox? I can make a spark, but I’ll need tinder to start a fire, and it may not be available when I need it. Leave the grapple hook; I won’t need it. The rope? He frowned. It was a slender braided strand wrapped in tight coils, and it didn’t weigh that much. Take it if there’s room, leave it if there isn’t. He started a new pile.

Those bits of metal? Angus had studied the oddly shaped bits many times, but he could never figure out what they were. Some were sharply pointed, others were strangely curved, but all of them were thin slivers of strong metal. Why do I have them? A keepsake? A mnemonic device? A harsh laugh escaped him. If they are a mnemonic device, they don’t work. Something else, then, but what? He sighed. I have never used them, and I don’t know what they are. Leave them. He reluctantly picked them up to add to the candles and grapple hook but couldn’t bring himself to drop them. They down weigh much, he thought, and they don’t take up much room. He put them with the rope.

Leave the clothes. They’re too small. Take my apprentice robes, instead. And that foul robe Voltari gave me. He’ll punish me if I don’t. He took the robes from their hooks, folded them, and added them to the pile.

Keep the waterskin. I’ll need food. He brought the magic into focus and tweaked the strand that would take him to Voltari’s larder. Things that won’t spoil or take up much room, he thought. Things I don’t need to cook. He settled on dried fruit, nuts, smoked meat, and bread. He wrapped them in one of the aprons he used when he cooked and returned to his chamber to add the bundle to his growing pile. He frowned at it before turning away and walking up to his desk. I need my practice string, quill, inkwell, and the notes for my spells, he thought, gathering them together. He picked them up and carried them to the pile. There won’t be that much room left.

What should I do with this wire? He lifted it up. It was a few feet long, and at either end was a metal grip with holes for his fingers to slide through. What is it for? he wondered as he added it to the pile he was leaving behind. He put the vial of acid with it. It had burned him once, and he would not risk being burnt by it again. What to do with those? he wondered, staring at the other three vials. After his experience with the acid, he had decided not to open them. Leave them. But, as he was putting them on the pile, the one with the slight green tinge caught his attention.

Maybe I should take them? he thought. They’re bound to be worth something. He frowned. If there’s room, he decided, moving them to that pile. He quickly dismissed the idea of taking the small assortment of blades with him. His dagger and the stilettos would be enough. Besides, he didn’t know how to use them. He left the few remaining items where they were and organized the gear he would be taking, then filled up the backpack with the food on top and the items he expected to use frequently immediately below it. The things he likely wouldn’t need at all until he reached a town were on the bottom. There was just enough room left for his robes, so he put them on top of the food and sealed the backpack. He strained a bit as he lifted it, but it wasn’t as bad once he strapped it to his shoulders. It took a moment for him to find his balance, but it didn’t really feel quite right.

The rope? he thought as he looked over his gear. Clasp it to my belt. I might need it. He sensed dawn was almost upon him, so he focused his attention on the magic and selected the strand that would transport him to Voltari’s antechamber. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and brought up his memory of the cramped space. He focused on the writing desk and stool that filled one wall, the narrow walk space to Voltari’s private chambers, and the spare robe and cloak hanging on the opposing wall. Once he had the image of the antechamber firmly in mind, he reached out, curled his finger around the strand that would take him to it, exhaled slowly, and tugged it the way that Voltari had instructed. He was instantly struck by the disorienting, rapidly changing sequence of images, each one depicting a place connected to the strand of magic. They flashed by quickly, hovering just long enough to be recognized before being replaced by the next one. His stomach churned as time seemed to expand upon him even as it rushed by. The finger clutching the magic was aching by the time Voltari’s antechamber finally appeared. As soon as he saw it, he instinctively released the spell. His knees buckled as the afterimages pummeled him. He sagged backward and might have fallen if a stone wall hadn’t stopped him. He righted himself and eased open his eyes.

Voltari’s antechamber congealed around him and settled into place. The solidity of the stone beneath his feet and against his back supported him as the last fleeting afterimages dissipated. The chill air of the room bit into his skin, and he inhaled sharply, absorbing the tender smell of candlewax and smoke and ink that wafted into his nostrils. The familiar scratch of a quill against parchment resonated within him, stabilized him, drew his attention away from all the other sensations. He focused on it—and on Voltari, who was sitting at his writing desk an arm’s length away. Voltari had placed smooth, round, palm-sized obsidian stones on each corner of the scroll he was studying to keep it flat, and the quill in his left hand hovered over it for a long moment before adding a few quick, precise marks. He studied the scroll for a few more seconds, then returned the quill to the inkwell. Angus waited, half-expecting Voltari to roll up the scroll and add it to the carefully stacked pyramid on the right side of his desk. Instead, Voltari swiveled on the stool, surveyed him, and slowly shook his head one time. Then he abruptly gestured at the pyramid of scroll and said, “These are for you, Angus.”

Angus hesitated before saying “Thank you, Master.” and setting his backpack on the floor. 

“Your gratitude is unnecessary,” Voltari said in a surprisingly soft, almost affectionate tone. “It is customary for a master to bestow a gift of spells at the conclusion of his apprentice’s training. These scrolls contain those spells, both ones you have already mastered and others you have not. The latter spells are chosen with the expectation that the apprentice will be able to learn them without further guidance. This gift is intended to ensure the survival of the magic and, indirectly, the survival of the apprentice. One day you will continue the line of wizardry I have taught you by passing this knowledge on to your own apprentices. These spells are the foundation of our tradition, one on which you will build your own repertoire of spells.”

“Yes, Master,” Angus said, picking up the first scroll with the reverence it deserved. As he reached for the string securing it, Voltari put his hand on his to prevent him from untying it. 

“Not now,” Voltari chastised. “Take them with you.”

Angus knelt, opened his backpack, and unceremoniously pulled out the old apprentice robes. When he reached for the black robe beneath them, Voltari put his foot on his hand to stop him. “Don’t be a fool, Angus,” he snapped. “You should wear that robe at all times. It is not a gift I gave lightly, and its magic will provide you with far more protection than that getup you are wearing now.”

“Yes, Master,” Angus said, reaching for the ties of his tunic.

Voltari sighed and shook his head. “The choice is yours, Angus,” he said. “Change later if that is what you wish to do.”

“Yes, Master,” Angus said, carefully securing the scrolls in his backpack and resealing the flap. Once he had done so, Voltari uncharacteristically held out his hand to help him to his feet.

“Here,” Voltari said, pointing at the scroll spread out on his desk. 

Angus turned his attention to where Voltari pointed and realized that what he had thought was a scroll was actually a map. Voltari was pointing at a label he had added to it.

“Hellsbreath?” Angus muttered.

“You should go there,” Voltari said. “It is a city that has many opportunities for a wizard with your skills.”

“How far is it, Master?” Angus asked, staring at the map to memorize its shapes and labels.

Voltari shrugged. “Not far by magic,” he said. He slid the stones aside and let the map roll back up into its natural position and handed it to Angus.

“Thank you, Master,” Angus said, accepting the map and clutching it more tightly than he had intended.

“From here on, you will be your own master,” Voltari said. He gestured at Angus’s backpack and waited for him to pick it up. His voice was stern as he finished, “My service to you is over, Angus. Do not return here.” Voltari touched Angus’s shoulder, tweaked a strand of magic, and the antechamber disappeared. A moment later, Angus found himself stumbling in the blinding light of the morning sun. Leaves crunched beneath his feet as he dropped to his knees and gasped against the sudden, unexpected, intense disorientation of the spell. He kept his eyes tightly shut and mouthed the mantra. 

Still the mind.

He felt his backpack slide to the ground.

Still the body.

The ridges of the crumpled map bit into the palm of his hand.

Still the mind.

He slowly released his grip on the map and let it drop.

Still the body.

He inhaled slowly.

Still the mind.

He waited for the afterimages to fade away.

Still the body.

He opened his eyes a crack and quickly brought up his hand to shield them from the sudden glare.

Still the mind.

The queasiness was almost gone.

Still the body.

He stood up slowly and turned away from the sun to give his eyes a chance to adjusted to the unaccustomed brightness. As the blurry gray shapes came into focus, he realized he was near the top of a low, rocky hill surrounded by other hills. They were pockmarked with patches of scraggly trees, clumps of bushes, and swaths of tall green grass. To his right, sunlight gleamed off snow-capped mountains towering over the horizon. To his left, the sun loomed over hilltops that stretched as far as he could see. The view was as disorienting as Voltari’s spell had been, and he quickly turned away from it to focus his attention on the firm ground beneath him.

Walls, he thought as the calmness of the mantra began to slip away. There are no walls. 

He closed his eyes and let the effects of the mantra wash over him.

There are no walls, he repeated. There will be no walls. I must accept that. I must adjust to it. I have no other choice. He took one last slow, deep breath, opened his eyes, and lifted his head. He turned to the east and forced himself to stare at the endless horizon, but this time there was no discomfort at all. In fact, it felt normal, as if he had seen it thousands of times. He frowned. If he had seen such open spaces before, he couldn’t remember it. His frown deepened and he turned away from the awesome sight—and the memories he couldn’t access—and finally turned to face what had been behind him all along.

He blinked. A tall black tower stood at the top of the hill he was on. It was not very far away, and its shape was unusual: a single twisted spire jutting upward like a slightly curved fang. The smooth obsidian blocks from which it was forged captured the morning sun and sprinkled it about in all directions. It was narrow at its base and rose about fifty feet above the ground. It bulged outward at first, then tapered leisurely inward until it reached the sharp point at the top. Blackhaven? Angus thought. It isn’t big enough. It couldn’t even contain the practice room.

Don’t be an idiot, he responded with Voltari’s derisive tone. Think it through. The chambers were not built from stone; they were carved from stone. They are subterranean. His gaze settled on the huge wooden door that dominated the base of this side of the tower. Does it open? he wondered, stepping toward it. Will there be a stair going down?

Idiot. Angus shook his head. The chambers are only accessible through Voltari’s spells. They could be anywhere.

He took a few more steps before slowing to a stop. To either side of the door, there was a shadowy recess cut into the stone. They was nearly as high as the door, and sunlight glinted off something metallic hidden within them. The sun was to his right, so he strode that way until he was facing the recess before approaching it. As he did so, the dingy yellow-white cast of old bones gradually came into view. Taken together, the shin and thigh bones were as tall as he was, and he could curl up and sleep in the rib cage if he wanted to. Above them was a tusked skull with a protruding brow. Its left half was draped in weathered metal plates, but its right half was bare bone. A large shield was strapped to its left forearm, but its right arm was bare. He was less than twenty feet away when he noticed the two deep-set, coal-black orbs in its eye sockets. He stopped. They were watching him.

Angus brought the magic into focus, and Blackhaven Tower faded into the background to become part of the insubstantial shadow-world at the periphery of his attention. The maelstrom of writhing strands of magic erupted in the foreground with a heavy concentration of them centered on the door and the recesses. The door was wrapped in the knotted, pulsating sienna and brick red strands of a powerfully explosive earth- and fire-based spell that he didn’t recognize. The intense cluster of knots suggested that anyone attempting to breach the door without permission would almost certainly be killed by the spell while the door remained intact.

Beside the complex braids woven through the door, the two recesses oozed a tangled mass of death magic’s black tendrils. Whenever the magic flowing freely around the spell came close to the magic of the spell, it withered and retreated from its foul touch. It was as if a cocoon devoid of any other kind of magic insulated the spell from its surroundings, giving Angus the impression that he was looking into a consumptive black abyss. Even the magic of the door retreated from the thick, throbbing, coal-black braid that stretched from one recess to the other like an umbilical cord connecting the two colossal skeletons together.

Death magic brought to life, Angus thought with great respect—and a healthy dose of dread. Voltari created a sentinel! 

The sentinel was dead: the animated dead that Angus had read about while exploring Voltari’s library for a way to regain his memory. When he had asked Voltari about them, Voltari’s eyes had narrowed before he answered. You are not ready to learn death magic, Angus, he had told him. It is the most dangerous form of magic. Its sole purpose is to devour all the other forms of magic. Few wizards ever risk using it, and fewer still live long enough to master it. Flame magic, despite its ferocity, is tame by comparison. It can only burn you. Death magic will devour you, and you won’t even realize it is happening until it is too late. Later, near the end of his apprenticeship, Voltari had instructed him on the basics of drawing upon death magic’s consumptive energy when it was necessary to do so, but he hadn’t taught him how to weave any spells from its gray and black strands. What Angus knew about it had come from Voltari’s library, and it was just enough to recognize what the spell was doing but not enough to defend himself against it.

The sentinel before him lowered its ebon gaze and fixed it upon Angus. Its shield grated against bone as it raised its left arm and pointed a bony finger at Angus. “You are unwelcome,” the sentinel boomed.

“But—” Angus began, taking a step back.

Armor clattered noisily against fleshless bones as the sentinel stepped from its recess. The second sentinel also emerged from its recess. It was almost a mirror image of the first: Its left side was bare bone and armor covered its right half. Instead of a shield strapped to its forearm, it gripped a massive poleaxe in its mailed fist. They took two steps forward and stopped. The webwork of magic in each sentinel writhed like a mad jumble of angry snakes as each strand reached out for its companion in the other sentinel. They rapidly merged together until an undulating black sheet filled the space between them, then they retracted rapidly, pulling the two halves of the sentinel together with a resounding metallic clang.

“You are unwelcome,” it thundered. There was no gap in the spell, now, no gap in the armor. It lifted its shield, braced itself, and lowered the poleaxe until its tip pointed at Angus. “You are unwelcome,” it repeated, its harsh metallic tone reverberating through Angus.

Angus reluctantly let the magic drop from his awareness. Voltari had told him not to return, and that is what he would do. He turned and stumbled over the rough, uneven ground away from Blackhaven Tower. Slow, lumbering footfalls followed him until he reached his backpack and lifted it to his shoulders. He turned for one last look at the only home he had ever known. The sentinel stood halfway between him and the tower, waiting as if it had sensed his decision. It turned around and marched back to Blackhaven Tower. Angus watched it until it split in two and returned to its silent, deathly vigil.

How could you do this to me!? he angrily thought. He turned abruptly and stalked off at a brisk pace. He had only taken a handful of steps before an urgent, unbidden thought brought him up short: The map!

He stopped, returned to where his backpack had fallen and put it on. Then he scanned the ground until he saw the map. He strode quickly over to it, grabbed it, squeezed it until crinkled in his fist, and resumed his rapid, unrelenting march away from Blackhaven Tower. He kept the savage pace up until he stumbled over a clump of roots and fell into a swath of tall grass. He lay still for several seconds before pushing himself up to a seated position.

Think, you fool! He thought, fighting back the tears threatening to erupt from his eyes.

His shoulders began to shake. What do I do?

He crossed his arms and closed his eyes. Focus.

He lowered his head until his chin rested on his chest. Make a plan.

He was too angry to make a plan.

He was too afraid to make a plan.

Self-pity consumed him and dominated his thoughts.

His lips trembled as he mouthed the first line of the mantra.

Still the mind.

He focused his attention on each word as if it were the only thing that existed.

Still the body.

The world began to slip away from him.

Still the mind

His emotions began to fade into the background.

Still the body.

The anger and fear were still there.

Still the mind

He was still feeling them. 

Still the body.

But they were no longer overwhelming him.

Still the mind

He needed to make a plan.

Still the body....
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Angus was calm by the time he unrolled Voltari’s Map for closer scrutiny. Voltari had placed Blackhaven Tower in the upper left quadrant of the map and surrounded it with hump-shaped runes. Hills, he realized. That’s where I am now. And those taller, jagged marks—he ran his eyes down the left edge of the map—are mountains. He paused when he reached the bottom of the map where some of the mountains had puffy circles attached to their peaks. What are those? Clouds? Voltari had marked a spot between two of them with an X and labeled it HELLSBREATH. He said I should go there.

Across the top of the map, there were marks that resembled birds in flight and torches, neither of which made sense without the label above them: DEATH SWAMPS—FISHMEN. Marsh plants and birds? he wondered. Or is the marsh north of that area? If it is, then those marks would represent a different kind of terrain. A desert, perhaps? They could be cacti. Or a forest? The torches could be trees, and a forest would have lots of birds. He stared at it for a few more seconds, then shrugged. A swamp makes more sense, he decided, given the label.

Below the swamp was a large empty space with a line through its middle that stretched from WYRMWOOD, a label near the edge of the hills on the left, to TYRAG, a label near the right edge of the map. Voltari had written KINGDOM OF TYR above the line. A border? Angus wondered. Is the land beneath the line part of Tyr or part of a different kingdom? He shook his head. No, not a different one, he decided. Voltari would have labeled it if it was. A road, then? He nodded and focused on the blank space on the map. It puzzled him. Why aren’t there any symbols? What kind of terrain could be so empty?

He looked for clues on the map and his eyes settled on the short squiggly lines coming out of the swamp. The first one was at the right edge of the swamp. It traveled down the map a short distance and then turned left to run beneath the full length of the swamp. The other squiggly lines emerged from the swamp and joined it. At the edge of the hills, the line turned and followed them until they disappeared off the bottom of the map. A few other lines came out of the mountains and hills to merge with it. A river system, he concluded. A swamp would drain into one. It would follow the lowlands. It would have tributaries. The bare area must be at a higher elevation, and it’s flat, like a plateau. He lifted his head and looked east over the hills for a few seconds, then turned away. No. It’s not high enough in the mountains to be a plateau. A steppe? He slowly nodded. Yes, a steppe. A vast stretch of grass, like this—he looked at the tuft of tall grass he had fallen into. Grain. Tyr exports a lot of it to—

To where? He scowled. I know the answer. It was right there, just out of reach. What is keeping me from remembering it? His right hand shuddered, and the map slipped out of his grip. It rolled up with a crisp snap, but he ignored it. Voltari must have mentioned it. He slowly shook his head. No, he only talked about magic. I must have read about it in one of his books. I was so focused on finding magic to recover my memory that I barely skimmed through most of them. It was an unsatisfying answer, but he tentatively accepted it because it could easily be true—and if it wasn’t true, the real answer was hidden in the past he couldn’t access. Tyr is a massive field of grain, and there are rivers flowing through it. Why aren’t those rivers on the map, too?

The fingers of his right hand fumbled at the map, and he unrolled it more forcefully than he had intended. It uncurled further than it had before and revealed a long-faded label along the left edge of the map: XENOPHOBIC MOUNTAIN DWARVES—IMPASSIBLE. Dwarves? he thought, lifting his gaze to the mountains chewing through the western horizon like the venom-laced fangs of a dragon biting through the world. They don’t live on the surface, so why would they care if anyone climbs over them? He frowned at the daunting heights towering over him. Who would risk doing it, anyway? Climbing mountains like that without proper gear would be suicide.

So, where should I go? he wondered, returning his attention to the map. North? He shook his head. Voltari wouldn’t have called them Death Swamps without good reason, and it would be foolish to go there without knowing why he had done it. And who are the fishmen? Are they the reason they’re called Death Swamps? He tilted his head for a moment, then shrugged. It doesn’t matter. I can’t go north or west. How about east? To Tyrag?

The fingers of his right hand tensed as his eyes followed the long, straight line from Wyrmwood to Tyrag. That road is not far from here, and Tyrag is the capital. The king lives there, and there will be work for wizards. I should go there. His right hand tightened around the map and jerked it out of his left hand. The muscles across his chest tightened, and it was difficult to breathe. Sweat beaded on his brow and trickled down the nape of his neck. The map crinkled as his hands shook, and he stared at the tightly clenched fist wrapped around it. He forced his fingers to relax and dropped the map onto his lap.

No, he abruptly decided. I will not go to Tyrag. It’s too far to travel this time of year.

He frowned. What time of year is it? It’s too warm for winter, and there isn’t any snow on the ground. Is it too cold for summer? His hair swished across his shoulders as he turned sharply toward the mountains. Not at this elevation. Those snow caps aren’t that far away. He rapidly shifted his attention to the sun. Where would the sun be in summer? Is that the right place? Or should it be further north? He gritted his teeth and took a quick, unsettled, breath. I should know that. It isn’t a complicated question. Where is the sun in summer? North? South? Why don’t I know—

Still the mind.

—that? Everyone knows—

Still the body.

—where the sun is in summer. It’s—

He blinked. 

Still the mind.

The mantra had calmly erupted from deep within him, interrupting his frantic train of thought.

Still the body.

He focused on the words and let them wash over him.

Still the mind.

He set aside the scattered, uncertain thoughts. They were still very much there, but his attention remained on the mantra.

Still the body.

His breathing became less chaotic.

Still the mind.

He gently pushed away his emotions.

Still the body.

His breathing eased into a slow, calm rhythm.

Still the mind.

He was sitting on a tuft of grass and reached out for a handful of stalks.

Still the body.

He bent the stalks over and inspected them. No awns. It can’t be late summer or autumn. This grass would be heavy with seeds if it was.

Still the mind.

He released all but one stalk and split the fibers of the stalk. A rudimentary awn was beginning to form.

Still the body.

His breathing was controlled, regular. His heartbeat was steady.

Early summer, he decided. I’ll know more once I get out of this valley and see the other fauna.

He focused on the mantra for a few more minutes, then returned to the thought of going to Tyrag. His body threatened to react as it had before, but the mantra kept it from happening. Why? he wondered. What is it about Tyrag that frightens me so? If there was an answer, it was buried in his past with so many other things he needed to know. It doesn’t matter, he decided, leaving it where it was. I won’t be going there.

He reached down for the rumpled map, carefully smoothed it out as best he could, and let the right half curl back up until the Kingdom of Tyr was no longer visible.

Voltari was right, he concluded. I must travel south to Hellsbreath. He traced the puffy, cloud-like mark attached to one of the mountains next to Hellsbreath. What does that symbol represent? It’s not a cloud. The symbol for a cloud combines a knot from water magic with one from air magic. Voltari would have used it to depict a cloud. He glanced at the mountains to the west. Does it relate to elevation? Are the mountains near Hellsbreath higher than those? He shook his head slightly. It’s possible, I suppose, but not very likely. Symbols on maps are visual depictions of the terrain. Their shapes should be recognizable when given the proper context. It represents something you can see, like a hill or mountain. But what?

He frowned. Does it matter? Voltari said I should go there. He said my magic would be useful and I would find work. I know more about flame and earth magic than the other forms of magic. What use could they be in Hellsbreath? He tilted his head slightly. Flame and earth magic. Many of my spells combine them together. How could that be useful in Hellsbreath?

He blinked. Not a cloud, he suddenly realized, a plume. They’re volcanoes. Volcanoes are concentrated sources of flame and earth magic. It’s one of the few places where they come together naturally. That’s why he said to go there. That’s why he emphasized those forms of magic in my training. He was preparing me for Hellsbreath all along. He frowned as a brief surge of anger slipped past the mantra. Did he put a spell on me to ensure that I would go there? Is that why Tyrag terrifies me?

He tapped the hastily scrawled X indicating Hellsbreath’s location. Do I have to go there? he wondered, a part of him defiantly rejecting the idea. Is there somewhere else I can go? He looked over the map to see if he had missed anything. North, East, and West were not viable options. He concentrated on the southern part of the map. The road continues past Hellsbreath. I could keep going south if his spell lets me leave Hellsbreath after I get there.

Angus absently smoothed a crinkle out of the map not far from Hellsbreath. It left behind a smudge, and he tried to scratch it off. When it didn’t disappear, he tilted the map to catch more of the sunlight. What is that? he wondered, squinting at a faded symbol half-hidden by the mountain symbols inked over it. It looked like a teardrop resting on top of a symmetrical trapezoid. The teardrop was similar to the runes representing flame magic, which were all variations of a dancing candle flame, but this one was far too smooth, far too stable for that purpose. And the trapezoid? He had never seen a magic rune like it before.

Does it have something to do with flame magic? he wondered. He shook his head. No. I would have seen it in one of Voltari’s books if it did. A very faint, broken line stretched from the mysterious symbol to the north-south road that passed through Wyrmwood and Hellsbreath. A road? He frowned and looked closer at the line. The ink is different. The symbol and line are old and faded, but the rest of the map—

Angus abruptly lifted the map until the sunlight backlit the parchment. The faded symbol stood out more clearly, and so did the ghostly edges of other marks that had been covered up. This was an old map, he realized. Voltari traced over the existing symbols and added labels. Why didn’t he trace over this one, too? Maybe I should go there and find out? It won’t be that much of a detour.

“Tie the first knot first,” he quietly said, lowering the map to his lap. Voltari had told him that when he started his remedial training. Spells are simple. They only appear complicated. Each one is a series of knots that must be tied in their proper sequence. Start with the first knot. Tie it precisely. Then turn to the second knot in the sequence. Tie it precisely and link it to the first knot in the manner prescribed by the spell. Do the same with each subsequent knot until you have completed the spell. The result may appear to be a tangled mass of knots, but it is not. It is a carefully constructed webwork of power designed to achieve a specific purpose. It only becomes a tangled mass if you try to tie too many knots at one time or rush through the sequence. That leads to mistakes. He had looked pointedly at Angus as he had finished, Like the one that cost you your memory.

“Tie the first knot first,” Angus repeated, leaving the memory behind. I am here, he put his left index finger on Blackhaven Tower, and I need to be there. He moved his right thumb to Hellsbreath. The best route to get there is the road through Wyrmwood. He moved his thumb up to Wyrmwood and left it there. It was about halfway between Blackhaven Tower and Hellsbreath, and the road ended just above it. So, I need to get to Wyrmwood. That would be south and east of here. He frowned slightly. It was an old map. There could be other towns and villages north of Wyrmwood that didn’t exist when it was made. How far north might they have come since the map was first drawn?

He abruptly shook his head. Assumptions about magic, Voltari had instructed, are fraught with danger. Always assume the worst and prepare for it. If the worst happens, you will be able to deal with it. If it doesn’t, so much the better. If you assume the worst won’t happen and it does, that will likely be the last assumption you will make. Voltari had paused and his lips had grown taut for a moment before he finished, even if it doesn’t kill you.

“Assume the worst,” Angus muttered, looking at the hills between Blackhaven Tower and Wyrmwood. “Those hills are deadly. There are no people living in them. There are animals that will eat me. There are poisonous plants and spiders and snakes and insects.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Don’t fear them. Prepare for them.” He focused on his breathing for a few seconds, then looked at the map again. “How do I do that?”

By tying the first knot first, he reminded himself. The river passes through Wyrmwood. If I travel southeast down the hills, it will take me to that river. Once I reach it, I can follow it downstream to Wyrmwood. So, my first knot is simple: Find a stream. It will flow downhill. It will join other streams, and they will eventually join the river. Simple.

Only, it was not a simple knot to tie. The map had no scale, so he had no idea how far away the river was. He lowered the map and looked over the top of the rolling hills fading into the eastern horizon. If the river is at the base of those hills, he thought, it will take days, if not weeks, to reach it. I will be traveling over rough, rocky ground and through high grass and thickets. It will be difficult, especially since I don’t know how to survive in the wilderness. A shudder passed through him and settled at the base of his spine. He dismissed it with a shake of his head, then took another slow, deep breath.

When dealing with a complex knot, Voltari had taught him, treat it as you would the sequence of knots for a spell. There is a proper sequence of motions for each knot. Practice each motion on its own until your fingers know how to make it without conscious guidance. Once you have mastered each of the motions, then it is a simple task to string those motions together to tie the complex knot. Practice that sequence of motions until they flow naturally from your fingers. When you believe you are ready, test yourself by tying the knot fifty times in your practice string. Check the results. If the knots are not identical, do it again. Keep doing it until you can make a perfect knot every time. Only then will you be ready to make the attempt to tie the knot in a tendril of magic. It will be difficult. Magic does not like to be confined. It will fight against you. Ignore its efforts and focus on tying the knot. If your will is strong enough, the magic will obey you. If it isn’t...

Angus sighed. It was going to be a very complicated first knot, and he needed to break it down into its motions. What are they? he wondered. Walking. Finding food and water. Making shelter. Resting. Being vigilant. They sounded like simple motions—but so had the slipknot until Voltari told him the tautness and size of the loop mattered. It took a lot of time and practice to adjust the motions for the various slipknots Voltari had taught him—and that was the simplest knot in flame magic. There were far more complex knots that required a great deal more practice.

How complicated will these motions be? he wondered. I don’t have the luxury of practicing them before I apply them. I will have to experiment while I travel, and that will lead to mistakes. I’ll have to learn from those mistakes and make refinements. He cringed. I would be courting disaster if I tried doing this with magic. Will traveling in the wilderness be any different?

First, go south to a stream, he decided, and follow it to the river. It will give me a steady source of water. I can forage along the banks. I can fish for food when I need to. There might even be settlements Voltari didn’t mark on the map. If I can find one of them—

Plan for the worst, he reminded himself as he rolled up the map and secured it in his backpack. Everything is going to try to kill me. He stood up, strapped on his backpack, and faced south. It was a daunting sight: Voltari had built Blackhaven Tower on a small hill in a secluded little valley surrounded by steep foothills. The nettles, brush, and trees around the tower had been cleared at some point, but he had reached the boundary of whatever spell Voltari had used to do it. The land before him was untamed, and there was no easy path to follow. He sighed, chose a less obstructed route, and stepped forward.

Be vigilant.
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The stream Angus followed was barely a few feet wide. It meandered through thickets, shrubs, and sporadic maple groves. Along its banks grew clumps of tall grass that often hung over it, and he had to force his way through them many times. The grass was more than half his height and riddled with snakes, spiders, and a wide variety of small birds and insects—or so he imagined. There were no fish larger than his finger, but he caught what he could and swallowed them whole as he waded downstream. At least he could avoid dealing with the underbrush until the water got too deep to wade through.

Near dusk he belatedly sought shelter, but the hills on either side of the stream were lined with densely packed, thorn-encrusted thickets. Seek shelter earlier, he told himself as the darkness settled in around him. Take advantage of what is available when you can. He reached out for a strand of flame magic, wrapped it firmly around a curled fingertip, and absently tied the slipknot for Lamplight with a very large loop with a taut base. A small yellow-orange orb flickered to life around the knot, and he anchored it to its customary spot just behind and above his left shoulder. The dim light only stretched out a dozen paces, but it would last for hours before the knot unraveled.

Nearly an hour later, he came upon a small grassy islet that split the stream for a few dozen feet. The mushy mound should have eroded long ago but the grass’s thick entanglement of roots held it in place. After a quick survey for snakes, spiders, and other unfriendly creatures that weren’t there, he trampled down the grass and set his backpack down in the middle of it. The soggy ground squished beneath it, and water oozed up to form a shallow puddle around its base. “I should have brought those robes,” he muttered. “I could have put them on the ground to sleep on.”

Don’t be daft, he thought in Voltari’s voice. It would have made no difference. They would have gotten soaked, too. He scanned the area lit up by the spell and dismissed the idea of using the thicket’s thorny branches as bedding. Will they work for a fire? The glimmer of reflected light winked at him from his matted bedding, and he shook his head. There’s no point in building a fire on that. It won’t burn. The chill night air seeped into his skin as he stood there, and he shivered. If I can’t have a fire...

He sighed, reluctantly bent over his backpack, and unsealed it. His hand slid past the scrolls Voltari had given him, and gently brought out the black robe. The scrolls slid back into place, and he resealed the backpack. He stood up, unfolded the robe, and reluctantly put it on over his clothes, clenching his teeth in anticipation of the inevitable, unrelenting itchiness. But this time the itch was curiously mild as the robe’s magic invaded his body. As he tied the sash, the chill began to leave him, and by the time he sat down on the wet, matted grass he was warm. The water oozed up around his bottom like it had with the backpack, but it couldn’t seep through the tightly woven cloth of his robe. He stayed dry.

Voltari said it would protect me, he thought, but he didn’t say how. I should have listened.

A few minutes later, he moved Lamplight to an empty pocket and lay down for some rest. A thick sliver of moon peeked over the mountains, and he was somehow comforted by its slim presence and the subdued light it cast upon everything. Quarter-moons are better than half-moons.

He tried to sleep, but nothing felt right. The hard stone shelf he normally slept on had been replaced by uncomfortably soft, soggy grass. The soft echoes of his breathing bouncing off his chamber walls were gone. The rhythmic pulsing of blood rushing through his ears and the soft thrumming of his heartbeat were overwhelmed by the trickle of the stream, the whistles of a nightbird, the gentle rustle of the wind in the thickets, the distant scurrying of something small making its way through the thickets, the light touch of an insect on his cheek, the distant stench of a rotting log, the sweet scent of freshly broken grass crying out for mercy....

If only he could return to the stark confines of his chamber in Blackhaven Tower! But he couldn’t, and he would never see them again. Voltari had ordered him never to return, and he wouldn’t risk disobeying that order. He could learn to tolerate the delicate touch of an insect’s legs or a moth’s fluttery wing, but he would never survive the sharp sting of Voltari’s wrath.

His muscles bunched up around his sternum and tension radiated outward from their center. Still the body, he thought, closing his eyes and mouthing the mantra. Still the mind. He became the master as he methodically registered each sensation, categorized it, and let it pass through him. One by one they eased into the background of his awareness until only two remained: the rhythmic pulsing of blood rushing through his ears and the soft thrumming of his heart. He focused on them, drew comfort from them, and let everything else fade away.

He rested comfortably until a new sound intruded upon him and gradually tweaked away the sleep. His heartbeat and breathing remained steady, but his mind became crisply alert. What is it? he wondered, listening for the disturbance to repeat itself. But there was only the murmur of the stream as it trickled past, the sound of wings flapping in the night, the distant screech of a nightbird. He had nearly convinced himself that it had been another nightmare when he heard a soft splash in the water off to his right that wasn’t part of the arrhythmic melody of the stream’s natural flow. There was another tiny splash.

Something’s approaching, he thought. Something small.

His left hand slid down to his belt for the dagger hilt, but the black robe prevented him from grasping it. Idiot, he chastised himself. Wear the belt over the robe like Voltari does.

The creature was on the islet below his feet, quietly working its way through the grass toward the other side. He slowly eased into a sitting position, lifted the hem of the robe over his boots, and slipped the stiletto from its sheath. It was a thin, well-balanced blade, and he flipped it over to grasp the tip between two fingers and his thumb.

Another muffled, almost indiscernible splash a few feet to his left. Prey, Angus thought. It’s trying not to draw the attention of a predator. He saw movement in the moonlight reflecting off the stream near the opposite bank and his muscles relaxed. Another splash. Branches rustling, bending over. A shape—

Angus threw the stiletto in one swift, precise motion, and a high-pitched, angry chitter filled the air. A shadowy lump pawed at the mud and tried to leap back into the water, but the stiletto pinned its hindquarters to the bank. It thrashed against it, trying to break free with sharp, frantic little jerks of its legs.

Angus awkwardly drew the second stiletto with his left hand, shifted it to his right hand, and threw it effortlessly at the creature. It buried hilt-deep in the mud where the creature had been but a moment before. The creature scrambled up the bank, dragging the first stiletto into the densely packed stems and roots. Its tormented squeals filled the night air as the blade caught on some roots and gouged into its muscles.

Angus jumped clumsily into the water and sloshed over to the second stiletto. He pulled it from the mud and lunged for the creature. It broke free as he reached it, but it was too late: Angus thrust the second stiletto into its back. It wiggled for a few seconds, twitched for a few more, and then lay still. Angus waited until he was sure it was dead before releasing the blade and bringing Lamplight out of his pocket to light up the area. He anchored it behind his left shoulder as he retrieved the other stiletto and rinsed it in the stream. He shook the water off, dried it on his sleeve, and slipped it into its sheath. Finally, he picked up the animal he had killed and examined it.

It was as long as his forearm and a little wider than his hand. It had short, dark, thick fur and a scaly, hairless tail. Its spade-shaped paws ended in three webbed toes for swimming and flat, wide claws for digging. Its head was narrow, with a long, pointed snout, small ears, and large eyes. Its teeth were flat and dull in the front, but near the hinge of the jaws they became a sharp jagged ridge that could easily tear through flesh.

He carried the creature to the edge of the islet, sat down, and pulled the stiletto free. He rinsed the blood and mud off and laid the animal across his knees belly up. He carefully inserted the stiletto’s tip just beneath the skin of the hind leg near the ankle and made a long slit to the opposite ankle before poking the stiletto into the streambank. He peeled the hide from around the back legs and tail, then flipped it onto its belly and grabbed the thing’s head with his right hand and the flap of loose fur at the base of the tail with his left. He pinched the tail between his knees and pushed with his right hand. The thin, greasy layer of fat between the hide and the flesh of its back made it easy for the two to separate, and he used his left hand to peel the warm, pliable flesh from the skin of its ribcage until there was a large enough gap for him to wedge his fingers through it. He took a firm grip on the carcass with his left hand and removed his right hand from inside the pelt to slip his fingers through the hole he had made. He eased the pelt from the flesh of its belly until it broke free, then set the carcass across his knees. He tugged on each foreleg until the tiny paw snapped against his leg, then pulled the pelt until it reached the ears. He twisted the head until the neck cracked and tossed it and pelt into the stream. He rinsed the carcass and held it up with the belly facing him and the back resting against the palm of his left hand. He used the stiletto to make a shallow slit from the ribcage to the anus, making sure he didn’t nick the intestines as he did so, and carefully pried the flesh apart. He reached into the abdominal cavity and pulled out the lungs, heart, and stomach. There was a small pop as the esophagus broke, and the intestines cascaded out of the abdominal cavity. A quick slit sent them tumbling downstream. He submerged the carcass and used his fingers to rinse off the abdominal wall, then held it up by its hind legs and tail to inspect it. He nodded with satisfaction, then rinsed the stiletto off, dried it, and slid it into its sheath. Finally, he retrieved his backpack and started walking downstream to find a place where the bank was shallow and the thickets were sparse.

It took an hour to find a clearing large enough to risk building a cooking fire. He gathered twigs and small branches to construct a spit and build the fire. He crushed dry leaves for tinder and ignited them with a spark produced by a quick twist and release of a strand of flame magic. He coaxed the fire to life and made sure the carcass was not too close to the flames. He adjusted the fire so it would burn with a low flame for several hours and then sat down with his back against a tree trunk.

He was exhausted, but sleep was reluctant to join him. Instead, his mind whirled from one unanswered question to another. How did I know how to throw that stiletto? I’ve never used one before, but it felt so natural. And that animal? I killed it without a single thought. He frowned and shook his head. I felt nothing. No revulsion. No hesitation. No remorse. It was no different than plucking a berry from a bush. It was food, and that was all it was. And how did I know how to skin it? I’ve never skinned anything like it before, but my hands knew exactly what they were doing. And the fire—

He opened his eyes and looked at the slow-burning fire. It will burn like that for hours. I know it will, but I shouldn’t. I never built a fire like that in Voltari’s tower. If we needed a flame for something, we used a spell. He sighed and closed his eyes again. The questions continued for a long time, but they all revolved around a single simple theme: How can I feel so completely at odds with the wilderness one moment and so utterly in tune with it in the next? It makes no sense.

Voltari’s stern tone abruptly interrupted the questioning. Focus on the present, it told him. It is the only thing you can control. The past is done and cannot be changed. Let it remain where it is.

The present, Angus thought. I am leaning against a tree in a world I don’t know. I am alone. There are dangers here. I must be vigilant if I expect to survive. Now is not the time for questions I can’t answer. They are distractions. They can wait until I reach Wyrmwood. He frowned. If I reach Wyrmwood. I won’t do that if I’m lost in the past I can’t remember. His frown deepened. What is important is that I did know how to kill that animal, not how I knew it. Knowing how to hunt like that will keep me alive. Knowing how I know how to hunt won’t. It’s that simple.

Despite the soundness of his reasoning, his mind kept coming back to the questions. He finally had to assert the mantra before he could absorb the urgency of the questions, let it become a part of him, and set it aside. Once the urgency was gone, he brought the magic around him into partial focus and studied the strands that were around him. The abundance of life and air magic was so different from the dominating earth and flame strands of Voltari’s practice chamber. There, he could almost reach out at random to pluck a strand of magic for the spells he tied. Here, it was quite different. The earth magic was abundant in the soil, but the shades were lighter, more varied, and less concentrated than the ones in Voltari’s practice chamber. It would be better to use what he was familiar with, but the knots would be the same and the spell should still work. It would be different, though. What was it Voltari said?

He used the mantra to help him focus on the memory. Stone and soil are the sources of earth magic, Voltari had told him. Stone is more stable and more potent. The magic in stone has been there for a long time and will remain there for a long time. It is pure earth magic, and that makes it sluggish and powerful. The magic in soil is new. It is the residue left behind after death magic has consumed life magic. It is fresh and vibrant and fleeting. It is often polluted by other forms of magic, so it is weaker and temperamental. Use the magic from stone when you can and the magic from soil when you must. Although both produce the same results, the spell tied with stone magic will be stronger, more effective, and longer lasting.

Angus frowned. I should find out how it will affect my spells. It will not go well if they don’t work when I need them. He drew the magic into sharp focus and selected a dim tan strand of earth magic. He reached out for it, both with a curled finger and his mind, and it came to him more quickly than he expected. It was thin and airy, unlike the thick, heavy, solid strands he was accustomed to using, and it almost danced with his finger as he tied the simple knot and released it. Nothing happened. 

Odd, he thought. Voltari said it would work. He reached for another strand, this one a darker shade of tan, and brought it to him. It felt more substantial than the first, but when he tied the knot and released it, nothing happened. He frowned and reached for a third strand, a light umber one nestled deeper in the ground than the tan ones on the surface. It came to him ponderously, as if it was reluctant to leave the ground, and it weighed heavily on his finger as he tied the knot. It still didn’t feel right, but it was more like the magic he was accustomed to using. When he released it, there was a rustle in the grass as a stone rolled closer to him.

Tan must be too polluted, he realized. The lighter one felt more like air magic than it did like stone magic, and the darker one was not much different. Perhaps it is a blend of the two that has different properties than the two have separately?

He shook his head and sighed. Focus on the present, he reminded himself. Tan won’t work. It needs to be a darker shade. Umber. Sienna. Chestnut. They will work. He turned his attention to the flame magic. There were few free-flowing tendrils in the air around him, but a tight concentration of very lively strands weaving in and out of the fire. Those strands didn’t expand very far from the fire, and Angus knew they would disappear entirely when he doused it. Voltari had explained why in one of his first lessons on flame magic.

Flame magic is different from the other forms of magic, Voltari had told him. It is present in everything, waiting for something to bring it to life. Take this piece of parchment, he had handed it to Angus. Do you see any flame magic in it? Angus had dutifully studied the parchment and shook his head. Nor should you, Voltari continued, but it is there. Flame magic is a transformational form of magic. It exists in the transition that occurs when one form of magic changes into another. Flame magic is both the catalyst for that change and the product of it. Observe.

Voltari had reached out for a strand of flame magic and slowly, deliberately tied it into a tight little knot that caused a candleflame to erupt from his fingertip. He brought the flame close to the parchment, and a latticework of thin strands of magic in the parchment took on a dull orange cast. The strands closest to the flame brightened, began to vibrate, and reached out for the tightly bound flame magic writhing on top of Voltari’s fingertip—and that magic stretched out for them. 

Notice how they attract each other? The dormant flame magic can be released, but it requires assistance. He touched the flame to the parchment, and it began to burn. The flame magic writhed brilliantly at first, but its activity quickly dwindled as the parchment turned to ash. When flame magic is released in this way, Voltari added, its existence is short-lived. It burns itself out quickly. Angus had dropped the burning parchment when the flame magic in his fingertips began to pulse. It can be used to tie spells, but do not rely upon it. It is much better to use the ambient flame magic that surrounds us because it is unconstrained and does not get consumed by the spell. He paused, looked pointedly at the candleflame still rising from his fingertip, and then released the knot. The flame abruptly went out.

See that strand of flame magic? Angus had nodded. Draw it to you, Voltari ordered. Once Angus had done so, Voltari finished the lesson: Now, tie the knot that produced the flame.

Angus shuddered and pushed away the rest of the memory. His failure wasn’t important; what Voltari had said about flame magic was. There may not be as many threads of flame magic around him as there were in Voltari’s tower, but there were enough for him to tie most of his spells. The complex ones that required multiple strands, though, might be a challenge. I should take an ember with me in the morning, he thought, just in case.

He brought the vial of rust flakes he had scraped from the iron hinges of an old door out of his backpack and then brought the magic within him into sharp focus. He had inhaled the smell of that rust while he learned Fire Cascade, and it had gradually become associated with that spell. As he worked the stopper free and lifted the vial to his nose, the faint odor dredged up its sequence of knots, and the magic within him changed. The strands he needed pulsed and became receptive to the mirror image of the spell’s knots. Later, when he tied the spell, the priming scent would make it easier to do—so much easier that he could almost tie it without any conscious guidance at all. Or so he thought; he had never had the courage to test that theory. When he finished priming the spell, he put the vial in one of the left-hand pockets of his robe for easy access.

All right, he thought, letting the magic recede back to the edge of his attention but not releasing it entirely. I’m ready. He frowned. But for what?

He sighed, closed his eyes, and rested. Eventually, he fell into a troubled sleep plagued by dreams of shadowy, smoke-like, vaguely human figures with glowing red eyes. They emerged from misshapen, knotty maple trunks, circled him, and stretched out sooty tongues that probed for weaknesses. They smelled like burnt furnumbra.

8

He woke just before dawn. The fire was little more than smoldering embers, and he absently reached for one and dropped it into an empty right-hand pocket of his robe. Then he stirred the fire back to life and broke off one of the charred hindquarters. It was cooked almost to the point of being wasted, but he gnawed at it anyway. It tasted mostly of smoke, but he didn’t care: He needed to eat. He relieved himself in the stream, filled his waterskin, and returned to the fire. He ate the second hindquarter before turning to the flesh on the back that had escaped much of the flame. It was tender and gamey, but there wasn’t much of it. By the time he had finished eating, all that was left was the tough, leathery flesh of the breast and abdomen. He cut it into thin strips, wrapped them in fresh leaves, and put them in another right-hand pocket. Then he doused the fire and resumed his journey downstream.

The narrow stream widened and deepened as it wove its way between the hills, and near midmorning, it twisted sharply eastward to merge with another stream. The new stream was much wider, and the water flowed rapidly past him as he stepped into it. By the third step he was struggling to keep upright against the current, and on the next step his boot sunk into the mud as if the streambed was trying to swallow it. He slipped on the next step, and water rushed into his boots. He did not take another step; instead, he braced himself, fought against the current, turned around, and worked his way slowly back to the smaller stream. He rested for a few seconds, then backtracked upstream until he found a place where he could climb the bank. He moved up the hill until he could see the outline of the stream, then turned southeast to follow it. 

It was slow going. The terrain was uneven, and he had to place each step carefully on the slope to avoid twisting his ankles. There were half-hidden rocks that threatened to come loose and roll downhill with him tumbling after. There were thickets he had to go around. It had been so much easier wading in the stream, but that was no longer an option. He adjusted as best he could, and by midday he had made it to the next hill and was following the larger stream. His feet were aching, but he kept going, pausing only for brief rests or to pluck berries. He passed two more hills and crossed several small streams before hobbling into a large, relatively flat maple grove with light underbrush. He took advantage of it by heading toward the stream.

Good, he thought when he reached the bank. It’s wide and slow and deep. A perfect place for fishing. He found a bare spot near the water and dropped his backpack. Then he pulled the dagger from his belt and looked around. He wasn’t sure what it was he was looking for until he found a small mound of earth near the riverbank. Bait, he thought, wincing as he knelt beside it. He jabbed the dagger blade into the mound, twisted his wrist, and popped off a chunk of the hardened mud. Within moments, dark green, fingernail-sized insects emerged from the hole, their oversized mandibles clicking menacingly as they prowled around it.

Angus almost scooped them up, but their raised stingers stopped him. He went to the closest tree, broke off a low-lying leafy branch, and brought it back to the nest. He jabbed the leafy end into the hole he had made, and the insects attacked it with their unrelenting mandibles. When enough of them were clinging to the leaves, he lifted the branch and carried it back to his backpack. He stuck the sharp edge of the branch into the soft soil a few feet away and went back to the tree. He sawed off a thumb-sized branch with his dagger, trimmed off the twigs, and returned to the backpack for his practice string and the fishhook he had made from one of the strange strips of wire. After tying the string to the pole, he carefully reached for one of the insects, pulled it loose, and poked the curled bit of wire through its thorax. Once his bait was secure, he twirled the line and tossed it as far as he could into the river. Finally, he jabbed the sharp end of the pole into the soft earth and sat down to rest his throbbing feet.

By the time the sun disappeared behind the mountains, he was ready to give up. He hadn’t even gotten a nibble. He brought the line in for the last time and carefully pulled the bait off the hook and flung it into the river. He tried to stand up and collapsed in agony. His tortured feet were on fire.

Still the mind, he desperately thought.

Still the body....

He kept reciting the mantra until the pain was in the background, then sat up carefully. He lifted his left boot to his thigh and, even with the aid of the mantra, cringed as he pried it off. Idiot, he angrily thought as he stared at the wet, bloody sock. Why didn’t you dry them when you got out of the stream? He gently peeled off the sock and stared at the cracked, bleeding, blistered sole of his foot.

Idiot, he repeated before turning to his right boot. How am I supposed to walk on those? His right foot was in even worse condition than his left. He kept both feet off the ground as he scooted up to the edge of the stream and lowered them into the cold water. It was soothing, but he knew the damage had already been done. Even focusing on the mantra couldn’t eliminate the pain, and it was bound to get worse.

Be vigilant, he eventually reminded himself. I was bound to make mistakes. Don’t dwell on it. Learn from it and don’t do it again. He nodded slowly. And deal with the consequences, he added. He looked around in the twilight of the mountain’s shadow. I have an hour before night settles in. Use it wisely. Wash your socks and boots. Find a place to sleep. Build a fire. Sleep. It may be better in the morning. He shook his head. But don’t expect it to be. 

Plan for the worst. He frowned. How can I do that if I don’t know what the worst will be?

As night fell, he leaned back against the bole of a young maple tree near the stream. He had to crawl around to gather twigs and leaves to build a small fire. When it was crackling a few feet away, he rested and used one of its strands of flame magic to dry his socks and boots. I should have done this when I got out of the stream, he realized as he carefully put a sock onto his left foot. I still would have gotten blisters, but the skin would not have cracked. There was no recrimination in the thought, only the recognition of the solution for the mistake he had made—and the determination not to make it again.

He reached for the left boot and slid it on until his swollen foot got stuck in the boot’s ankle joint. Even after reinforcing the mantra, the pain from forcing his foot past the curve of the boot was excruciating. He waited until the mantra had made the pain a part of him that could be ignored, then reached for his right boot. He stared at it. It had never fit right. When he forced his foot past the ankle joint this time, he screamed in agony and—despite the mantra—passed out.

He dreamt that a dragon was dangling him upside down over a pool of crystal-clear water that had no fish. In the reflection, he saw the dragon—a fierce-looking, scaly, blackish-red brute—snorting thin streaks of fire across the soles of his feet, its forked tongue flicking out to see if they were done....
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Fool, Voltari thought as he watched Angus in the scrying mirror. He had fallen to the ground again, and this time he did not get back up. I should have taken him to closer to the villages. He accepted the self-recrimination and turned away from the scrying mirror. There’s only one way to rectify the situation....
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Still the mind.

Angus hobbled into the village.

Still the body.

He leaned heavily against his walking stick.

Still the mind.

He was only vaguely aware of his surroundings.

Still the body.

But he was alive.

Still the mind.

Barely.

Still the body.

He had no idea how he had made it to the village. 

Still the mind.

Did it have a name?

Still the body.

He nodded. It’s called Fellwood.

Still the mind.

Was there an inn? 

Still the body.

He needed an inn.

Still the mind.

Where was it?

Still the body.

It was a small village.

Still the mind.

The villagers stared at him.

Still the body.

Pain shot up through his leg, and he blinked away the villagers. 

Still the body.

Still the body.

Still the body.

They were a distraction.

Still the mind.

What was he doing?

Still the body.

The inn.

Still the mind.

One of the villagers approached him, said something. 

Still the body.

He ignored it. 

Still the mind.

It wasn’t about an inn.

Still the body.

An inn would have a sign.

Still the mind.

That was what he was looking for: a sign. 

Still the body.

A sign like an axe cleaving a slab of meat? 

Still the mind.

Yes, that would be an inn. Food for woodsmen. Beds....

Still the body.

He turned toward it, and the villager—a young, stout fellow almost as tall as himself—put an arm around his back. His hand curled up under his armpit.

Still the mind.

Angus turned to him. I am supposed to do something. What is it?

Still the body.

The villager steered him toward the largest building in the village. It had two stories and a slate roof. All the others were one story and had wood slats for roofs. It was the one with the sign, so he went with him.

Still the mind.

He frowned. He is not supposed to do that.

Still the body.

The youth opened the door and yelled, “Nargeth!”

Still the mind.

What language is that?

Still the body.

The boy yelled it again, and a doughty old matron waddled toward them. She clucked when she saw him and slid under his other arm.

Still the mind.

They led him to a chair at the table nearest the door and helped him sit down.

Still the body.

“Can you help him?”

Still the mind.

She touched his forehead. 

Still the body.

You are not supposed to touch me, he realized. I am a wizard.

Still the mind.

“He needs Ulrich. Fetch him.”

The inn. He needed to find the inn. He tried to stand up.

Still the body.

“Quickly!” The matron gently held him down. “He’s addle-minded.”

Angus grinned. Still the addled mind.

His mantra slipped, but the pain did not overwhelm him. 

Still the broken body.

It had been with him so long that he had grown accustomed to its presence.

Still the idle mind.

Idle-minded? He blinked and shook his head. No, not idle-minded: addle-minded. He frowned. Who is addle-minded? Maybe I can help him. I know what it is like to be out of sync with one’s own mind.

Find the addled mind.

He looked around the room and tried to rise again.

Still the body.

“Now, sit you still,” the old matron clucked, pressing him firmly back down again.

Still. Still. Still the mindbody.

Her plump old face was full of concern.

Still her rattled body?

“I am looking for an inn,” Angus said, his voice calm, clear, and empty of energy. “I need rest.”

Still the tired body. Tire the still body....

Her eyes were brown, the kind of milky brown that you could find in a not-quite-ripe walnut. He smiled at her. I could tie spells with those eyes.

Steal her body?

She studied him for a long moment, then nodded. “This be the inn.”

Steal her mind?

He brought out a gold coin and held it out to her. “How long?”

She barely hesitated before snatching up the coin.

Will she mind the still?

She smelled the coin, licked it, pinched it, and nodded. “Long enough,” she said. “You need mending.”

Mend the broken body.

He chuckled softly. The sound was hollow and weak at first, but gradually bloomed into a full-blown guffaw that left him so exhausted that he slumped forward.

Mend the mind.

Mind the mend.

He would have fallen to the floor if Nargeth had not caught him.

Mind the body.

He sagged against her shoulder as the world slipped quietly away....
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Angus rolled over on the straw mattress, its dry stalks grating softly against each other. He sighed. It was warm in the comfortable little cocoon he had hollowed out under the coverlet, and he wallowed in it for several minutes before sitting up and opening his eyes. He stretched, yawned expansively, and eased aside the coverlet. 

Where am I? he wondered, looking down at the brightly colored coverlet. It was beautifully wrought from a lively array of indigo, forest green, and red ochre wool squares. They seemed to be randomly strewn together, and Voltari would never tolerate such vibrant chaos among the lifeless grays and blacks that adorned his tower in drab solemnity. Except for the magic, there had been no real beauty to break up the monotony of the austere interior of Blackhaven Tower. Aesthetics seemed to be beyond Voltari’s considerable grasp: If it didn’t have practical use, obvious or otherwise, he simply had no interest in it.

His breathing paused as he was struck once more by the realization that he could not go back to the only home he had ever known. 

Where am I?

He eased his feet out from under the warm cocoon and set them on the cold floor. A twinge of pain ran through both soles, and he gasped. He looked down at his heavily bandaged feet and frowned, trying to remember what had happened to them.

Water. he thought. The stream was too deep. I got water in my boots and didn’t dry them. My feet blistered and cracked, and then—

His brow furrowed almost as deeply as his frown, but it did no good: He couldn’t remember what had happened after that. He lifted his left foot to his right thigh and gingerly tested its sole. It was tender, but the pain was little more than a faint reminder of what it had been. Sweat beads formed on his temple with the effort to recall—

The inn! He nodded in relief as he took in his surroundings. I made it to an inn.

He tested his right foot and winced. It was more tender than the left, but it had also been healing for some time. How long have I been here?

He began unwinding the bandage—and stopped almost immediately. He wanted to find out how bad his feet were, but if the bandages were ready to be removed, whoever had put them on would have already removed them. Besides, what could he do about it? He was no healer.

I should have taken some bandages with me when I left Voltari’s tower, he thought, gingerly placing his foot on the hardwood floor and cringing as the weight of his leg pressed down upon it. Don’t dwell on your mistakes, learn from them. He nodded. I will take bandages with me when I leave the inn. What about my feet?

He closed his eyes and tried to reconstruct the memory. I should have dried my boots, but that wasn’t my only mistake. I should have paced myself better and given my body time to adjust to climbing across the hills. I should have waited until the blisters and cracks had healed before continuing. My feet got worse, and they were so swollen the second day that I couldn’t take my boots off. By then it was too late. I had to keep going. I had to find someone who could help me. He opened his eyes and looked down at his bandaged feet. And I did.

He exhaled slowly. I was lucky nothing killed me before I reached Fellwood. He frowned. He could recall nothing else until he stumbled into the village, and he had no idea how he had found it—or how he knew its name. Maybe someone called it that? The innkeeper?

Nargeth? Was that her name? He nodded slowly. I gave her a gold coin for a room and—

That was the last thing he remembered. 

He looked down at his naked body. And then what? he wondered.

He blinked. Where are my things?

His heartbeat quickened as he stood up and silenced the wince before it could form. A quick survey of the room revealed his backpack on the floor next to a small table. An empty basin, a ewer of water, a loaf of bread, a slab of cheese, and a neatly folded towel had been arranged on the tabletop. His mouth watered and he took a step toward it, cringed, and fell back on the bed.

Still the mind, he thought, forcing the pain away. Still the body.

When his awareness of the pain subsided, he stood up slowly and gingerly crossed the short distance to the table. The throbbing in his feet was still there, but it was like the soft hum of an insect that couldn’t quite be ignored. It was a part of his awareness, but it didn’t dominate it any longer.

Still the mind....

When he reached the table, he leaned heavily against it to steady himself. He took a deep breath and exhaled it slowly, methodically before ripping off a chunk of bread and biting into it. It was rather dry and gritty, as if the grain had not been as finely ground as it should have been, and it had a foul taste. He put the rest in his mouth and tossed the basin onto the coverlet, then he reached down for his backpack. He set it on the table where the basin had been and prepared himself for the worst as he opened it. Relief washed over him when he saw the scrolls Voltari had given him. He took another breath and drank from the ewer to wash down the breadcrumbs clinging to his throat. Next, he pinched off some cheese and popped it into his mouth. It had a tangy, peppery flavor, and bits of it pasted themselves to his teeth as he chewed.

He wiped off his fingers on the towel and removed each scroll carefully, counting them as he went. He ended on the right number, then unrolled each one just far enough to confirm they were the same scrolls before rummaging through the rest of his pack. The only things that were missing were his clothes, his robe, his boots, and the map. He scanned the room, again, but they were not there. He hobbled over to the bed, looked under it, carefully searched the bedding, leaned over to see if there was anything on the other side of the bed, and found nothing. The bed, the table, the chair, a chamber pot (which he used), and his backpack were all there was in the room.

He searched the small chamber twice more before he conceded that it was a waste of time. Someone had taken them. Why?

The room was warm enough that he didn’t need his clothes, but he felt trapped in it without them. He frowned as he realized he would have to leave the room to find out what had happened to them, and he didn’t relish the idea of being naked while he did it. So, he draped the coverlet over his shoulders and wrapped it around himself. It was still warm from his body heat, and it trailed behind him a few feet as he hobbled to the door. The distant, subdued ache in his feet made it feel like he was dragging a dead weight with him, but the pain remained muted by the mantra’s effects. 

He tried the latch and—

Locked!

He tried the latch again, shaking it until the door rattled before giving up. He was still standing there, trying to fashion a spell that would force it open, when he heard heavy footfalls on stairs.

He backed away from the door and concentrated on the magical strands around him.

There was a key in the door.

It turned.

He dropped the coverlet, reached for a soft crimson strand, and wrapped his right index finger around it. He felt its quivering power and prepared his mind and body to redirect its energy into the knots for the spell.

The door opened inward, and a frumpy old woman stepped in. In her arms were Angus’s robe, tunic, trousers, undergarments, and boots. She almost dropped them when she saw him standing there naked with his right arm craning outward toward her and his left apparently ready to pounce on something that wasn’t there.

“Goodness,” the old woman gasped, coming to a stop just inside the door. “A sight you are, aren’t you?” She smiled, a jovial smile with an undertone of irascibility. “My yes, a sight indeed!” she chuckled, moving past him to lay the clothing on the mattress. When she turned back, she ordered, “Sit you down, now.”

He let the magic slip away as he reached down for the coverlet and wrapped it around himself again. “Nargeth?”

“Yes, yes,” she said, giving him a firm but friendly tug toward the bed. “And you be?”

“Angus,” he replied. Whether it was his real name or not, he had grown accustomed to Voltari calling him that.

“Sit you down, Angus,” she said, “and let me tend to those feet.”

He studied her for a long moment. She wore her gray hair in a loose bun beneath a bright orange scarf that contrasted wildly with her simple gray dress, food-spattered apron, and mud-colored leather boots. He sat down on the mattress next to his clothes and slid his hand into the folds of the tunic.

She stepped forward, put her hands on his knees and dropped down in front of him. He braced himself to resist her weight, but it was a surprisingly light touch. Once she was on her knees, she slid back and reached out for his left calf. She lifted it until it rested on her thigh, and then deftly unraveled the bandage. She let it slip to the floor and did the same with the other foot. When she finished, she levered herself up again.

“Be as good as new by morning,” she said. She turned, walked out of the open door, and came back a few seconds later with a clay pot in her hands.

“What’s that?” Angus asked.

“Healing balm,” she replied. “Now, pick up the bandages and move you back. My back is too old and crinkled for bending like that.”

Angus did as she instructed, and she set the pot beside his feet and pried open its lid. A pungent, somewhat floral aroma arose from it, and when it struck him, he wrinkled up his nose.

“That’s a fierce smelling concoction,” he said.

She chuckled as she reached into the pot with two fingers and plucked out a small glob of thick, yellow-brown goo. “Ulrich makes it,” she said, spreading the goo over his feet. “He has an herb garden outside the village. What he can’t grow himself, he gathers from the woods. If it’s not there, he buys it on his annual trip to Hellsbreath. Sometimes he loses himself in the mountains for a while.” She wiped her fingers around the rim of the pot and replaced the lid, pressing it down until it sealed. Then she began massaging the ointment into his soles.

“It seems to work well,” Angus said.

Nargeth nodded. “Best healing balm outside Hellsbreath’s temples.”

Angus frowned, “How much do I owe you for it?”

“Already paid for,” she crisply said.

Angus frowned and started checking his pockets; they were empty.

“Worry not,” she said. “Check the boots.”

Angus frowned, picked up a boot, shook it, and heard things rolling around. He upended it, and the garnets rolled onto his palm. The other held the coins he had brought with him from Blackhaven Tower, all but the one gold coin he had given her upon his arrival. He looked at Nargeth and raised his eyebrows.

She shrugged. “Only fools cross wizards, even half-dead ones.”

Angus nodded. “How long have I been here?” he asked.

“Two days,” she said.

“Two days?” Angus repeated, looking down at his feet. “That much healing in two days?”

“Aye,” she said, smiling as she wrapped the bandages around his feet. “Best healing balm north of Hellsbreath.”

“I’ll say,” he agreed. “How much will it cost me for a pot like that?”

“Ulrich doesn’t sell it to outsiders.”

Angus frowned. “Perhaps if I talked to him?”

Nargeth shook her head.

“Well,” Angus said, pointing at the pot next to his feet. “What about that one?”

Nargeth frowned, lifted the pot, and shrugged. “I need a new batch, anyway,” she said. “This is nearly empty.”

He smiled. It would no doubt come in handy wherever he ended up.

“Come you from the south?” Nargeth asked as she stood up. Her tone was hopeful, uncertain, and a bit uneasy. 

“No,” Angus answered as she walked to the table and set down the pot. “I came from Blackhaven Tower.”

Nargeth slowly turned from the table and eyed him shrewdly. “You know that foul wizard?”

“I was Voltari’s apprentice.”

“Don’t speak his name!” Nargeth half-shouted, wringing her hands and looking about the room as if she thought Voltari was about to appear.

Angus straightened and waited. When Voltari failed to appear, she took a deep breath, squinted at him, and said, “I don’t allow magic in my inn.”

Angus relaxed. “No worry there, Nargeth,” he said. “Once I’ve recuperated, I’ll be heading south to Hellsbreath. From the look of it, I’ll be leaving in a few days.”

“Hellsbreath, eh?”

He nodded. “How long does it take to get there from here?”

“A month by foot,” she answered. “If the weather’s good.”

He frowned. It hadn’t looked that far on the map. In fact—

“My map,” he suddenly remembered. “Did you take it?”

“Ulrich wanted to see it,” she said. “He likes maps.”

Angus frowned. “I need that map—”

“He’ll bring it back,” she said. “He said it was an old map, and he wanted to study it while you recuperated.”

Angus frowned a little longer, and then shrugged. There was nothing he could do about it now, and if Ulrich brought it back, there was no loss from him having looked at it. “Can I walk on these bandages?”

“Certainly,” Nargeth replied as she moved toward the open door. “Get you dressed. There’s a fine stew, and I’ll send word to Ulrich you’re ready to see him.”

“Thank you,” Angus said. “You have been kind.”

She grinned, looked him over again, and said, “For that gold coin, you can have more, if you like.” She pushed out her ample chest and laughed, noisily closing the door behind her.
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As Angus limped down the stair to the common room a few minutes later, a warm, pungent odor rose up to meet him. It wasn’t exactly an unpleasant odor, but it was quite strong and unfamiliar. The stew? he wondered, his stomach churning. He tried to ignore it, just as he was trying to ignore the mild discomfort of the robe’s magic invading his skin and the hardness of the wooden steps beneath the soles of his bandaged feet, but it was too powerful. His mouth began to water despite the strangeness of the smell, and he quickened his pace—for one heavy-footed step. He winced and sucked in a breath through his mouth, and the sharp twinge of agony overrode the tantalizing aroma of the food. He leaned heavily against the wall for a few moments, then gingerly made his way to the bottom of the stair. He stood at its base for a moment to catch his breath and look over the common room.

The stair emerged near the end of one wall, and the common room spread out before it. In the center was an open-pit fireplace surrounded by six wooden columns that held up the ceiling around its chimney. Cordwood was stacked around it, but no fire was burning in its center. The tables were neatly spaced around the room, their chairs turned upside down on top of them. Each wall had two windows with their shutters opened, letting in diffuse daylight. The far wall had a door that led outside. The wall behind him had another door at the far end and a bar between himself and that door. Nargeth was behind the bar scrubbing mugs and bowls.

“Ach,” she said when she saw him. “Sit you down.” She gestured at the table nearest the stair. It was the only table whose chairs were ready for use, and it had a large steaming bowl and spoon set before one of them. “Eat.”

He hobbled over to the table, sat down, and began eating the stew before he realized what he was doing. It was an odd mix of chunks of potatoes, carrots, and onion; a smattering of seeds whose taste reminded him of the bread in his room; a few stringy chunks of meat; and a thick, salty gravy that tasted of too much spice. He might have liked it if it weren’t for the gravy. And the meat. But he was far too hungry to let it pass, so he took his mind off the flavor by asking what kind of meat was in the stew.

“Red quisling,” Nargeth said as she sat down opposite him. “It’s a little bird, so there’s not much flesh on its bones, but it’s easy enough to raise around here. I keep them mostly for their eggs, but when they get too old to lay, they make for a decent stew.”

This? Decent? Angus thought, thinking back to the bland fare he had grown accustomed to during his apprenticeship. Voltari never used any seasoning because he said it was a distraction. Feed the mind a rich fare, Voltari had told him, and the body a simple one. Fine food takes time to prepare, and that time is better spent on study. Angus had learned that lesson well, since he was the one who had to prepare their meals while still performing the tasks of his apprenticeship. Still, it had taken time to grow to like the almost tasteless meals he had prepared, and now he had no stomach for the rich, flavor-filled stew.

“I came across an animal on my way here,” he said, forcing down yet another mouthful. “It was a water creature with short, thick fur; a scaly tail; webbed feet; and flat, sharp teeth. Do you know what it is?”

Nargeth nodded, “It sounds like a fenumbra. They burrow into the bank and breed like crazy. Ulrich says they’re finicky, though. They avoid the river and stick to the small streams higher in the foothills. It has something to do with the kind of bushes that grow there. They eat the bark or roots or something like that.” She paused, then smiled. “Not much good for stew, though. Too gamey.”

Fenumbra? Angus thought with concern that didn’t reach his face. How did I know that was what it was called? He put another spoonful of the stew in his mouth and washed it down with ale. If I was right about that, what about—

“Does this village have a name?” He asked, knowing what the answer would be without knowing how he knew it. He listened intently to her answer to help him ignore the swarm of angry little insects that were now crawling over his skin. I should have worn the tunic and trousers.

“It’s called Woodwort,” Nargeth answered, “on the king’s map.”

Angus almost sighed, both in relief and disappointment. I must have been delirious, he thought, and made up the name. Then his breath caught in his chest as Nargeth continued, “Of course, we don’t call it that. Who wants to live in a place called Woodwort?” She shook her head. “Such a name!” She leaned in conspiratorially, “We call it Fellwood on account of all the woodsmen. You’ll hear the echoes of their work when you go outside.” She grinned at him, “It’s a much better name than Woodwort, yes?”

Angus tilted his head slightly and studied the old matron. Have I been here before? he wondered, grasping for anything that might be familiar about her. Before I lost my memory? Then, quite abruptly, he decided he hadn’t. She asked me my name.

“Yes,” he agreed. Did Voltari send me here for supplies? he wondered, then paused. Nargeth would have recognized me if he had, and she wouldn’t have asked where I came from. The angry little bugs were beginning to nibble, so he asked another question to distract himself from it: “Are there other villages between here and Wyrmwood?” He listened intently to the short list she offered, repeating each name to help him ignore the growing itch as his robe’s magic burrowed deeper into his skin. “Is this village part of the Kingdom of Tyr?” he asked, noticing that the stew was gone, even if its aftertaste was not. As she answered, he sipped the ale and swished it around in his mouth to try to drown the aftertaste, then recited the mantra in his mind long enough to subdue the itch.

“Aye, but we never see the likes of him here. The dwarves keep to their mountains, and the fishmen keep to their swamps, so there’s no need for an outpost hereabouts. The bandits know we’ve got nothing they want, so they don’t bother us, either. The merchants don’t come here because we can’t buy their wares. The only thing around here that matters to the king is the wood, and we send that downriver. We rather like it that they all leave us alone.” She paused a moment, then added, “Don’t get me wrong, though; Tyr is a fine king, one of the best we’ve had. We just prefer tending to ourselves. He lets us do that as long as the wood keeps floating.”

Angus was about to ask another question when the door opened and Nargeth turned her attention to it. “Ulrich,” she called out, waving him over. “He be wanting ale,” she added to Angus, bobbing her head and hastening away.

The door closed behind Ulrich, and he stood in front of it like a cornered mountain cat searching for a way to escape. His eyes darted about the room for a few seconds, but never strayed far from Angus. The bow at his side was held with the ready flexibility of a skilled marksman waiting for a target, and the fingers of his empty hand twitched as if they were eager to reach for one of the arrows in his quiver. When he finished surveying the common room, his eyes settled on Angus and stayed there. He stared for a long moment before walking toward him, placing each foot lightly on the floor as if he didn’t want to disturb the dust.

An undulating twinge ran across Angus’s shoulders as the itch from his robe suddenly intensified, and even with the aid of the mantra he had to fight the urge to reach up and scratch it. Why is it doing that? Angus wondered. It’s never been that bad before. He distracted himself from it by focusing on Ulrich. There was a great deal of energy wrapped up in his small, wiry frame, much like the energy of a taut bowstring waiting to be released. The mottled brown tunic and trousers, dark brown leather boots, and tan leather cap indicated he was a woodsman, but the green finger-streaks across his forehead suggested something else. Why would someone spread green goo across their forehead like that? Angus wondered. Camouflage? Some kind of ritual? Decoration?

Ulrich arrived at the table, met Angus’s stare with a fierce blue-gray one of his own, and then leaned his bow against the table and pulled out the opposing chair. He lifted the quiver from his right shoulder and set it upright on the floor next to the bow. “You are the wizard,” he said, “from Blackhaven Tower.”

Angus hesitated a long moment before nodding. “I am Angus,” he guardedly answered. There was something off about the man, and it wasn’t just the face paint. “You are Ulrich?”

The man nodded curtly, but his eyes remained fixed upon Angus as he sat down like a mountain cat entering another male’s territory. It was only then that Angus realized what was troubling him: Ulrich’s eyes were unnaturally dilated. 

He sees the magic! Angus thought in alarm.

“Interesting robe,” Ulrich finally said, blinking the dilation away as he leaned back in the chair. “The color suits you.”

“Oh” Angus countered, gesturing at the other’s garb. Ulrich’s shoulders tensed at the gesture, and his fingers dropped to the hilt of the hunting knife strapped to his belt. “That tunic is an interesting shade of brown,” he said. “Did you dye it yourself?”

After a moment, Ulrich nodded.

“It suits you, as well,” Angus said, realizing it was true. The man’s long hair was nearly the same color, making it somewhat difficult to see the bits of leaves and twigs tangled up in it. Camouflage, Angus concluded. It would be almost impossible to see him in the underbrush if he wasn’t moving.

“You are a friend of that foul wizard?” Ulrich asked, his voice clipped, harsh, accusing.

Angus calmly studied the newcomer’s posture. Ulrich sat in the chair like he was waiting for the best opportunity to pounce. Why is he asking me that? Angus wondered. Does Ulrich know him? “I am—” he paused, then cringed inwardly as he corrected himself. “I was Voltari’s apprentice. I recently left Blackhaven Tower.”

Ulrich’s lips tightened and his voice was sharp as he said, “That tower is a blight on the land.” Angus had the feeling Ulrich would have spat on the floor if Nargeth hadn’t arrived with his ale. She hovered silently for a moment, then pattered off to the kitchen.

“That foul wizard defies the natural order of things,” Ulrich stated. “The dead must stay dead.” His eyes narrowed on Angus as if he wanted to say something else, but he didn’t. Instead, he reached for the ale and drank half of it in big gulping swallows.

Bad blood between them? Angus wondered. Will he turn on me, too? “He did not teach me that magic,” he said, far more defensively than he had intended. “But I learned much about the other forms,” he added, a touch of warning in his tone.

Several seconds passed as Ulrich digested this—and the ale—and then he shrugged. “Tell me, Angus,” Ulrich asked, each word sharply accented. “What business have you in Woodwort?”

“Woodwort?” Angus repeated. “You don’t call it Fellwood?”

“It was born Woodwort and remains so on the maps,” Ulrich replied, “whether they want it to or not.”

Interesting, Angus thought, and then wondered why it was interesting. Before he could get tangled up by that curious line of questions, he said, “Only rest and recuperation. I will be traveling south in a few days.” That was a mistake, he chided himself. Never trust strangers with your travel plans. It makes it easier for them to ambush you. He frowned. The thought had sounded like Voltari’s voice, but he didn’t remember Voltari ever having said it.

“For Hellsbreath?”

Angus forced a polite nod. If he had made a mistake, this would compound it, but he didn’t think it would matter. Where else would he be going if he was heading south? Besides, there was no reason to be rude to Ulrich. Yet.

“Business?”

Angus smiled. It was neither a friendly smile, nor an unfriendly one; rather, he was acknowledging the boundary they were forming between them. “Perhaps,” he said. “What is it to you?”

Ulrich returned the smile easily, shrugged, and said, “Idle curiosity.”

“Well then,” Angus said. “If that is all it is, you’ll be disappointed. I have no idea what I’ll be doing there.” And if I did, why would I tell you?

“You should visit Ungred while you are there,” Ulrich told him. “He will make you a proper pair of boots. His shop is on the north side of the The Rim.”

My boots are fine, Angus thought, dismissing the suggestion. Instead, he asked, “What’s The Rim?”

“The top of the wall that hems in Hellsbreath,” Ulrich answered. “You’ll understand when you see it.”

“Have you been to Hellsbreath?”

“A few times,” Ulrich answered.

“What’s it like?” Angus asked.

Ulrich frowned. “Too much stone and too many people,” he answered. “No plants and no space. I never stay long.”

Angus wanted to ask more questions, but he didn’t know what those questions should be. Even if had known, Ulrich’s animosity toward Voltari likely would have held his tongue. A lengthy silence grew between them, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable one. Instead, it was like the long stillness between two armies about to do battle, each one assessing the other’s strengths and weaknesses before taking an irrevocable action. Only they weren’t armies about to do battle, and the assessment seemed more one-sided than it should have been. Angus was certain Ulrich was learning more about him than he was about the woodsman, and that troubled him—and he didn’t know why.

“Nargeth said you borrowed my map,” Angus finally said. It wasn’t an accusation, exactly, but it also wasn’t a mere statement of fact, either.

Ulrich nodded. “Yes,” he said. “I have an interest in maps.”

“I would like it back.”

Ulrich nodded and reached for his quiver. 

Angus tensed. There was something about the woodsman’s demeanor that unsettled him, and he couldn’t place it. It was like a spell that he couldn’t quite grasp because its knots kept getting tangled up in his mind. He knew he should know what the spell did, but he couldn’t separate the knots to visualize them in their proper sequence. The woodsman was like that: tantalizingly close to being understood while being utterly elusive. Is he dangerous? Angus frowned as Ulrich lifted the quiver to his lap, turned it on its side, and untied the straps holding a long flap in place. Yes, he decided, he is certainly dangerous. But is he a danger to me right now? Angus didn’t think so, but he knew that could change in a heartbeat.

Ulrich peeled the flap up and brought out the map. He set it on the table, replaced the flap, and started tying the straps. When Angus reached across the table for the map, Ulrich thrust out his hand to prevent Angus from taking it. Their eyes met yet again, and Angus saw something almost sinister, almost maniacal, glaring back at him. He slowly retracted his hand, and Ulrich finished tying the straps and set the quiver back on the floor. Then he moved his chair closer to Angus, picked up the map, and unrolled it. He turned it so they could both look at it and used their mugs to pin down the top two corners.

“It was incomplete,” Ulrich said.

How dare you change it! Angus thought with a fierceness that surprised him. He would never have defaced any of Voltari’s scrolls, no matter how incomplete they might have seemed—and not just because of what Voltari might do to him if he had. Scrolls and maps were precious things to be cared for and respected. Changing them—

“Here,” Ulrich said, pointing at a large dot well north of Wyrmwood. “This is Woodwort. These—” he pointed at a series of smaller dots between Woodwort and Wyrmwood “—are the villages between here and Wyrmwood. You’ll find lodging in each of them. This,” he added, pointing to a spot southwest of Woodwort where he had scrawled HAVEN, “is where I can be found. It is a sheltered valley untouched by woodsman or miner, and it will remain that way until long after I am dead.”

Why would I visit you? Angus thought as he prompted, “Miners?” His eyes were drawn to the word BLIGHT harshly scrawled over Blackhaven Tower, the letters etched into the parchment as if doing so would carve them into the polished black stone of the tower, itself. 

He despises Voltari, Angus decided, and it’s not just because of the sentries. What did Voltari do to elicit such hatred?

“The coal mines west of Wyrmwood,” Ulrich answered, vaguely gesturing at the area. “You don’t want to go there.” Why not? Angus almost asked, but Ulrich was already answering him. “They’re just big ugly holes in the ground.” Ulrich gestured at another part of the map, one northwest of Hellsbreath and far from the roads and towns. It was marked in a language Angus didn’t recognize: ELHOUIT ACHNUT. “Don’t go there unless you want to die.”

From what? Angus wanted to know, but Ulrich’s attention had shifted again. “That’s nonsense,” he scoffed, waving away the warning about the mountain dwarves. “Just make sure you have plenty of wine to share with them, and they’ll take you through the mountains to the other side. Don’t try to climb over them, though. That is impassible unless you can fly.” He glanced up with a peculiar glint in his eyes as he asked, “Can you fly?”

When Angus didn’t respond, Ulrich half-shrugged and returned his gaze to the map, scanned it once more, and then let go of his corner of it. “Wait,” Angus said, holding onto his corner and sliding his other hand across the bottom of the map to hold it open. Angus used the empty bowl to keep the map from rolling up and pointed at the teardrop on top of the pyramid. “Do you know what that symbol means? Do you know why it is there?”

Ulrich barely glanced at the map. “I have never seen its like before,” he promptly answered, “and it wasn’t on any of my other maps. I have never been there. I keep to the woods and stay far from the roads when I go to Hellsbreath.”

Angus was hoping for something more, but he wasn’t surprised. Ulrich was half-standing when Angus traced the thin line heading west from Hellsbreath. “This road going west from Hellsbreath. Where does it go?”

Ulrich picked up his quiver and slid it over his shoulder. “It goes over a high mountain pass that leads to the Western Kingdoms. I’ve never gone there, and I never will. The kings squabble too much.” He reached for his bow, looked at Angus one last time, nodded, and walked briskly away.

Angus barely noticed. He was studying the few changes Ulrich had made, memorizing them like he had memorized the original map’s design. Each one was significant, but most of them didn’t matter. The ones that did matter hadn’t provided him with anything that would change his plans of going to Hellsbreath, but they would help him get there. He looked around the inn for someone who might answer the multitude of questions that were racing through his mind, but there was no one else there. So, he lifted his hand, and the map rolled up with the familiar snap of parchment resuming its rightful shape. Then he stood up much too quickly and winced as his weight settled on his tender soles.

Still the mind, he thought as he limped toward the stair. 

Still the body, he added as he mounted the first step.

By the time he reached the door to his room, he had detached his awareness from the pain and pushed the itchiness into the background. Even so, he removed the robe as soon as he entered the room, put on the tunic and breeches, and then slipped the robe back on over them. The memory of the itch was almost gone by the time he sat down at the table and reached for his backpack. He unsealed the flap and removed the top scroll. He untied the string securing it, unrolled it, and examined it. He recognized Heat Barrier immediately but kept reading to make sure Voltari hadn’t made any changes to the spell. Then he reached into his backpack, brought out a vial containing a bit of beeswax, and removed the cork. As he brought the magic within him into focus, he lifted the vial to his nose and inhaled. It was sweet with a hint of honey and a strong, distinctive undertone of pollen from the yoda plant. The pleasant mixture stirred to life the magic within him, and it accepted the mirror image of the spell’s knots.

As Angus put the stopper back in the vial and put it in a left-hand pocket of his robe, an unbidden memory resurfaced. He had just chosen the beeswax for his priming scent, and Voltari had looked at him and shaken his head. Odors, Voltari had told him, are exquisite. They can plunge you into memories without regard to your will to follow. If you surround yourself with a strong fragrance while learning a spell, that fragrance will make it easier for you to recall the knots to tie it. Use an unusual, powerful odor for each new spell you learn, and never use the same scent twice. Then, if you are ever in desperate need for that spell, draw upon that scent to activate your recall. Make sure it is not an odor you will encounter often. Voltari had paused for a moment before finishing, Is beeswax such an odor?

Yes, Angus had replied. It is not the wax; it is the pollen and honey. They are from the yoda plant. I am not likely to encounter it often.

Voltari’s eyes narrowed and he shook his head. There is an important difference between a rare odor, he said, and an uncommon but accessible one. If you choose an odor that is so rare that it is unlikely to be found without difficulty, you will be plagued by it. It will cost a great deal of time and energy to locate it, and your supplies will be limited. Uncommon odors are better. They are the ones that you don’t encounter often but can easily find without much effort. Beeswax is too readily available when it is in season. Beeswax containing the pollen and honey of the yoda plant is too rare. The yoda plant only grows in these mountains and nowhere else, and once you leave them, it will be difficult for you to find beeswax that contains it. Angus had stubbornly clung to the beeswax as his priming scent, and now...

He set the first scroll down near the left edge of the table and reached for the next one. The spell it contained was completely new to him, and he wasn’t sure what it would do. He studied it for nearly an hour before putting it near the right edge of the table. His head ached from the effort to visualize the complex sequence of interconnected knots the spell required, but the spell’s structure still eluded him. Without that structure, without knowing how the knots fit together, he could not decipher how the threads of magical energy would interact with one another. Without understanding that interaction, the spell would remain a mystery. Still, the effort was not wasted, since he was certain it was a powerful spell involving both earth and flame magic, and spells that drew upon that combination generally produced molten rock of some sort. What he couldn’t tell was how this combination of knots would do that. The abundant presence of earth magic also puzzled him because there was usually a balance between of flame and earth magic in such spells. Also, the basic sequence of knots for producing molten rock was familiar to him, but this spell’s basic sequence was different, suggesting it would produce something other than molten rock. But what could that be? It would take intense, prolonged study and experimentation to answer that question, and he did not have the time or resources for making such an effort. Perhaps when he reached Hellsbreath, he would.

He sat in quiet contemplation for a few minutes longer before reaching for the third scroll....
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Angus stayed at Nargeth’s inn for six days, spending almost all of that time studying his new scrolls and organizing them into three categories: those he understood, those he thought he understood well enough to risk using them, and those he needed to study extensively in order to determine what they would do—if he could. He put the last ones on the bottom of his pack so he wouldn’t accidentally grab them in the heat of battle—if he ever found himself in such a situation—and the ones he knew well on top. When his study became too strenuous or his stomach too demanding, he would go to the inn’s common room for an hour or two. Since his visits to the common room were erratic, he often found himself sitting alone or talking with Nargeth. His conversations with her challenged him because he didn’t want to disclose too much about himself, nor did he want to appear too ignorant of his surroundings. Even so, he learned a bit about the history of the area that might prove useful.

The village of Fellwood was not the end of King Tyr’s domain, but it may as well have been. King Tyr claimed the hills north and west of Fellwood, but they were untamed territory. The king ignored them. The trail south would be easy enough to follow, but it wasn’t well-traveled. If he met anyone, it would be the local woodsmen going about their business—at least until he reached the supply road. The supply road was a major route into The Borderlands, a disputed territory between the Kingdom of Tyr and the Death Swamps. King Tyr, like his forebears, claimed the area and fortified it with outposts, but the fishmen rejected his claim. They fought about it every year, but no one ever won because the fishmen retreated into the swamps before they could be defeated and the army couldn’t follow them. It’s been like that for longer than anyone could remember, and it sounded rather futile to Angus.

The way Nargeth described the fishmen interested Angus. She said they were hideous monsters that needed to be eradicated. They ate the children of Tyr. They instigated an endless war and were too cowardly to fight it. The only reason the fishmen hadn’t attacked Woodwort was because they were too far away from the swamps for the fishmen to reach them. Angus thought she may be right about that if the fishmen were amphibious, but the rest of her description sounded off to him. When he thought about going to an outpost to find out more about them, though, his hands started shaking and he had difficulty breathing. So, he decided against it—for now.

The bulk of the kingdom was, as he had suspected, a massive field of grain pockmarked with villages and small towns. Tyrag, Wyrmwood, and Hellsbreath were the only cities. They exported a lot of grain to the Western Kingdoms, and the roads on the map were merchant routes. Most Tyrians were farmers or guardsmen, and they were good people.

She had gone to Hellsbreath once as a child, but she didn’t remember much about it. It was a thriving city nestled in among volcanoes that spouted ash and lava. It was a frightening sight, but her father had assured her that the wizards used magic to keep the city safe. Angus had asked all kinds of questions about that until he realized she knew nothing about how the wizards might be doing it. Other than knowing there was one, she didn’t know anything about the Wizard School, either—and his list of unanswered questions grew. He hoped he would be able to answer some of them before he got to Hellsbreath.

That was the crux of what Nargeth knew about the kingdom. She hadn’t thought to ask her patrons about it because they were all locals who didn’t know anything more about the kingdom than she did. Her world centered on Fellwood, stretched outward to Wyrmwood, and ended there. The lands beyond Wyrmwood didn’t seem to really exist for her. If it weren’t for that trip to Hellsbreath and the rare travelers from the south, she probably wouldn’t even believe there was anything beyond Wyrmwood. Her nightly patrons were mostly woodsmen who knew even less than she did. When he left Woodwort, he knew what the first few days of his journey would be like; he had a fair idea about the trip to Wyrmwood; he had been told a few things about Wyrmwood; but he knew nothing about Hellsbreath.

The way south started out as an overgrown path cut between thick groves of maple trees. By the third day, it was a rutted track hewn through a dense maple forest. Then it turned southeast, and the densely forested foothills gradually changed to long, sloping, lightly wooded hills. Most of the trees were still maples, but there were also clumps of pine and birch. A myriad of flowers filled the slopes with splotches of pink, blue, yellow, and white; and the air was overwhelmed by their heady, almost nauseating sweetness. Clouds of tiny white and blue butterflies filled the morning sky, and honeybees buzzed everywhere. He briefly considered tracking down a beehive—and would have if there had seen any yoda plants.

At the end of the first uneventful week, the track had become a well-maintained dirt road that was easy to follow. When he passed the rare travelers heading north, they paused to exchange pleasantries and information about the road ahead. They were short conversations, and he was always glad to move on from them. Nargeth may believe there weren’t any bandits on this part of the road, but he was determined to assume there were so he wouldn’t be caught off guard by them. So far Nargeth had been right—or the bandits had decided it wasn’t worth risking a wizard’s wrath. In the afternoon of the seventh day, the terrain changed: The hills flattened out and he walked downhill for several hours. By the end of the day, the nauseating stench of stagnant, standing water drowned out the sweetness of the flowers, and the butterflies were all but gone. A large village fanned out around the road near the bottom of the long hill, and he made his way to the inn. The common room was bustling with activity, so he ate a quick meal and followed the innkeeper to a room on the second floor. When they reached the door, he asked about the foul odor.

“It’s the marsh,” the old man answered. “The river widens out and floods the rest of this valley. There isn’t much of a current in most places, so the water just sits there and goes bad. The loggers have cut a channel down the middle for their logs, but they still have to pull them through in places. The river picks up speed after it leaves the valley.”

“Is the marsh part of the Death Swamps?” Angus asked. “Will there be fishmen?”

The old man laughed and shook his head. “We’re well away from them,” he said. “You’ll want to watch out for water snakes, though; their bite can kill a man. If you stay on the road, you should be fine. And take some torches with you. There are always mosquitos, and they don’t like smoke.” The old man chuckled, turned away, and muttered, “Fishmen? Here?”

Mosquitos and snakes, Angus repeated as he closed and latched the door. Stay on the road and use torches. He frowned. I don’t need to use torches to make smoke. I can use magic. His frown deepened as he replayed Voltari’s lesson on how to do it.

Smoke, Voltari had told him, is produced by braiding air, flame, and earth magic together. It is essential that you use strands of similar strength. If the air magic is too strong, it will produce a hot breeze with little or no smoke. If the flame magic is too strong, it will produce flame with little smoke. If the earth magic is too strong, it will produce soot. The magic must be balanced to ensure that no strand can override the others.

A variety of knots can be used to braid the strands together, but simple knots that unravel easily are best. Some complex knots will still produce smoke, but it will take longer for them to do so. Use those knots if you want the smoke to be delayed. Smoke only results when the strands are released simultaneously, and most complex knots release each strand separately. Knots that separate the strands will have the same effect as strands of inconsistent strength: A puff of hot air may be followed by a spurt of flame or a sprinkling of soot.

The stability of the knot also has an impact on the spell. If it unravels too quickly, the flame magic will overwhelm the others and it will produce more flame than smoke. If it unravels too slowly, the earth magic will overwhelm the others and it will produce more soot than smoke. Use a knot that unravels in a way that allows the air magic to separate the flame from soot without being overwhelmed by either of them. Smoke spells require a delicate touch that cannot be taught, but it can be learned. I can show you how to choose the strands of magic for the spell. I can show you what kind of knots to use. I can show you what happens when the spell is properly tied and when it is not. But I cannot teach you how the knots feel; you must learn that on your own.

Angus sighed. He had knotted the three strands together so many times that he could do it without thought, but the results varied greatly. Sometimes the spell would only produce a puff of warm air, and other times a six-inch flame burst forth. When he had managed to produce smoke, it had ranged from a small wispy stream to a sooty black cloud. I should buy torches, he thought. Or gather some green branches along the way. Unfortunately, the pouch of silver coins Nargeth had given him when he left were dwindling, and he didn’t want to waste them.

He went through his evening routine: check the room for any sign of danger, use the chamber pot, secure his backpack beneath the bed, prop the chair against the door with a ewer or basin ready to fall if it was jostled, lie down, recite the mantra until the sounds of the inn washed through him without being a distraction, and then enter a light sleep with a part of his mind remaining alert for whatever might come his way. So far, it had proved to be a reassuring, restful routine.

The next day, he started across the raised roadway for a two-day journey through the marsh. By the time he exited the other side, three horrid days had passed. The mosquitos had swarmed around him the whole way, and the smoke did little to dissuade them. They couldn’t bite through his robe, but they still found their way up his sleeves and under his hood. He used magic to create short-lived bursts of smoke, soot, fire, and puffs of hot air, but the only time it gave him a chance to breathe was when the spell worked properly. It was grueling to keep the magic in focus for so long while the mosquitos feasted upon his blood. Even without the mosquitos, it would have been exhausting to weave the simple spell so many times. Even worse, when he encountered other travelers, the few mosquitos that were bothering them joined the monstrous swarm haranguing him, and he couldn’t figure out why. What was it about him that attracted the mosquitos like that? They even followed him into the inns when he stopped for the night, much to the amusement of the other patrons—once they realized the mosquitos weren’t going to attack them. If it hadn’t been for Ulrich’s healing salve—and Voltari’s spell forcing him to continue—he might have turned back and abandoned the idea of going to Hellsbreath.

When the mosquitos’ pursuit finally ended and the marsh was behind him, he spent a full day recuperating in an inn. The next afternoon, he reached The Fork, the town where the hard-packed, elevated road merged with the wide, well-traveled north-south road. He explored the town, refurbished his supplied, and spent the night in the inn at the crossroads. The next morning, he went south and did not look back. It was an easy decision: The mosquitos had sucked the blood out of whatever inclination he had had for going north to the outpost. The marsh had been a dreadful experience, and the Death Swamps would no doubt be even worse. They had fishmen and other creatures in them, and if he attracted them the way he did the mosquitos...

By the end of the next day, the stench from the marsh had become a memory, and so had the villages. The woods were gone, and without the logging, there wasn’t any reason for them. The hills were now west of the road, and an endless sea of green stalks stretched to the eastern horizon. Near the end of the day, he found one of the much-used campsites the last innkeeper had told him about. It was a large, flat area with the grain cleared from either side of a wide stream. Granite hearths had been distributed through the area in concentric circles with a significant gap left between the outermost ring and the standing grain. A pole stretched upward out of the center of each hearth, and as he approached the nearest one for a closer look, a large, gray, circular cloth spread outward from the pole. When the canopy was in place, a small fire sprang to life in the hearth.

Magic, he thought, bringing it into focus. The hearth was draped in a complex array of carefully knotted strands. The fire was produced by a long chain of knots, each one a cluster of flame magic anchored in place with earth magic. One of the earth magic knots had been released when he approached, and the strand of flame had come alive. He studied the knots for a few minutes and smiled. The fire wasn’t as complicated as it first appeared: Each link contained the same flame-based spell, and that spell was a short series of simple knots that could be tied quite easily. The knots anchoring them together, though, were much more intricate. He didn’t recognize the pattern that had been used to create them, but something about the knots seemed familiar. I’ve seen knots like that before, he thought. Where was it? What the knots did was obvious: They confined the flame magic until the earth knot began to unravel. As the flame magic escaped, it produced a carefully controlled fire that would burn until the spell returned to a dormant state. Since the spell was triggered by proximity—

“First time?”

Angus leapt forward, crouched into a defensive stance, and pulled the stilettos from his boots without realizing what he was doing.

“Whoa!” The man who had spoken calmly held his hands out before him. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Angus forced himself to relax, put the stilettos back in their boot sheathes, and rose to his feet. “I was lost in thought,” he said, in lieu of an apology.

“No harm done,” the man said. He was shorter than Angus, wore the typical brown leather breeches and tunic of a woodsman, and had a hand axe strapped to his side. His hair was cream-colored, and his chin was soft and angular. His eyes were an unnatural shade of indigo. “I might have reacted the same way if someone snuck up on me.” Then he grinned, “I probably would have thrown them, though.” He laughed, and his indigo eyes danced. “The name’s Hewert.”

“Angus,” Angus automatically replied, then almost instantly regretted it. The man made him uncomfortable, and it wasn’t just because of how quietly he had approached him. Be vigilant, Angus reminded himself. He could have slit my throat before I even knew he was there.

Hewert turned away and gestured at the hearth. “The wizards make them,” he said. “The king doesn’t want to risk an open flame near the grain. It wouldn’t matter much this time of year because it would burn itself out before it could spread too far, but when the grain is ready for harvest it is as dry as tinder. A single spark could set the whole kingdom ablaze.” he paused, turned to Angus and added, “It’s happened before, you know.”

“It has?” Angus said, unable to relax.

Hewert nodded. “Lots of times. The fishmen set the grain ablaze when they attack. The outpost wizards are ready for it now, and they get them under control before they can spread too far. But when the incursions first started, there weren’t any outposts or wizards up there to quench them.” He turned away and his voice softened. “The land glowed red and smoke blotted out the sun for days when that happened. The first time, half the grain burned before the wizards even knew what was happening. A lot of people starved that year.” He fell silent for a few seconds. “It was rather brave of the fishmen, you know. A lot of them died, too.”

“I’m sure it was,” Angus said, stemming the flow of questions before he could ask them. Something told him it would be a mistake to let Hewert know of his ignorance.

Hewert abruptly turned back. “Really? You agree?”

“Of course,” Angus answered, thinking rapidly. They are amphibious. Their skin.... “They are creatures of the swamp, so fire would terrify them. They would have to overcome that fear to use it, and that takes courage.”

“Exactly.” Hewert smiled and studied Angus for a few seconds, then turned to face the hearth. “What do you think of the spells?”

“Spells?” Angus repeated.

Hewert laughed lightly. “You were studying them, weren’t you?”

That’s it! Angus thought in relief. It’s his eyes! He’s part elf! “Yes,” he answered. “The magic of the canopy is simple enough that an apprentice could do it. The flame of the hearth is a bit more complicated, but it is mainly repeating the same spell many times over. Anyone who knows that spell could do it. The earth magic anchoring it is something else entirely. I know quite a bit about earth magic, but those knots are new to me. I’m not sure what they do.”

“Oh, they don’t do anything, really,” Hewert said.

“That’s not possible,” Angus said. “That would make the knots pointless.”

“Really?” Hewert said. “I wouldn’t say that.”

Angus frowned. “Why tie a knot that does nothing?”

“Oh,” Hewert’s eyes danced as he turned back to Angus, “I can think of lots of reasons.” He gestured at the hearth. “That is one of them. The flame magic would rapidly consume the knots and free itself if the earth magic wasn’t there. The earth magic is not a spell in the normal sense of the word because it doesn’t produce any effects on its own. Instead, it prevents things from happening. So, while the earth magic knots are intact, they do nothing and they prevent the flame magic knots from doing anything. As someone approaches the hearth, a knot of earth magic is released, and the flame magic comes to life.”

Angus turned to the hearth and brought the magic back into focus. He studied the earth magic knots in light of what Hewert had said and they suddenly fell into place. They didn’t manipulate or transform the magic like other knots did, nor did they trap it. Instead, the knots diverted the magic and allowed it to flow freely through them without being changed. It was like a bend in a river: the water flowed off in a different direction for a bit and then returned to its original course unchanged. He frowned. But the water was changed when it was redirected in that way. Was the magic also changed?

Earth magic, Voltari had told him, is the most durable form of magic. Some versions of it can maintain their basic structure for millennia, but all magic is impermanent. It decays. It transforms. It resists confinement. Flame magic is its opposite in this regard. It is fleeting and temperamental. It resists containment. If there is the slightest imperfection in the knots, it will find it and break free. Earth magic is forgiving. Flame magic is not. We will begin your training with flame magic. If you are precise enough to control it, you will be able to control all the other forms of magic.

Angus let the magic recede into the background but did not release it entirely. He turned back to Hewert, who was studying him, and studied him in return. “Tell me, Hewert,” he finally asked, “are you well-versed in magic?”

Hewert laughed and shook his head. “Far less than you,” he said. “I can see it, just as you can, but I haven’t studied it. I am curious about it, though, and when I see wizards using it, I ask questions. That’s how I learned about the knots in the hearth. I was here when the wizards were tying them, and I asked about it.” He paused, sighed, and shrugged. “I wouldn’t know the first thing about how to tie the knots together for a spell, but it doesn’t matter. My interests lie elsewhere, and I am quite content pursuing them, instead.”

“And those interests are?” Angus asked before he realized that it might not be advisable to do so.

Hewert grinned, shrugged, and turned away. After a brief pause, he asked, “Shall we share this hearth for the night? It is better to have company when we can, and I can tell you about some of them.”

Angus frowned, trying to identify what it was about the man that still troubled him. It’s not his eyes, he decided, or his ability to see magic. It’s the way he carries himself. He dresses like a woodsman, but he is not one. What is he? “Perhaps for a meal,” he hedged, turning his attention to the stream. “If I can catch a fish.”

Hewert laughed. “You won’t,” he said. “It’s too shallow here. You’ll have to go downstream to where the water spreads out. There should be fish there.”

That is a lie, Angus thought with certainty. “You’ve been here before,” he said, knowing that it was true. And you were not alone, he almost added. And you are not alone now.

“Yes,” he said. “Many times. I travel this road often.”

Angus slowly nodded and, without thinking about the words, softly said, “With Onus’s blessing, no doubt.” Onus? Angus blinked. Who’s that?

Hewert inhaled sharply, tensed for a moment, then laughed. “So true,” he said. “And you, as well, it seems.”

“Always,” Angus said because he could not think of anything else to say.

“Well,” Hewert said. “I bid you farewell, Angus.” He nodded as he added, “May fish be the only things that bite for you this night.”

Angus nodded in return and, without knowing why, said, “And may the shadows be long ones.”

Hewert grinned, turned, and walked toward another occupied hearth.

Why did I say those things? Angus wondered. What do they mean?

Once again, he didn’t know the answers, so he dismissed the questions and turned his attention back to the hearth’s magic. Flame and earth, he thought. Volatility and stability. Resistance and compliance. Opposing natures, but not opposing forces. They combine to form some of the most powerful spells. This hearth—

Stop! he chastised himself. This is not the time or place for speculation. There will be other hearths to study, and the daylight is ebbing. This place is not safe.

He nodded to himself and walked toward the stream. It was shallow, and he doubted there would be any fish in it—downstream or upstream—because there wasn’t enough water. Unless it pooled in a depression downstream like Hewert said it did. He knelt, took a drink, filled his waterskin, and rose. He crossed the stream and followed its bank downhill until he couldn’t see the campsite any longer and then turned away from it. He meandered back toward the road while the sun dropped behind the mountain peaks. The long twilight of the mountain’s shadow settled as he crossed the road and continued up the hill. Several minutes passed before he turned south to parallel the road. He kept going until he found a reasonable place to rest and leaned against a tree. The mantra cleared his mind and sharpened his senses, but he could not fall asleep.
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For four days, the road lay between the hills to the west and the grain to the east, and he fell into a simple routine: Walk most of the day, eat berries when he could, fish in the late afternoon or evening, avoid fellow travelers at the campsites, and rest against a tree during the night. On the fifth day, the road turned into the hills and hugged the valleys between them. The hills were steep and rocky with patches of brittle brown grass, berry bushes, and the same thorn-encrusted shrubs that had surrounded Blackhaven Tower. The mountains to the west were much closer and much taller than they had been for days. The occasional steep rises were fairly easy to manage, and wooden bridges spanned the rivers and streams that could not be easily forded.

Angus was tired of hills—and mountains. He longed for the comfortable familiarity of the stone walls of Blackhaven Tower but knew he would never see them again. Even the village inns couldn’t satisfy him: Their wooden walls and noisy atmosphere only reminded him of the silence he would never have again, and he retreated into himself and spent most of the time alone in his room. The only time he felt at ease was at night when the mantra pushed his discomfort to the edge of his awareness—but he knew it was an artificial and false sense of comfort that wouldn’t last. And then he met Wedgewacker.

It was late at night, and he was nestled in among the lowest boughs of a pine tree. The rough bark poked into the back of his head, but the pine needles were comfortable to sit on and he liked the way the tree smelled. The mantra had brought him a light, peaceful sleep that was interrupted by a muffled voice approaching him.

Bandits, he thought, bringing the magic into focus and selecting the strands of flame and earth that he would need. They followed me—

The voice grew louder and more distinct. No, he realized. I left the campsite hours ago. Bandits would have caught up with me sooner. It’s someone else. He frowned and half-opened his eyes. The muttering fluctuated and he was able to pick out a few words when it rose in volume—“Wine.” “Food.” “Hole.” Or something else?

The muttering suddenly stopped just beyond the branches that were concealing Angus, and he braced himself to act. A few seconds passed, and then a timid voice asked, “You got wine?”

Angus blinked. What language is that?

“Yes?” the voice was hopeful this time, almost insistent. “You got wine?”

“Sorry,” Angus apologized. “No wine.” It was only after he said it that he realized he had spoken in the same language. “Water.”

“No wine?” It was almost a deflated whine, but there remained a little bit of hope in it, as if his visitor may have misheard him.

“No wine,” Angus repeated more firmly. He reached up and grasped the two lowest branches and eased them apart until a narrow funnel opened up between them. A stocky little silhouette stood in the moonlight just beyond the tree’s reach.

“Bat droppings and fungus rot!” the silhouette cursed. “No wine.”

A dwarf? Angus wondered. He’s the right size and shape.

“I am Angus,” he said in the same language. “The Mage,” he belatedly added. He had begun using the title after his encounter with Hewert, and his fellow travelers seemed to be impressed by it—at least enough to give them second thoughts if they were intent on doing him harm.

“I am Wedgewacker,” he said, then carefully added, “Magnusdemange.”

“Well met, Wedgewacker,” Angus said with growing confidence. “What brings you Topside?”

The dwarf’s posture deflated as he lowered his gaze to the ground. “I don’t like being Topside.”

“It is a strange place,” Angus agreed. “It will take time to adjust to it.”

“I don’t like the air,” Wedgewacker declared, stiffening up. “It smells funny. The ball of light hurts.”

Angus let go of the branches and cautiously crawled out from under them, dragging his backpack with him. Instead of standing up when he emerged, he rose to a seated position and looked Wedgewacker over. It was too dark to see details, but his visitor had the short stocky build and bulging beard Voltari’s texts had described. What wasn’t typical were the loose-fitting clothes hanging on his thin frame. How long have you been Topside? Angus wondered. Why did you come here?

Angus pointed at the waning moon and said, “It will dim soon.”

Wedgewacker shook his head. “Not that one. It’s nice. The other one.”

“Oh,” Angus said. “The—” there was no word for it in dwarfish, so he resorted to his own language, “—sun?”

“Yes,” Wedgewacker heartily agreed. “The sung. It is too bright.”

Angus nodded. He remembered how uncomfortable it had been when he emerged from Blackhaven Tower, and the dwarf no-doubt had lived underground his entire life. How long would it take for his eyes to adjust to its brightness—if they could adjust at all?

“No wine?” the dwarf asked again.

“No wine,” Angus sadly answered. “But I have a bit of fish left from my evening meal. You are welcome to it.”

“Fish?” Wedgewacker considered his offer for a few seconds before making his decision. “Yes, Magnusdemange. Would like fish.”

As Angus unsealed his backpack, he asked, “How did you know I was here?”

“That,” Wedgewacker said, pointing at him.

Angus took out his leaf-wrapped leftovers and handed them to Wedgewacker. “What?” he asked.

“Your robe,” Wedgewacker said, tentatively peeling back the outermost leaf. “Pretty.”

Angus looked at his robe. It was well-made from fine cloth, but he would never call it pretty.

“Pretty,” Wedgewacker repeated, picking off a bit of the fish and tasting it with his tongue before putting it in his mouth. “I like the colors,” he added, lifting the fish to his mouth and biting off a large mouthful. He barely chewed it before he swallowed.

“Careful!” Angus advised. “There may be bones.”

Wedgewacker nodded. “I eat before,” he said around another mouthful of fish. “Can’t catch.”

How did he see my robe between the branches? Angus wondered. It’s black. There are no col—

Angus shook his head and felt like a fool as he brought the magic into focus and looked at the sleeve of his robe. The pulsing patchwork of interwoven strands was colorful, but he had never really noticed how the different shades complemented each other. His focus had always been on how the knots were woven and how the magic tendrils seeped into his skin to link up with the magic within him. It is pretty, he thought. “You see the magic?” he half-asked and half-stated.

“Magic?” Wedgewacker replied, little flecks of half-chewed fish spraying from his mouth. “What is magic?”

Angus tilted his head and studied the dwarf. As he did so, Voltari’s voice came back to him. Only those with elfish blood in their veins can see magic, he had told him. Elves are born from magic, and they are its true masters. When they breed with others, their blood gets diluted, and its connection to the magic diminishes. We are but children playing with a toy compared to them. Even so, we can master magic, and it has served us well most of the time. Dwarves, fishmen, and others lack the eyes for it, and no amount of elfish blood can change that.

“Tell me,” Angus said, reaching for a weak, light blue strand of water magic. It wiggled a bit as he curled his index finger around it. “Do you see what is wrapped around my finger?” he asked.

Wedgewacker looked up and promptly said, “A blue string that isn’t there. I like it.”

A dwarf that sees magic, Angus thought. What else did Voltari get wrong? He let the strand go and reached for a tendril of ice magic, a very rare blend of water and air that is usually only present in winter or at high altitudes. “And this?”

“White string,” Wedgewacker obediently answered, finishing the last of the fish and picking at the crumbs resting on the leaf.

Angus released it and reached for a pale umber strand of earth magic. Before he could even ask, Wedgewacker said, “I like that one. It reminds me of home. Lots of those there.”

Angus released the strand, concentrated on an orange-red strand of flame, and brought it to him. “These strings,” he said, “contain power. That power is magic. We can harness that magic by tying knots in the string to mold its energy into other forms.” He tied a small, tight slipknot and a marble-sized globe of bright light erupted from it. “This is Lamplight,” he said. “It is quite simple and easy to tie, and I use it often.”

Wedgewacker shielded his eyes from the glare, stumbled backward, and gasped. “Hurts.” he grumbled, “Like sung.”

Angus pulled on the strand until the slipknot broke and the light disappeared. “My apologies, Wedgewacker. I should have realized it.”

The dwarf reached for a strand of flame magic, and his finger passed through it without affecting it. “Magic?”

“Yes,” Angus said, reaching for a very weak strand of flame magic and tying a very loose, very big slipknot. A large globe of light that was not much brighter than a half-moon appeared, and Angus held the knot out to Wedgewacker.

Wedgewacker hesitated for a long time before reaching out, but his fingers passed through the knot without affecting it. “I see magic?” He frowned and shook his head. “No one else sees it.”

“I do,” Angus softly said.

The dwarf’s eyes were wide as he looked at Angus. “Yes,” he said. “You are also touched.”

“Touched?” Angus repeated.

Wedgewacker nodded vigorously. “By the God of Flame and Hearth,” he stated, staring at Angus as if he was a prophet. “I thought I was the only one.”

“No,” Angus shook his head, “there are many Topsiders who can see magic, and others who can use it like I do.” He paused a moment, then said, “I am traveling to a place where they can be found. If you would like to join me, I am sure they will help you learn how to use it.”

Wedgewacker vigorously shook his head. “No,” he said. “No. No. No. No. I must not learn this magic. Seeing is blasphemy.” His eyes widened as he shifted his focus from Angus to the knot he held in his hand. “Using is sacrilege,” he whispered. Then, with a vehemence that frightened Angus, he shouted “Sacrilege!” and reached for his hammer. As Wedgewacker pulled his hammer from the loop strapping it to his side, Angus pulled the slipknot tighter, rapidly shrinking the sphere of light it produced and magnifying its brightness.

Wedgewacker screeched, covered his eyes with his free arm, and swung his hammer wildly about in front of him. Angus anchored Lamplight where it was, grabbed his backpack, and backed quickly away.

“Sacrilege!” Wedgewacker shouted, his hammer pounding at the Lamplight spell as if it could crush it out of existence. 

Angus quickly tied another Lamplight spell and anchored it to his shoulder behind his left ear. He backed away from Wedgewacker for several paces, then turned and hurried through the pine trees toward the road. At first, he looked back frequently to see if Wedgewacker was following him but stopped doing it when he slipped on the pine needles and almost slid down the hill. When he reached the road, he paused to catch his breath and to make sure Wedgewacker was not pursuing him, then he oriented himself on the road until he was facing the right direction and started walking down the center of it. Then he reached back to extinguish the Lamplight spell, waited for his eyes to adjusted to the moonlight, and started jogging. He kept jogging until he was exhausted.

He looked back one last time when he reached the top of the first incline. The Lamplight spell he had left with Wedgewacker was far away but the light it produced was clearly visible amid the trees. Will bandits find him? Angus briefly wondered as he turned away and started walking down the other side. I hope not, he realized, surprising himself. There’s something wrong with him. He kept looking back as he walked, half-expecting to see something stalking him each time and being gladdened when he didn’t. But that didn’t mean there weren’t any pursuers; it only meant he couldn’t see any. Near dawn, he reached a campsite that was nearly empty, and made his way up to one of the hearths. He looked around to make sure no one else was up and about, then sat down with his back against the hearthstone.

Why did Wedgewood say magic was sacrilegious? he wondered. And what is this “God of Flame and Hearth”? He frowned in frustration. “I should know this!” he grumbled, then fell silent when it sounded loud and harsh in the quiet of the campsite. I know dwarfish, he silently continued. I should know about their religion, too. He stewed over the question for a little while, then his mind shifted direction again. How can I speak dwarfish? he wondered. I don’t remember learning it. He shook his head. I don’t remember learning any language, but I understood Voltari when I woke up. The spell didn’t take that away from me. Do I know any other languages? He frowned. I didn’t know I spoke dwarfish until I did it, he reminded himself. It will be the same with other languages, won’t it? If I know them, I’ll speak them. If I don’t know them, I won’t. His frown deepened. Why did I learn it? It had to be a difficult language to learn, and I wouldn’t have done it if I didn’t have a good reason. What was it?

Angus sighed and let the unanswered questions run their course until he reached one that bothered him enough to pursue it further. What is a dwarf doing this far from his home? It puzzled him, but he eventually found an answer: He said he was the only one who could see magic. He said it was blasphemy. He said he didn’t like being Topside. Was he ostracized? The memory of Wedgewacker trying to crush the Lamplight spell came back to him. Did the other dwarves try to kill him for it? It was a reasonable conclusion and he accepted it—with reservations. But it continued to nag at him as he focused on the mantra. Then, as he entered the trancelike sleep, a half-formed thought escaped the mantra’s grasp and fluttered into his semiconscious mind: I should have asked about the symbol on the map. The thought was already fading as it finished. He would have recognized it.
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In the late afternoon of his twentieth day after leaving Woodwort, Angus neared the top of a long, uphill climb and the wide road changed to mortared cobblestones neatly fitted together. The cobblestones alternated in a grid pattern of two-foot square slabs hewn from gray-green and reddish-brown granite. Wyrmwood, he thought in relief as he topped the hill and looked down at the sprawling city. Halfway to Hellsbreath. One less knot to tie. He couldn’t see details from his vantage point, but the concentric walls encircling the city were well-defined, as were the intersection of the north-south road with the east-west road to Tyrag and the wide river passing by the east side of the city. Farms dotted the hillside between the city and river, looping around the outermost ring of buildings. Even at this distance, the faint smell of the livestock and smoke was strong, as was something acrid that he couldn’t quite place. The view and smell seemed familiar to him, as if he had stood on this spot before but couldn’t remember it—as had so many other things he had experienced on his journey.

There should be more people, he thought as he approached the shanties encircling the outer wall of the city. Most of them were shabby, makeshift constructs barely large enough for a room or two, and open latrines lined the chaotic dirt paths weaving through them. Most of the latrines were empty. Even without the caravans, this part of the city should be bustling with activity. It’s as if they’ve deserted it. He tilted his head slightly. Perhaps they have?

Wyrmwood is a trading hub, Nargeth had told him. Caravans from Tyrag pass through it with the grain in the fall, and the next spring merchants from the Western Kingdoms stop at Wyrmwood on their way to Tyrag. The supplies for the outposts on this side of the kingdom come up through Wyrmwood year-round, and the coal mines send caravans in all directions all the time. Most of the time, Wyrmwood is pretty empty, but in the spring and fall it’s swarming with people. I don’t go there then.

He stayed on the cobbled road and did his best to ignore the shabby buildings and the few woeful souls who were still living there, but not to the point of letting his vigilance slip. It’s an odd place, Nargeth had told him. The king likes things orderly, and he splits his cities into sections based upon status, wealth, and occupation—at least within the walls. Outside them, she had shrugged. You’ll see that when you get there. Don’t linger; the patrols stay within the city’s walls.

Angus kept to the center of the long, straight road to give himself ample time to react if anyone decided to approach him. No one had by the time he reached the outermost wall, so he turned his attention to it. It was a simple chest-high stone barrier constructed of the same gray-green granite blocks they had used for the cobblestones. They alternated colors in the same kind of grid pattern, and a dirty white paste mortared them together. The road passed through a wide gap, and he was surprised there weren’t any guards stationed there. Do they patrol it? he wondered. Or do they leave it alone until the caravans come? Before passing through the opening, he walked up to the wall and ran his fingertips lightly over its smooth surface. Recent construction, he thought. The mortar is only slightly discolored, and there’s very little weathering on the stone. It can’t be more than a few decades old.

Once he finished his examination of the wall, he stepped through the opening and turned his attention to what was beyond it. It contrasted sharply with what was outside the wall, even though it was still clearly meant for the poor. The evenly spaced rings of closely packed one-floor houses had sturdy wood walls and thatched roofs, and they had been built by someone who knew what they were doing. Dirt walkways passed between them, and after the fifth ring there was a narrow, cobbled road wide enough for a cart to pass between the buildings. Here and there, a woman with a basket walked alongside the road or hung simple tunics and trousers on a rope tied between two houses. The acrid odor was much stronger here, drowning out the distant smell of the livestock and muting the smoke. It was an earthy, sooty odor that bit sharply into his lungs. He had smelled something like it before—

He gasped and his fingers twitched. I smelled it when I first woke up! His chest tightening up. It’s rock dust! He blinked rapidly. But it doesn’t have the burnt undertones.

Odors, Voltari had said, enhance memory. They sharpen it. They can take you back in time.

Angus closed his eyes. I did not just wake up, he told himself. I did not just lose my memory. But it felt as if he had.

Focus on the present, he reminded himself. Let the past be the past.

He took a deep, stuttered breath and focused on the smoke. It isn’t right. It’s different from the smoke in the inns or the smoke made by magic. He inhaled deeply and let the taste of the smoke flow through him. It isn’t a separate smell at all, he realized. The smoke and rock dust are mixed together. They come from the same source. The tremor in his hand stopped, and he breathed more easily. It’s the coal they mine, he concluded. They burn it instead of wood. He opened his eyes and looked at the near-empty streets. Nargeth said King Tyr sectioned the city by status, wealth, and occupation. The miners must live here.

By the time he neared the second wall, the memories had returned to where they belonged, and the smells were no longer occupying his thoughts. His breathing was normal, and his heart was beating slow and steady—until he saw the line of people waiting to enter the next ring. Where did they come from? he wondered. How long did I stand there?

Be vigilant! Angus chided himself. There are greater dangers in a city than there are in the wilderness.

Instead of dwelling on his mistake, he shifted his attention to the wall. Even at a distance, he could see it was older than the outermost wall, and as he got closer, he saw why: The mortar between the granite blocks was crumbling, and the stone blocks were discolored in places by patches of lichen and mold. It was still sturdy, though, and it was higher than the first wall. Instead of an open space for the road to pass through, it had a closed gate and a guardsman standing by an open door in the gate. Instead of joining the line, he walked over to the wall for a closer look at it. He had only begun his inspection when the guardsman shouted, “You there!” When Angus turned toward him, he said, “Stop gawking and get in line.”

Angus reluctantly complied and watched those in front of him for cues about how to act when he reached the gate. It looked simple enough: The guardsman glanced at the person seeking entry, asked a question or two, and then gestured most of them inside. He only studied one face closely and asked several questions, but he seemed satisfied with the answers and let the man pass. The next man in line was not so lucky: The guardsman instantly refused him entry. When he demanded to be let in and looked like he would force his way through the door, the guardsman barked a sharp command, and three other guards came out from behind the wall and joined him at the gate. The man gave up and, hurling curses back at the guards, started pushing his way back through the line. Those further back stepped aside to give him plenty of room to pass, but the man adjusted his path to ensure he bumped into most of them. When he reached Angus, Angus stood his ground and drew his dagger. The man looked like he was going to staggered into Angus anyway but poised lightly on the toes of one foot when Angus softly hissed, “I suggest you find another mark.”

The man pivoted easily away from him and promptly bumped into the small group who had backed away to give them room. His fingers sifted through the folds of their clothes, deftly searching for coin purses and other valuables. Angus watched him until he reached the end of the line and stumbled away before returning his dagger to its sheath. Then he looked back toward the gate and took several steps forward to catch up with the dwindling line.

He was almost to the gate when someone in front of him shouted, “Thief!”

Not my business, Angus thought as a few others joined the cry of “Thief! Thief!” 

Those behind Angus patted themselves, and two hands fell on nothing. Their owners turned and started running after the thief, who was disappearing down one of the narrow walkways. They might catch him, Angus thought. There aren’t many people out today.

No, he corrected himself. It’s his turf. He knows it better than they do. He’ll get away.

The thief’s other victims clustered around the gate and demanded that the guardsman do something, but he only raised his hand and said, “Not my job. My post is here, and I will not leave it. You’ll have to take it up with the magistrate.”

“The magistrate!” one of them bellowed. “He doesn’t care about what happens out here!”

The other victims joined him, and the guardsman looked them over. “Sure he does,” he said. “If you take it up with him, he’ll do his best to catch the thief.” He half-turned and called, “Isn’t that right, Norby?”

The other three guards came into view again, and one of them—the largest one, easily a head taller than the others and nearly neckless—shrugged shoulders that were twice as wide as a normal man’s and grunted in agreement.

The group of victims fumed, and the first one demanded, “Then take us to him!”

The gate guardsman smiled and shook his head, “Not my job,” he repeated. “My post is here.” He studied their faces for a few moments, shrugged, and gestured them through the gate. “Go to the next gate,” he said, “and take the second street on the left. Look for the sign with the noose. You can’t miss it.”

The victims of the thief milled around grumbling for a few seconds before one of them finally screamed something incoherent and stormed through the gate. He walked rapidly down the street, and the others hurried to catch up with him. When they were almost out of earshot, the other three guards returned to their places behind the wall.

“Sorry folks,” the guardsman almost shouted as he resumed his position at the gate. “It happens sometimes, despite our best efforts to stop it. Nothing to worry about, though. The magistrate will take care of it.”

When it was Angus’s turn, the guardsman glanced at him and asked his name. 

“Angus The Mage,” Angus answered. 

The guardsman looked him over more closely and asked, “Have you been here before?”

“No,” Angus answered.

“What business do you have in Wyrmwood?”

“I seek only a night’s refuge and a warm meal before moving on.”

The guardsman looked at him one last time and muttered, “A bit taller, longer hair, too young....” He shook his head. “All right,” he said at last. “Keep your spells to yourself. Magic is forbidden in the city proper, and we have wizards of our own to ensure that law is followed.”

Angus tilted his head and asked, “What if I am attacked and there are no guardsmen there to help me? Can I not defend myself?”

The guard’s eyes narrowed, and he said, “Then it will be up to the magistrate to determine your fate. You should know, though, that the magistrate is rather unforgiving when it comes to the unauthorized use of magic, and it will take a great deal to convince him that you were justified in using it.”

“That is good to know,” Angus said.

“All right, then,” the guardsman said as he stepped aside to let him through the door. “On your way.”

“Thank you,” Angus said stepping into the next ring of the city. Once through, he paused and turned back to the guard. “If it is of any help,” he offered, “the man you denied entrance was the thief.”

The guardsman at the gate didn’t bother to look at him as he said, “That’s why we didn’t let him in.”

I wonder what your cut will be. Angus thought as the guardsman turned to the next person in line.

“A moment, Angus The Mage,” a man to his right and behind him said. 

The guardsman at the gate paused and looked back.

“Yes?” Angus said when he located the source of the voice. It was a scribe sitting at a desk just inside the wall. The other three guardsmen were standing beside the desk, and one of them handed the scribe a book.

“You have a distinctive name,” the scribe said. “I do not recall encountering it before.”

“Is that important?” Angus asked.

“Yes,” he said. “You have not been to Wyrmwood before, correct?”

“That is correct,” Angus said.

“And yet, you come from the north.”

“Yes.”

“From where?” the scribe asked, his hands hovering over the book’s cover like the raised leg of a heron. “What village?”

Angus frowned and said, “I passed through the one north of here a few days ago.”

“Was that where your journey originated?” the scribe asked.

“No,” Angus answered. “It began north of there.”

“From where?” the scribe asked again.

Should I tell him the truth? Angus wondered, Or should I say came from Fellwood?

The scribe’s eyebrows sunk lower and lower as Angus considered his response, and then he snapped, “Well? What should I put down in the records?”

Angus sighed. “Put down Blackhaven Tower,” he said. “I was Voltari’s apprentice.”

The scribe’s hand fluttered down to rest on the book as he stared at him. “Where,” he carefully asked, “did you come from before you became his apprentice?”

Angus frowned and shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. “My earliest memories are of Voltari’s Tower.”

The scribe stared at him for a long moment and then picked up the book and handed it back to the guardsman. “How am I supposed to record that?” the scribe muttered.

“Write down what he told you,” the guardsman suggested, “so we can let the others in.”

The scribe nodded, dipped his quill into the inkwell on the desk, and made a detailed note in the book set out before him. When he finished, he read through it carefully and absently said, “Next.”

The guardsman at the gate ushered in the next person and Norby said, “Haddack’s back. I think he left two days ago.”

The scribe nodded, flipped through the pages of the book, and made a brief note. “Next,” he said, and the guardsman let in another traveler.

Angus waited until the scribe had recorded a third traveler before he turned away and resumed his journey. As he made his way through this ring of the city, he realized it had two parts: an outer core and an inner one. The outer core was composed of large wooden houses roofed with wooden slats, and almost all of them had two stories, a yard, an outhouse, a well, and a cobbled walk. It was late afternoon, and a variety of people were out and about: young children were playing, women in colorful dresses were chatting with each other; women in simple frocks were taking down laundry or cooking; men in comfortable clothes were returning home; and laborers in heavy tunics and trousers were making repairs. This is a wealthier part of the city, he realized. They can afford servants and time off. Master craftsmen, perhaps? Shopkeepers?

The inner core of the ring was filled with what you would expect to find at the center of a village: inns, taverns, stables, shops—everything a traveler passing through Wyrmwood might need. It was by far the largest part of the city, with many cobbled streets branching off from the main road. The side streets had strategically placed oil lamps that would light them well when darkness fell. At the peak of the caravan seasons, a fellow traveler had told him, Wyrmwood can easily provide lodging, food, shelter, and entertainment for two thousand guests, and you can’t go twenty feet without stepping on the toes of a guardsman. It’s the safest city in Tyr, then, because Wyrmwood would dry up without the caravan business. The rest of the year, we take our chances.

Angus took a detour down one of the side streets, but only far enough to see that some of the shops were boarded up before he turned back again. There weren’t many people roaming the wide streets, and he didn’t see any guardsmen. Be vigilant, he reminded himself as he returned to the north-south road. Stick to the present. Keep your curiosity in check. That lasted until he reached the innermost wall. Instead of a gate, the road branched off in both directions to follow the arc of the wall. The road circles the wall and has four roads branching off in the cardinal directions, he thought. That’s what I saw from the hill.

His attention was drawn to the wall. They started with an earthen mound, he thought as he eyed the base of the wall. It must have encircled the town when it was young and small. Then, as the city grew, they added another layer. His eyes moved upward. This time, they used stone and mortar. It must be as old as the second wall. They must have built them at the same time to accommodate the expanding population. But why add to this one? The other wall should have been enough protection on its own, shouldn’t it? And why double its height again with a third layer and put guards on top of it? He frowned. They must have added the last layer when they built the outermost wall. It looks like it’s about the same age.

He stepped closer to the wall to see it better in the dwindling daylight. They’ve repaired it. The earthen mound has been reinforced with stone, and the mortar in the second layer has been replaced. They haven’t repaired the second wall, so what’s behind this wall that’s so precious it needs this much protection? He blinked. The king sections off the city. The poor are kept outside. The workers are in the outer ring. The businesses catering to the caravans are in the second ring. The core must be the wealthiest part of the city. Merchants? The owners of the mines? Royalty?

He brought the magic into focus and was astonished to see that the wall wasn’t wrapped in spells. Why isn’t it protected by magic? he wondered. A wizard could easily bypass this barrier, and so could a camouflaged thief with a muzzled grapple. Once they reached the top, it would be a simple matter to avoid the guardsmen or kill them. Once they are inside the wall, they wouldn’t have to worry about the guardsmen at all because they would be focused on keeping people out, not keeping people in. But there would be other guardsmen patrolling the streets inside the core. Could they be bribed? He shook his head. Not if the merchants pay them well enough not to be. They could hire wizards, too. The wall might not be ensorcelled, but their treasures would be. And—

“Move on, wizard.”

“Oh!” Angus exclaimed, jumping sideways and bringing the magic into sharper focus as he twisted around and raised his arms. “Sorry,” he said, smiling sheepishly at the guardsman as he lowered his hands and let the magic retreat into the background. “I was lost in thought.”

The guardsman looked like he wanted to throttle him as he growled, “This is no place for gawking.”

“Oh?” Angus asked as he glanced past the guardsman to see three more guardsmen standing a few steps behind him. This one was clearly their superior: he had a longsword in a sharp-looking leather scabbard, his leather armor was reinforced with iron bands, and there was an epaulet—dark blue? gray? It was difficult to tell in the fading light—on his left shoulder. He stood with his hand near enough to draw his sword but far enough away so as not to appear threatening, and his stance was braced and fluid at the same time. He had the air of a well-seasoned, confident fighter ready to do battle but wise enough not to seek it out. His leather-clad companions, on the other hand, shuffled from foot to foot with their hands gripping the hilts of their short swords a bit too tightly.

“I was admiring the construction of the wall,” Angus offered. “History is a bit of a hobby of mine, and I was curious about its construction. The lower portion,” he pointed at it, “is no doubt from the founding of Wyrmwood. It’s little more than a reinforced mound of dirt. The next portion is different. See how weathered the stones are? It takes a long time for granite to fade like that, and if the mortar wasn’t being maintained, it would look like the second wall. It was built at the same time, wasn’t it? About the time the coal mining started, perhaps? And the top portion is just like the outer wall of the city. It can’t be more than a few decades old—”

“Yes, yes,” the guardsman interrupted. “You’ve had your look-see, now move on. It is not wise to hover near this wall.”

“Really?” Angus said. “Then perhaps you can direct me to someone who has knowledge of its construction? I may wish to visit with them about it tomorrow.”

The guardsman shrugged. “The stone mason’s guild might know something,” he said. “They’re in the southern quarter, second ring.”

“Surely there is a library?”

“What’s a library?” one of the other guards asked his companion. “Is it dangerous?”

The second guardsman nodded, “Very,” he said. “I hear it’s a place where dragons sleep.”

Their leader half-turned and snapped, “Quiet!”

As one, their hands whitened on their sword hilts, their feet came together, their backs straightened, and their jaws clenched.

“A library is only dangerous to those who fear knowledge,” Angus said to the guardsman who had posed the question. “It has books, scrolls, maps—”

“Never mind that,” their leader interrupted. “You won’t be able to gain access to the library. It’s in there,” he nodded through the wall, “and no one is allowed into The Sanctum without invitation.”

“Ah,” Angus said. “That is unfortunate. Perhaps you could arrange such an invitation for me?”

“No,” he said. “We have tarried here too long. We must continue our patrol, and you—” he paused. “Where is your destination?” he demanded.

“Fenbrooke’s Inn,” Angus answered without realizing he was going there until he said it.

“Fenbrooke’s?” The guardsman’s eyes narrowed, and his hand inched slightly closer to the hilt of his sword. He looked more closely at Angus as he asked, “What business do you have there?”

“Food and lodging,” Angus replied without hesitation. “A traveler recommended it.”

The guardsman continued studying him for a few more seconds, and then relaxed a bit. “Have you been to Wyrmwood before?” he asked. “I feel as though we’ve met.”

“Doubtful,” Angus replied. “This is my first visit.”

“Hey Jasper!” a shadowy figure called down from the top of the wall. “Is there a problem?”

The guardsman looked up and shouted, “No problem, Landon. He was just leaving.” Then he turned to Angus and said, “Weren’t you?”

“Yes,” Angus said. “I suppose I was. The twilight is making it too difficult to see the wall clearly. Perhaps tomorrow in the light of day it will reveal its secrets to me?”

The guardsman lingered for a long moment, nodded toward the south, and said, “Fenbrooke’s is that way. Second ring.”

Angus smiled, nodded, and said, “Thank you—Jasper is it?”

Jasper nodded.

“A safe night to you, then, Jasper.” Angus said before moving off in the direction he had indicated. 

Angus had only walked a short distance when he was startled by a strong, steady, bright light blossoming to life high above him, canceling out the growing twilight. He paused to locate the source and almost fell over backward. Once he regained his balance, he walked to the edge of the road furthest from the wall and looked up. A familiar sphere of light dangled in the air at the top of the wall. Lamplight, he thought, bringing the magic into focus to confirm it. That would make it difficult to go undetected.

A second sphere sprang to life not far from the first, and he turned toward it just in time to see the wizard who had tied it back away from the edge of the wall and disappear. A short while later, the wizard reappeared a bit further away and deftly tied another Lamplight spell, shedding more light on the wall and road beneath it. That wasn’t a slipknot, he realized. The motions are wrong. He hurried to catch up with the wizard, then slowed down again to watch him with the magic in sharp focus. He’s using both hands! Angus thought. He wouldn’t do that unless he was knotting together two or more strands of magic or tying a very complex series of knots. He was too far away to see which it was. It’s not a Lamplight spell. It’s something else. He hurried to catch up with the wizard before he tied the spell again, and almost stumbled into a frowning guardsman.

“What are you gawking at?” the guardsman demanded.

“The spell,” Angus answered, trying to sidestep the man. “It’s different from the one I use.”

The guardsman held out his arm to stop him, and Angus instinctively brought a strand of flame to his finger and almost tied the quick knot that would singe the man’s hand—but held off doing it just in time.

“Sorry,” Angus said, absently maintaining control over the strand as he stepped backward. He took a quick breath. “Do you know who is tying that spell? I’d like to see how it’s being done.”

“Why?” the guardsman gruffly asked, his hand resting on the hilt of his longsword.

“It works better than mine,” Angus replied. “I’d like to know why.” He paused a moment, then added, “He might be interested in my spell, too. I’ll show it to—”

“No spells!” the guardsman snapped as Angus began to tie the slipknot.

Angus stopped his fingers and hastened to release the strand of flame magic he was holding. Then, just to make sure he didn’t fall prey to temptation, he let the magic recede into the background. “Sorry,” he said again. “This is my first time to Wyrmwood.” He paused and shook his head. “I got a bit excited. It’s been some time since I have talked to another wizard, and—”

Angus involuntarily lifted his head toward a newly formed sphere of light some distance ahead of him and began to fidget.

The guardsman scowled at him. “No spells,” he repeated. “We do not tolerate that here. Wyrmwood is a safe place, and we keep it that way.”

“Of course,” Angus said, his eyes following the top of the wall in anticipation. “I only wanted to show you my spell so you could see the differences. It isn’t any more harmful than those spheres of light are.”

“Is that wizard making trouble again, Tobar?” a guardsman shouted down from the top of the wall. “I thought Jasper dealt with him.”

“Landon?” Angus called up before the guardsman could respond. “Can I talk to the wizard tying those spells?” He pointed at the nearest orb. He isn’t stationed in one place. That would complicate things—

“Now listen here, you,” Tobar growled at Angus. “I—”

Or is he following me?

“Why?” Landon interrupted.

“I’d like to compare spells,” Angus said. “I have a similar one, but your wizard’s spell is better.”

There was a long silence, and then Landon called down, “Catch up with her and ask. If she agrees to it, you have my permission to show her the spell.” He paused meaningfully and added, “But only that spell, and only if she agrees to it. Her name is Selpha.”

“Thank you!” Angus said, turning to run as another sphere of light sprang to life. But Tobar was still blocking his way.

“Go with him, Tobar,” Landon added. “Let me know what happens.”

Tobar looked upward, and shouted, “Yes, Sir!” He did not sound happy about it, but he turned aside and matched pace with Angus as he ran after the wizard. His men trotted behind them. Two more spheres appeared before they caught up with Selpha. Before Angus could say anything, Tobar called out, “Selpha?”

There was a pause, and then the wizard glanced down from the wall and tentatively prompted, “Yes?”

“It’s Tobar,” he said. “I have a wizard here who would like to talk to you about that spell. Landon said it would be all right.”

“Well?” Selpha said.

“I’d like to compare spells,” Angus said, not even thinking about introducing himself. “I have a similar one, but it is less effective than yours. See?” Without thinking about it, he focused on the magic, selected a strand of flame, and tied the slipknot with one hand. It flared to life, but it was not as round or bright as hers was. He anchored it behind his shoulder and waited.

Selpha stared down for a long moment, then asked, “Who taught you that?”

Angus hesitated for a long moment, then reluctantly answered, “Voltari.”

“What!” Tobar snapped, pulling his longsword half out of his scabbard before stopping himself. “You know that—”

“Quiet, Tobar,” Selpha’s voice settled down on them like a feather falling from a great height. “I will deal with him.”

Tobar abruptly fell silent and very slowly slid his longsword back into its sheath without releasing the hilt.

“Take him to the South Gate, Tobar,” Selpha said. “I will join him when I finish.” She turned away without waiting for a response.

“Continue the patrol,” Tobar ordered without looking at his men. “The gate is this way.” He turned and strode rapidly forward, not bothering to see if Angus was following.
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Angus was puzzled when Tobar turned down a cobbled walk before they reached the southbound road. It went between the backs of two buildings and led to a small open area with a fountain and four stone benches. “That one,” Tobar said, pointing at the bench on the south side of the fountain. “Sit.”

Angus sat down, but Tobar didn’t; he stood staring at Angus with his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Where’s the gate?” Angus asked.

“You’ll see,” Tobar said.

Angus sat quietly for a few minutes, and then looked pointedly at Tobar and asked, “What is it about Voltari that you don’t like?”

Tobar glared at him for a long time, and then shrugged.

“It is not a question of liking or disliking,” Selpha said from beside him. 

Angus gasped and turned toward her. Where did she come from?

“It is a question of fear,” Selpha continued. “His magic frightens those who don’t understand it.”

“And you?” Angus asked the old woman. She had long flowing gray hair, a dimpled chin, thin auburn irises around the dilated pupils, and soft wrinkles that spoke more of wisdom than of age. Her robe was a soft green shade, much like the new growth at the tip of a pine needle. “Do you fear it?”

Selpha smiled but did not answer. “Tell me,” she said, “how do you know him?”

“I was his apprentice,” Angus answered without hesitation, surprising himself.

“Oh?” she said. “I did not know he had taken on another one.”

Angus blinked. “He had others?”

“A few,” she answered. “He keeps to himself mostly, but every few decades he finds someone new to torment. When he grows bored with them, he throws them out.” Her eyes softened as she asked, “Is that what happened to you?”

Angus nodded.

She gently patted his thigh and said, “Don’t take it too hard, uh—What should I call you?”

Angus hesitated for a few seconds without knowing why, and then told her his name.

Her eyes narrowed a bit, but the kindness in them remained. “If you weren’t ready to leave, he wouldn’t have done it,” she said. Then she shook her head and added, “It would be a disservice to the magic he taught you.”

“Did you know any of his other apprentices?” Angus asked.

She looked at him for a long time, and when she finally spoke, it was in the tone and character of one of Voltari’s lectures. “A wizard’s will must be forged from the sternest mettle. A single slip, no matter how brief it may be, can be deadly, even with the simplest of spells. You cannot afford even a momentary lapse of concentration while you exert your will over the magic and force it to your bidding. Magic detests being confined, and it will fight you every step of the way. Flame magic is the most difficult to manage, and the most powerful. You must learn how to bend its temperamental strands to your purposes. Fear its power. Respect its power. Harness its power. Control it. If you do not, it will burn you to cinders in a heartbeat. Air magic may not be as deadly or temperamental, but it is ephemeral and easily slips from your grasp if you lose your focus on it. Earth magic is the most stable form of magic, but it is also the most deceptive. Don’t let its placid, pliable appearance fool you: if an earth-based spell unravels prematurely, it will crush you. All spells will unravel. Whether they unravel quickly or slowly will depend upon your skill with the knots that hold them together.”

Angus stared at her. “You were his apprentice?”

She laughed and shook his head. “No,” she said. “My mentor was. He told me that was the first lesson Voltari had taught him. It was not a pleasant experience for him, but he learned from it. Was it that way for you?”

Angus nodded. “I was tying knots with the practice string when he told me that.” He paused and closed his eyes. “They were inconsistent. They were different sizes. Some were tied too tightly and others too loosely. I had listened to what he was saying instead of focusing on the knots. When Voltari looked at them, he burned the string. ‘The magical threads are not like this string,’ he said. ‘They writhe. They fight. Their energy will prick you. If you cannot tie a perfect knot every time in this string, regardless of the distractions around you, how can you ever expect to survive long enough to master the spells I will teach you?’” He paused and shook his head. “I expected him to punish me for it, but he didn’t. He just dis—” he tilted his head at her as he slowly finished “—appeared.” He brought the magic into focus and looked at the magic surrounding the bench and fountain.

She smiled at him. “Yes,” she said. “I know that spell. It is the only way to reach The Sanctum. You won’t find it, though. It isn’t anchored here.” She patted his thigh and pointed at the Lamplight spell hovering behind his shoulder. “Now, about this spell....”

Angus nodded and reached back to release the spell without releasing the strand of flame magic. Then he turned so she could see his hand clearly and slowly, deliberately tied the slipknot in a way that exaggerated the motions involved. “The intensity of the light can be adjusted by altering the size of the loop. The bigger the loop, the more diffuse the light,” he said, starting with a large loop that produced a two-foot diameter globe of soft light. He gradually tightened the loop and the globe shrunk to the size of an apple, the light brightening until it was almost painful to look at it. “The tautness affects how long it will last. A tightly bound knot at the base will last a great deal longer than a loosely bound one.”

“So simple,” Selpha said, shaking her head. “How long can it last?”

“Several hours,” he replied. “If it is tied properly. I use it when I read.”

She shook her head again and reached out for a strand of magic and tied a large, shaky slipknot. “So simple,” she said again, staring at the floppy knot and soft light it produced. A few seconds passed, and then she gradually pulled the slipknot until the loop passed through the knot at its base and the spell came undone. Then she tied another shaky slipknot, shook her head again, and unraveled it. While Selpha tied the slipknot for the third time, Angus prepared himself to observe the spell she was going to show him. He cleared his mind and focused intently on the movements of her hands as she tied the slipknot a fourth time. There was something familiar about them....

Now, Voltari had ordered during his first lesson on flame magic, tie the knot I showed you. Angus had tried to do so, but he had no idea how to do it. He had seen Voltari tie the knot. He had watched how he had tied it. But he hadn’t observed it. To him, Voltari had just been playing with the magical strand, not tying a knot, and he couldn’t remember how to do it. It was a mistake, of course, but it wasn’t the regrettable one. The regrettable mistake was not admitting to it. When he tried tying the knot, he had no clue what he was doing, and if Voltari hadn’t been there to stop him from completing it, there was no telling what would have happened. But Voltari had been there and had stopped him.

Never, Voltari had said after he took the thread of flame from Angus and expertly untangled the mess Angus had created without releasing any of the thread’s energy, tie a knot you do not understand. As Voltari released the thread, his tone became even more severe than his normally implacable, unforgiving one. If you do not assert yourself over the magic and bend its will to your own, it will do what it wishes. Flame magic’s wishes are destructive. It seeks to untether the underlying structure of all things. Look at that parchment, he said, pointing to the last charred, smoldering bit among the ashes. Its substance is still there, but its structure is not. When the flame magic within it was set free, it didn’t destroy the substance of the parchment, it undermined the structure holding it in place. Now, he said, nudging the ash with the toe of his boot, it has a different structure. If you had continued with that knot, Voltari finished, slowly sliding his boot over the ash to create a long, distinct, gray-black smear, it would have changed your structure and left that behind. He had paused for a long moment and added, That, he tapped the smear, is your memory. Angus had almost lost himself in the smear when Voltari snapped, Observe! and slowly, deliberately tied a simple slipknot in the flame magic to produce Lamplight. It was a simpler knot than the one that had produced the flame, and Angus mimicked it as best he could. His initial attempts were much like Selpha’s, but it took longer for him to refine them because it felt like he was fighting against himself every time he tied it. It had taken him weeks to realize that he was fighting himself, and only then, it was by accident.

“Wait,” he reached out his hand as Selpha released her latest attempt and prepared to make another one. “Try it this way,” he said, reaching out with his right hand to grasp a tendril of flame magic. He slowly tied the knot again, this time reversing the motions of his hands. “I find it much more natural to use my left hand to tie knots,” he said as he fumbled through the motions to produce a poorly constructed slipknot. “I can still use my right hand to tie most spells, but it is more challenging to do so.” Lamplight burst to life, but it was not as precise as his others had been. “It may be the opposite for you.”

Selpha nodded, switched her hands around, and tied a much more precise knot. “It must have been difficult to compensate,” she said. “Most spells are designed for the right hand.”

Angus shrugged. “A bit,” he admitted. After his initial debacle, Angus had spent weeks honing his ability to follow the precise motions of Voltari’s hands, but he still couldn’t replicate them accurately until he saw what he was doing in his reflection. The motions of his hands were similar to Voltari’s but they were awkward and lacked fluency because his hands were backward. When he switched the motions of his left hand to his right, and the motions of his right hand to his left, everything fell into place. The motions flowed from his hands as if they knew precisely what they were doing without having to be told to do it. They remembered his prior training, even though he could not. His knots were precise and consistent, and his spells behaved like Voltari’s. His training accelerated greatly at that point, and by the time he had finished, he could watch Voltari tie the knots for a complex spell and quickly replicate them if those knots were familiar to him.

He waited for Selpha to tie the knot with ease a few more times, and then asked, “How do you tie yours?”

She blinked and unraveled the spell without releasing the strand of magic. She reached for a second strand and slowly tied a series of knots into a loop and anchored the loop with a different, slightly more complicated knot. The knots in the series were new to him, but they seemed familiar. He took a slow breath, closed his eyes, and replayed each movement he had observed. Odd, he thought, only one strand is being used for the knots. The other one is only providing the frame on which the knots are built. She holds it in place with one hand and loops the other strand around it while she ties the knots. He frowned. No, they aren’t tied to it at all; they just wrap around it. It looks complicated, but— 

“It’s the same spell,” Angus muttered. “The knots....”

His head tilted to the left, and he almost opened his eyes. They’re like the earth knots in the hearth. They divert the magic in the strand without altering it. He half-smiled. How much longer will the spell last if I use earth magic for those knots? He shook his head and opened his eyes. “It’s the same spell, Selpha,” he said, “but it’s tied differently. You are still making a slipknot out of one strand and wrapping it in a chain of knots made from the other strand. That chain of knots isn’t doing anything more than slowing the rate the slipknot unravels. See?” He removed his backpack, opened it, and reached past the scrolls for his practice string. He held one string in his right hand and carefully knitted the practice string around it with his left hand using the repetitive knots Selpha had shown him. However, he did not tie the final knot. Instead, he stopped, held the string up for Selpha to see it. “Would you mind holding the string? The one in my left hand?” he asked. She took the string from him, and Angus grasped the top and bottom knots of the other string and slid them easily off it. “See? These knots don’t do anything.”

“But the final knot does,” Selpha protested.

Angus shook his head and gestured at the string. “Tie it,” he said, “as if you had two strands.” As she did so, her eyes widened. “You see it, now?” Angus said. “Remove the extra motions that involve the second strand, and it becomes a slipknot. The knotted strand doesn’t do anything; it’s the slipknot in the first one that does. But,” Angus shook his head, “the knots do do something: They stabilize the slipknot and slow its unraveling.”

“But—”

“Here,” Angus said, holding out the top of the chain of knots. “Hold this.” Once she had a firm grip, Angus released the other end. The knots immediately collapsed, and the practice string dangled from her fingertips in a straight line. “They aren’t even knots on their own, and they aren’t connected to the other strand; they just wrap around it. Together, the knots do something, but separately, those knots do nothing. The real power of the spell comes from the skeletal strand.”

As Selpha considered the two strings dangling from her hand, one with a slowly unraveling slipknot, and the other a straight line, Angus reached for two weak strands of flame magic and slowly, deliberately, tied the knots of the spell she had shown him. His knots weren’t as precise or as consistent as Selpha’s, but they were accurate, and when he finished the final knot, the spell came to life. “If you want to,” he said, “you could pull the whole chain through that slipknot in the same way you can with my spell.” As he started to do so, the light produced by the spell intensified.

“Stop!” Selpha snapped in the same way Voltari had done when Angus was making a mistake. Angus’s hands automatically ceased moving. “Don’t do that unless you want to go blind. Like your spell, the tighter it is, the brighter it gets, and it can become very bright. If you want to unravel the spell, do it this way.” She waited until Angus was watching her and then gave both strands a very strong jerk, effectively pulling the entire chain of knots through the final knot as quickly as possible, and producing only a momentary flash of extremely bright light.

Angus did the same thing, and then they sat in silence for several seconds while the afterimages faded into the twilight. Then Selpha reached out and tied the Lamplight spell again and stared at it. “This is why we fear him,” she softly said. “He sees magic differently than we do, and that gives him power we don’t have.” Then she turned to him, her eyes no longer dilated. “I wonder how much of that power he has taught to you. The way you tied that spell was so natural, almost as if you had done it before. Most wizards couldn’t do that without studying the spell for some time.”

“It wasn’t that difficult,” Angus told her. “The two spells are similar, and the only thing new to me was the knot in the second strand. It’s a simple enough one, and repeating it wasn’t difficult. The final knot, though, was a little tricky to tie with two strands.”

She smiled at him, a kind motherly smile, and handed him back the string. “If I were younger,” she said, letting her hand fall on his thigh, “I would find out what Voltari taught you. She smiled again and gently squeezed his thigh. Her eyes danced as she finished, “Alas, I’m not, and my interest in magic was satisfied long ago.”

She sighed and turned to Tobar. “Take him where he wants to go, Tobar. He has my leave to practice this spell if he wishes to do so.” She gestured at Angus’s backpack and added, “But not those.” She turned to face him and said, “unless you want to tell me what they do.”

“Where to?” Tobar asked.

“Fenbrooke’s Inn,” Angus replied, not taking his eyes off Selpha.

“I thought not,” she said, removing her hand from his thigh. Her eyes dilated and she abruptly disappeared.

He stared at where she had been until Tobar prompted, “This way,” and started walking. 

Angus reluctantly followed. Maybe I should stay in Wyrmwood? he thought. I could learn much here.
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“Why Fenbrooke’s?” Tobar asked as they turned off the south road and down a cobbled street in the second ring. Sounds of music and laughter rang out in the distance, and there were small groups of men making their way along the street.

“A traveler suggested it,” Angus replied. “He said it was one of the few places open this time of year.”

“There are better inns,” Tobar said. “If you can afford them.”

“Oh?” Angus said. “Is there something wrong with Fenbrooke’s?”

Tobar pointed at the next intersection. “See that lamp?”

Angus looked where he pointed. The lamp was like the others they had passed, but it was much dimmer than it should be. The others had illuminated the street and the front of the buildings on the opposite side, but this one barely reached half that distance. “It must be low on oil,” he said.

“No,” Tobar corrected him. “It was filled up and lit at twilight, just like the others. Someone came by later and added something to the oil to make it burn wrong.”

“Why would they do that?” Angus asked.

“They like the shadows,” Tobar said. “It would be a good idea for you to stay out of them.”

“The shadows?” Angus clarified.

Tobar nodded. “We do our best,” he said, “but every city has its unsavory sorts. Most of them are here now because it’s one of the few parts of the city open to travelers. They make those shadows and lurk in them.” He paused and added, “Fenbrooke’s is at the heart of their territory.”

“Oh?” Angus said.

“Don’t get me wrong,” Tobar clarified. “Fenbrooke is a good sort and does what he can for the travelers who stay there, but the shadow-dwellers know travelers stay there and you need to watch out for them.”

“I appreciate the warning,” Angus said.

“Is that you, Tobar?” a man softly called from a darkened walkway as they passed it.

Tobar stopped and squinted into the shadows for a moment before saying, “Anton?”

“I thought that was you,” the man replied without leaving the shadows. “Shouldn’t you be patrolling the central road?”

“Escort duty,” Tobar said. “For Selpha.”

There was a long pause, and then Anton asked, “A friend of hers, is he?”

“Close enough,” Tobar answered. “He’ll be staying at Fenbrooke’s.”

There was another long pause before Anton said, “I’ll spread the word.”

Tobar started walking again. They passed several more raucous establishments without talking, and then Tabor pointed at a large, three-story block and mortar building that stood out from the others around it because it had recently been painted white. Music, conversation, and laughter poured out of its open door, and a sign depicting an upended mug drooling on a pillow jutted out above the door.

“Fenbrooke’s,” Tobar said, turning away.

“Thank you, Tobar,” Angus said to his briskly receding back. Why did I come here? Angus wondered as he faced his destination. Have I been here before?

Focus on the present, he told himself when there was no answer forthcoming. He took a deep breath and stepped toward the open door, letting the strident strains of a playful jaunt wash over him. It was a lively, distracting tune, and he picked up his pace without realizing he was doing it until he stepped across the threshold and into the common room. A rich mixture of odors brought him up short: stale ale, fresh bread, burnt meat, an unfamiliar incense that made his nose itch, and an undertone of vomit and something he couldn’t place. Whatever power the music had had over him was gone, and all the other sounds of the common room came into focus. Laughter, conversation, mugs clinking together, the pop of an ember, slurps, belches, and other sounds he had frequently encountered in the inns he had visited.

The music came from a slightly raised platform in the far corner of the poorly lit common room, and more than a score of tables filled the open space between it and Angus. About half the tables were occupied by men watching the musicians or talking with each other. A pair of barmaids meandered among them to collect empty mugs and replace them with full ones. Most of the patrons ignored his entry, but a few sitting at tables along the opposing wall took note of it and were deftly appraising him. Be vigilant, Angus thought as he returned the appraisal. He half-smiled as he turned his attention to the firepit in the center of the room. I wonder what that is, he thought, studying the large carcass rotating on a spit above the flames. It’s a much bigger animal than the other inns had.

“What will it be, wizard?” A friendly-but-gruff voice asked from behind the long, half-empty bar on his left.

“A room for the night,” Angus said without turning. “And a meal brought up to it.”

“Fenbrooke!” the man shouted over the music, and a small, middle-aged man in a heavily stained leather apron looked up from the table next to the firepit. When he saw Angus, he stood up and hurried toward him. He was half a foot shorter than Angus, but the muscles bulged beneath his tunic in a way that Angus’s never would.

“Yes?” he prompted, futilely rubbing his greasy hands on his greasier apron.

“Room and food,” the barman said, handing him a somewhat cleaner towel. “One of each.”

As Fenbrooke made use of the towel, he said, “Two silver.”

Angus almost reached for the coins but stopped when he remembered he was being watched. Don’t make it easy for them, he thought, letting his hand drop down to his side. “I’ll pay after I see the room,” he told Fenbrooke “and taste the food.”

Fenbrooke hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “Of course, wizard,” he said. “This way.”

As Angus followed him down the bar and to a stairwell, he was acutely aware of three pairs of eyes following them. At the base of the stair, he hesitated long enough to half-smile at each one of his observers. Then he very deliberately turned his back on them and followed Fenbrooke up the stair and to the end of the hall. Fenbrooke took out a key, unlocked the door, pushed it open, and gestured Angus inside. As Angus passed him, Fenbrooke handed him the key and said, “I’ll get the food.”

It was a small room with the standard fare of the inns he had visited on his way to Wyrmwood: Mattress—straw, grass, feathers; they were all the same and much too soft—small table, candle or lamp, water pitcher, basin, chamber pot, coverlet (always warm, sometimes infested), and a lock that could be set from the inside. Some of the rooms, like this one, had a window with shutters; others did not. Some had a chair or two, but others, like this one, did not. Usually, the innkeeper brought in bread, cheese, dried meat, or something else to snack on in the morning, emptied the chamber pot, and made sure he was out of the room early enough to pretend to clean it for the next customer. Sometimes, like this one, the inn had thieves who might try to rob him, and he made sure he was ready for them if they did. So far, it hadn’t happened, but it was better to assume that it would.

When Fenbrooke returned with a platter of food that included a sizable portion of the roast meat, Angus paid him, locked the door behind him after he left, and went through his normal evening routine when he stayed in an inn: Conduct a close inspection of the room, wash, eat, secure his backpack beneath the bed, and prepare for sleep. This time, the inspection left him troubled. The lock in the door seemed sturdy enough, but he didn’t trust it. Does Fenbrooke have another key? he wondered. Tobar said he was a good man, but is Tobar’s judgment sound? And why did he tell Anton where I was staying? And what word would Anton spread? A warning to leave me be, or an invitation? He shook his head. If Tobar meant me harm, he wouldn’t have said anything. And those thieves I saw aren’t muscle-bound ruffians like the others. They’ll rely upon stealth and surprise, not brute force, and they won’t be intimidated by my magic. I can’t use it here, and they know it. And that window....

He leaned a chair against the door and put the basin on it to alert him if someone tried to open it, then he went to the window and lifted the latch holding the shutters closed. This won’t stop a skilled thief, he thought, especially if he’s been in this room before. The shutters opened inward, and the window rose with ease to let in a chill breeze. He cautiously stuck his head through the opening and cringed. Even in the sparse moonlight, he saw too many toeholds and handholds. He sighed, closed the window, and looked for a way to secure it in place. There wasn’t one, so he closed the shutters and latched them. His hand rested lightly on the latch for a long time. This won’t keep the thief out. He’ll come this way, Angus concluded, after he thinks I’ve fallen asleep. I’ll be ready for him, though. He frowned and shook his head. He’ll expect that, but it won’t stop him from coming. Angus went back to the bed and sat down on it. Which one will it be?

Does it matter? Angus thought as he sat down on the mattress. It won’t change my plans. As he brought the magic into focus, an unpleasant thought surfaced. Unless there’s more than one of them. He frowned for a moment, then set the thought aside and concentrated on the strands of flame magic weaving through the room. He chose two similar ones and brought them to him. Then, very carefully, he tied the knots for the version of the Lamplight spell Selpha had shown him. It brightened the room considerably as it sprang to life, and he quickly slid it under the coverlet and anchored it there. The room dimmed, and he went to the table and blew out the candle. The room went dark and stayed that way until he lifted the coverlet and the light from the spell burst out. He slid quickly under it and reached for the knot anchoring the spell in place. After securing the knot to his finger, he moved his hand to the edge of the coverlet just long enough to make sure the spell went with it, and then concealed it again. A moment later, he settled into a somewhat comfortable position, closed his eyes, and shifted his attention to the mantra.

Still the mind. 

He focused on the sounds and smells funneling up the stair, registering each one before sending it to the periphery of his attention where it could be ignored.

Still the body.

He felt the tension in his body ease.

Still the mind.

He focused on his heartbeat and the softness of his breathing.

Still the body.

He felt sleep settling in and left a part of his mind keenly alert for any hint of a late-night visitor.

Still the mind.

His breathing came in soft, measured draughts, and his heartbeat fluttered in his chest.

Still the body.

He slept.
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Angus had no idea how long he lay in that trancelike state before his heightened senses captured the nearly imperceptible scrape of a blade lifting the window. The thief, he thought as the mantra pushed aside the tremble before it could reach his fingers, the gasp before it could form, the fear before it could grow, the urge to flee before his feet could do more than twitch. A peaceful calm settled on him as the thief’s blade eased between the shutters and quietly lifted the latch. The thief paused for several seconds before softly pushing the shutters open. A chill breeze passed over Angus, and the mantra stilled the flutter in his heart before it could take hold.

A muffled footfall resonated through the room. A second one followed. A few seconds later, the air grew still.

Why did he close the shutters? Angus wondered as he readied himself for action and strained to hear the thief’s silent approach. The mantra promptly sent the question away before it could become a distraction.

Patience, Angus reminded himself. He will make sure I am still asleep.

A soft footfall told Angus the thief had made up his mind. Another footfall, this one closer. He waited for the third footfall before thrusting his arm out from under the coverlet. The sudden burst of light pierced through his eyelids as he heard the thief stumble backward and stifle a gasp.

Angus kept his eyes closed as he climbed out of the bed with the spell thrust toward the thief. He raised his other hand to shield his eyes and opened them just far enough to locate the thief, who was backing away with his left arm covering his eyes with his cloak and his right arm waving a knife about in front of him. The scrawny one, Angus realized as he slid to his left and watched the rhythmic flow of the thief’s knife. When the blade began to recede from him, he rushed in to attach the spell to the thief’s forehead, then backtracked quickly. The thief’s reaction was swift, and the blade caught his sleeve before he was out of its reach—and then followed Angus’s retreat with a rapid series of slashes and thrusts. Angus dropped to the floor, rolled beneath the slashing blade, and drew his dagger as he rose to a crouch. He scampered away from the thief, leapt onto the bed, and settled into the corner on the far side of it.

Not a wizard, Angus realized as the thief’s hand passed through Lamplight’s knot without unraveling it. The mantra sent the wave of relief that passed through him away, and he focused on the thief’s slashing blade. “I suggest you drop that knife,” he said, “unless you would like to be blind?”

When he heard Angus’s voice, the thief turned toward it and the wild slashes melted into half-offensive, half-defensive probing ones. He remained that way for several seconds before finally dropping the knife.

“Face the wall and stand with your legs and arms spread wide,” Angus said, knowing the thief’s body would block most of the light.

“Magic is forbidden,” the thief protested in a boyish chirp.

“And thievery isn’t?” Angus countered, checking his forearm to see if he had been cut. But there was no tear in the skin or rip in the sleeve. “I was given leave to practice that spell,” he said. “It is a useful one, is it not?”

The thief slowly backed up until he touched the wall, turned around, and spread his arms and legs. His hands were clenched into fists.

“Remove your cloak,” Angus ordered.

The thief hesitated for a long, defiant moment, then dropped the gray cloak to the floor. Beneath it he wore supple light brown leather garments—tunic, trousers, boots, belt—that no doubt twisted and bent with him when he contorted into different positions. There were several small pouches hanging from straps sewn into the black lining of the cloak, and they probably contained picks, wires, string—anything that might come in handy while he was practicing his trade.

“If you resist,” Angus said as he cautiously approached the thief, “I will increase the intensity of the spell.” He half-smiled at the half-truth, and then finished in a soft, unforgiving tone. “It will get much brighter, and the blindness will become permanent—if you survive.”

“Please don’t,” the thief said in his high-pitched tenor. “I won’t resist.”

“What shall I call you?” Angus asked from a few feet in front of him. “Your real name,” he added, “not an alias.”

The thief hesitated for a long moment before answering. “Giorge,” he said.

“Well, Giorge,” he said. “I am going to search you. Don’t worry,” he added, smiling. “I’m not going to take anything.” He paused and said, meaningfully, “I am no thief.”

Angus pulled the cloak away from Giorge and thoroughly searched him. As he did so, he mentally inventoried the thief’s gear without removing anything but the collection of throwing knives he found in Giorge’s sleeves, belt, tunic, and boots. He piled them on the cloak and, when he was satisfied Giorge didn’t have any other weapons, he walked over to the window and opened the shutters. A rope dangled from the roof, and he snapped it sharply. Ripples flowed upward to dislodge the grapple, and he pulled the rope into his room. He closed the window and latched the shutters into place. When he was finished, he returned to the thief, leaned in close to his ear, and purred, “Are you alone?”

The thief gulped and nodded.

“Good,” Angus said, squinting as he detached Lamplight from Giorge’s forehead and carried it to the bed. He attached it to the underside of the coverlet and rearranged the cloth until enough of the light was blocked for him to be able to open his eyes. Then he faced Giorge and said, “Turn around.”

Giorge slowly turned around. He was young, with only the barest whisper of a black moustache tickling his upper lip and a few hairs dribbling down his chin. His half-inch-long obsidian stubble was barely visible against the smooth, caramel-colored scalp. He was scrawny—a fine quality for a thief—thin and gangly, well-muscled, wiry. 

“Your eyes should recover in a few hours,” Angus said, “but you will have difficulty seeing for the next few days.”

The thief did not respond.

“You have friends here,” Angus continued. “I saw them watching me when I arrived. I assume they know you are here.” When Giorge said nothing, he asked, “Do you have a room here?”

Again, no response.

“Now, now, Giorge. I could always reattach the spell to your forehead. It is of little consequence to me one way or the other.”

“Yes,” Giorge said. “I have a room.”

“Good,” Angus said. “Then you can find your way back to it.”

Angus bundled up the thief’s knives in the finely woven gray cloak and carried the bundle to the door. He listened carefully for several seconds before moving the chair and basin and unlocking it, then cracked it open for a quick look. No one was lurking in the hallway, so he opened the door the rest of the way and set the bundle on the floor just beyond the doorjamb and to the right. He turned around and said, “Lower your arms and take three steps forward. Then turn left.” When the thief had done so, Angus walked up to him and lowered his voice. “Spread the word, Giorge,” he said. “That is not the only spell I have leave to use. The others,” he paused meaningfully, “may not be so benign.” 

Giorge gulped and nodded.

“Good,” Angus said, stepping out of his way. “The door is four paces in front of you.”

As Giorge moved forward with his arms outstretched, Angus retrieved the thief’s rope and grapple. When Giorge was outside, he handed them to him and said, “Your cloak and knives are on the floor next to your foot.” He closed and locked the door, then listened intently until he was certain Giorge was gone. He waited a bit longer, then took a quick look in the hallway to make sure. He locked the door and moved the chair and basin back against it.

Be vigilant, he thought as he slid under the coverlet. He anchored Selpha’s spell to his hand and reasserted the mantra. Why did I come to Fenbrooke’s? he wondered as he felt the first inkling of sleep approaching. How did I know they were thieves? Why did that guardsman think he knew me? The mantra pushed the questions aside and Angus fell into the light, trancelike sleep it provided. A part of his mind listened intently for another unwelcome visitor, but none came.
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Angus rose before dawn, ate the leftovers from the night before, and left Fenbrooke’s Inn as the sun was beginning to rise. He didn’t see anyone else until he reached the southern gate where the south-bound road left the second ring. As he approached, the guardsman at the gate said, “Name?”

“Angus,” Angus said. “The Mage.”

“How long?” the guardsman asked, stifling a yawn.

“Pardon?” Angus asked.

“How long will you be gone?”

“Oh,” Angus said. “I don’t know if I’ll be back or not.”

“Destination?”

“Hellsbreath,” Angus answered. Before the guardsman could ask another question, he asked, “Do you know how long it will take to get there?”

The guardsman stretched, shook himself a bit, and said, “Fifteen days by foot if you don’t take any shortcuts and stay at the caravan stops.”

“Shortcuts?”

The guardsman scowled, yawned again, and asked, “First time south?”

Angus nodded, wondering if it was true.

He sighed. “Well, the road’s built for caravans.”

“Yes?” Angus asked, wondering what he meant.

“It’s nice and wide and hugs the valleys and loops around the hills. It makes it easy for the pack animals and carts, but it makes for a longer trip. If you’re in a hurry, you can climb over the hills instead of following the road around them.”

“Isn’t that a bit dangerous?”

The guardsman shrugged. “The patrols don’t go there,” he said, “but a lot of people do it. There are trails.”

“How much time do the shortcuts save?”

“About a week,” the guardsman answered, “if you get there.”

“How many don’t get there?”

“No way to tell,” he answered. “The Tween eats ’em up.”

“The Tween?” Angus asked, a bit alarmed.

“Look,” the guardsman grumbled. “I’m going off shift in a few minutes. Can’t you wait and pester Dillard?”

Angus half-smiled. “Well,” Angus began. “It’s just that I’ve never heard of a ‘Tween’.”

The guardsman shrugged. “Stick to the road, then. It’s safer. There’s places to camp. There’s patrols. And the things in The Tween usually stay away from it.”

“The Tween is a place, then? Not a thing?”

The guardsman sighed and nodded.

“Can you show me where it is on my map?” Angus asked.

“No,” the guardsman snapped, turning away and gesturing to the other two guards. “Snap to it!” he said. “Dillard’s coming.”

The two guards moved to stand at either side of the gate. They were stiffly erect and their hands rested on the hilts of their short swords.

“Shift change,” the guardsman said to Angus. “On your way, now.”

“But—”

“Go!” the guardsman ordered. “Day shift doesn’t have time to chatter.” He paused a moment, then added, “Dillard is not known for his patience, like I am.”

Angus lingered for a long moment before continuing south. Why didn’t Voltari put The Tween on the map? he wondered as he went through the half-dark streets of the outer ring of the town. It sounds dangerous—like Elhouit Achnut? Maybe that means “The Tween” in a different language? He frowned. Ulrich said not to go there, but Voltari hadn’t marked it. What other dangers did he neglect to mark? Is it a new danger, one that wasn’t on the original map? He shook his head once and set the questions aside. The miners were starting to fill the streets, and he needed to pay attention to what was happening around him. 

Stick to the road, he decided, until I find out what The Tween is.
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The road exiting Wyrmwood to the south was far wider than the one entering it from the north had been. At least twenty horses could stand abreast on it, and, as the guardsman had told him, it wound lazily around the first hill and kept close to the valley floor. As it sloped upward at an easy angle, Angus encountered the first shortcut, and it reminded him of the tracks between the villages near Fellwood: well-defined, hard-packed trails forged by footfalls and cleared by hand axes. I wonder why the guardsman said it was dangerous, he thought as his eyes followed it zig-zagging up the steep hillside. There isn’t enough vegetation to conceal a large animal, and the incline isn’t as steep as the hills near Voltari’s. He followed the shortcut for a few minutes, and then stopped. It had started out at an easy incline, but it wasn’t long before he felt like he was walking up a stair with shallow risers. How much worse will it be near the top? he wondered. Is that what the danger is? The steepness of the climb? He frowned and looked toward the top of the hill and could not see it. How narrow will the path be up there? He turned around and made his way back to the road and followed its lazy looping for most of the morning before he reached the other end of the shortcut and saw no one on it.

The road crossed a long valley with a river running through it, and he paused when he reached the bridge spanning it. It was a long, wide bridge cobbled like the road, and it looked sturdy despite having no pilons supporting it from beneath. Magic, he thought, bringing it into focus. A huge bundle of braided strands of earth magic anchored the bridge to the hillside well in front of the bridge, then separated to form a net-like cocoon around the bridge. Amazing, he thought as he moved up to the edge of the spell and studied its knots. They’re like the ones in the hearths. They don’t seem to be doing anything other than adding solidity and permanence to the structure of the spell. He frowned. I have seen knots like those before, but where? His frown deepened as he started across the bridge and came to an abrupt stop.

What’s that? he wondered, kneeling for a closer look at the cobblestones. Is the spell fracturing? The braids unraveled into separate braided strands, some of which wrapped around the surface of the bridge while others wove in and out of the cobbles like worms squirming through a pile of dead leaves. He studied them for some time before he stood up and slowly walked to the other end of the bridge, observing the magic of the spell until he passed its other anchor. They must have woven the spell while they built the bridge. The spell and the stone are two parts of a single whole. The intricacies involved.... He shook his head and frowned. How did they get the spell inside the stone without changing it? Or did they somehow extract the magic within the stone and use it for the spell?

He was still pondering the spell when he reached the second shortcut and almost walked by it without realizing it. Be vigilant, he reminded himself as he looked up the zig-zagging trail until it disappeared. The road may be wide, and I may be the only one on it, but that’s no excuse for not paying attention. There are other dangers out here, and I need to be ready for them. He sighed. It was easier when there were berries to look for and snakes to avoid. Here, it’s mostly rock and almost no shadows. What could possibly be hiding in them? He frowned. Snakes, he answered. Scorpions. Bears. He shook his head. I’ll see them on the road long before they become a threat, he told himself, if I’m paying attention. If not....

He reluctantly put aside the tantalizing questions about the bridge’s spell, both because he couldn’t answer them and because they were distracting him from what was happening around him. I’ve been lucky so far, he reminded himself as he spent a few seconds surveying his surroundings, but that could change in a heartbeat. He couldn’t quite believe it, given the rather barren landscape, but he made up his mind to act as if he did. Unfortunately, his resolve did not last that long.

That’s it! Angus thought as he walked up the shallow incline curving around the next hill. The scroll! That’s where I saw those knots. He quickly glanced about to make sure there was no one else on the road, then moved to the edge abutting the steep incline of the hill. He glanced around again before he removed his backpack, set it on the ground and sat down beside it. He unsealed the flap and carefully removed the scrolls that were on top to make sure he would replace them in the same order and to ensure they would not roll away or be captured by the light breeze. He was far less careful with the rest of the gear until he reached the scrolls at the bottom. He found the one he was looking for on the fourth try and set it aside. After repacking his gear, he stood up, strapped the backpack on, moved to the center of the road, looked about to make sure he was still alone, unrolled the scroll, and started walking. As he studied the scroll, he kept a part of his awareness focused on the road before him, but the rest of it was focused on the knots of the spell. Yes! he excitedly thought as the spell’s structure began to make sense. That’s why it has so much earth magic! It stabilizes the spell and delays its release. What will the spell do if those knots are removed it? He began unraveling the stabilizing knots from the rest of the spell and focused on what was left. It was still a complicated spell, and it still might be beyond his present abilities, but it wasn’t nearly as confusing as it had first been. With study, he would be able to understand it well enough to risk weaving it, and with practice—

Hide! 

Angus blinked. 

Hide! The part of his mind that had not been absorbed by the scroll shouted at him. Why? Angus thought, reluctantly shifting the rest of his awareness away from the spell. He was far too close to the edge of the road abutting the sharp drop to the valley below, but that was no reason to hide; it was reason for taking a few rapid steps away from it. The incline he had been on was leveling out, and he would be at its peak soon, and then it would start downhill into the next valley, but that only meant it would be less taxing. Then he heard the not-so-distant rhythmic clatter of slowly approaching horses from the other side of the hill—and looked for a place to hide.

There wasn’t one: One side of the road was a rocky slope that dropped at a sharp angle that offered no footing; and the other side had been cut into the hill to make the road wide enough. The cliff face it created was unnaturally smooth, and there was no way he could leave the road by climbing it. The road stretching out behind him was clearly visible down to the valley floor, and there was no sense in running that way.

By Onus’ blood! he cursed, sprinting to the cliff face. As soon as he reached it, he took off his backpack, opened the flap, and shoved the scroll inside. He left the flap unsealed and put the backpack within easy reach, just in case he needed one of the other scrolls. Then he turned toward the approaching noise, brought the magic into focus, and reached into his pocket for the vial of rust flakes. Even though he didn’t really need to do it, he removed the stopper and took a deep, reassuring breath. The magic within him barely moved as the sequence of knots for the spell came into sharp focus, ready to use, and he put the vial back away. By the time the heads of the front riders appeared at the top of the rise, he had selected the strands he would need and brought them to him. Then he waited.

When the front rider saw him, he slowed to a stop at the top of the rise where they were in full sight of each other. “Hail, Wizard!” he shouted. “Hold your hand.” Angus frowned as a dozen other riders joined him. They were all armed with swords and wore leather garments similar to what the guardsmen in Wyrmwood had worn.

A patrol? Angus wondered. The guardsman said there would be some. “Hail!” he cautiously shouted back, but he made no move to release the strands of magic or to tie the knots for the spell because neither action seemed prudent.

One of the men near the back nudged his horse past the others and walked it forward until he was a dozen feet way. “Well met, Wizard,” he said. “I am Lieutenant Sendar, and these are my men.” He had an epaulet on his left shoulder that was the same shape and color as the one Jasper and Tobar had had on their left shoulders.

A symbol of rank? Angus concluded, and a great deal of the tension faded from his muscles, softening his posture. “Angus,” he said, maintaining his control over the magic, “The Mage.”

“Well, Angus,” Lieutenant Sendar said, apparently unimpressed by the title. “Anything to report?”

Angus frowned. “Report?” he repeated.

Lieutenant Sendar studied him for a moment, then shrugged. “All right then,” he said. “If you don’t mind, it’s been a long ride from Hellsbreath, and we’d like to make Wyrmwood before twilight.” He turned in his saddle and made a gesture toward his men. As the clatter of the hooves approached, Lieutenant Sendar turned back to Angus and said, “You’re wise to be alert, Angus, but save your spells for the bandits. They’ve been busy on this stretch of the road of late.” As his men rode past, he nodded and fell in step behind him.

Angus watched them receding for some time before he released the magic and let it fade back into the background. Be vigilant, he chided as he reached down to seal his backpack. Now is not the time for study. If they had been bandits....

He shook his head and strapped on his backpack. I was lucky they weren’t.

He walked at angry pace up the rest of the incline, then slowed to an abrupt stop as he looked at the next hill. It was really a small mountain with a wide base, and it would take a long time to get around it. I should have asked him about the shortcuts, he thought, and The Tween. He resumed his angry pace down the hill and kept it—and the anger—up for nearly an hour before it wore him down. Then he slowed to a more leisurely pace and focused his attention on the present. I’ll have to find a place in the valley to spend the night, he realized. I’ll never make it around that mountain before dark.

When he reached the end of the second shortcut, a small group of travelers were standing around its base. “Well met, friend,” one of them guardedly said as he approached.

“Well met,” Angus responded as he slowed and brought the magic closer. His hand moved nearer to the hilt of his dagger even though they didn’t look particularly dangerous. “Taking the shortcut?”

“Aye,” the one who had greeted him said. He was a weathered, well-muscled man who fit in well with the mountains. He seemed to be their leader, and the others were obviously deferring to him. “We got a late start today.” 

Angus stopped a short distance away and looked up the steep slope. “What are they like?” he asked. “The shortcuts?” There were a few other travelers on it, some going up and others coming down.

“They vary,” he said. “The ones close to Wyrmwood aren’t too bad. Most of the time, they’re wide enough for you to pass someone coming from the other direction, and they aren’t too steep. They get worse as you go south, and only mountain men take the ones near Hellsbreath. There are places on them where you have to find your own footholds and handholds to make it around the top.”

So, that’s why they’re dangerous, Angus thought. “That doesn’t sound like a shortcut to me,” he said. “Wouldn’t it take longer to climb one than to go around the hill?”

“Mountain,” the man corrected. “The road goes deeper into the mountains the closer you get to Hellsbreath.” He pointed at the shortcut and said, “This one and the next will save us enough time to make it to Wyrmwood before night settles,” he said, “but the ones closer to Hellsbreath will save a lot more time if you can manage them. The road goes around those mountains, and it takes a long time to walk it. The shortcuts are safer, too.”

“Why?” Angus asked, looking up at the shortcut. If I were a bandit—

“You can’t get a horse up them,” the man said. When Angus frowned at him, he laughed. “The bandits have horses,” he said. “They keep to the road and use their horses to get away. Of course, you might run across a scoundrel or two on the shortcuts, but even they tend not to hassle people. It’s too easy to catch them.”

“I see,” Angus said.

“Well,” the man said to his group. “We’ve tarried long enough. If you want to make Wyrmwood before nightfall, we need to get going.”

A couple of them groaned, but when he started up the shortcut, they fell in step behind him. Angus watched them for a few moments, then turned away and continued down the road, thinking about what the man had said about the shortcuts. I should try the next one, he thought. A few steps later, he stopped. I should ask him about The Tween. He turned back, but the group was already too far away to catch up with them. So, he turned his attention back to the road before him. At least I know more about the shortcuts.

The road gradually leveled out as it entered a wide, wooded valley, and not far into it, he came to another bridge reinforced with magic. It was shorter than the first one, and the narrow river it spanned had long, tapered banks. He moved to the west railing and leaned against it for a better look. I should fish, he thought, his stomach rumbling. I’ll need some bait. He turned his attention to the old growth of densely packed pine trees that cradled the road. Fallen branches and leaves will have grubs and worms. There may be berries along the way. He nodded and quickened his pace. If they aren’t biting, I can sleep in the woods and get an early start tomorrow. 

His plans changed when he reached the other end of the bridge and the road forked. The side branch looped toward the river, and a sign was posted at the head of it. It read:

CARAVAN STOP

By the order of King Tyr,

this is a zone of safety.

The punishment for all crimes 

committed at this caravan stop 

will be DEATH.

Angus smiled. The same message was repeated in two other languages. Nice sentiment, he thought, but how do you enforce it? Especially if the criminal can’t read? He shrugged. I won’t be staying here, he decided, but it is worth a look. He stepped onto the side road and followed it until it curved into a large clearing next to the river. It was like the campsites north of Wyrmwood, but there were no hearths or grain. Instead, high, widely separated poles rose up through the cobblestones in several places. There was another sign at the entrance. It read: 

This caravan stop

is monitored

by the Wizard School

of Hellsbreath.

As he passed the sign, he heard a woman’s voice say, “Keep the spells to a minimum, please, Wizard.”

Angus flinched and looked around to see who had said it. He saw no one. He brought the magic into focus and examined the sign, fully expecting to see the tell-tale indicators of a spell. There were none: The magic within and around the sign showed no sign of being manipulated. To confirm that there was no spell attached to the sign, Angus kept the magic in focus, walked several paces out of the caravan stop, and approached the sign again. It remained unchanged. No disembodied voice spoke to him.

They are watching, he realized. That was like the spell Voltari used when he wanted me to join him. He nodded, both to himself and the observers, and continued into the caravan stop to see what it was like. Perhaps I will sleep here tonight, he decided. Was that why Hewert wanted me to go downstream at that campsite? Are they watching them, too?

He was still thinking about it when the first pole captured his attention. It had been hewn from the trunk of a huge pine tree, and someone had cut deep notches into it for footholds and left knobs jutting out six inches on either side for handholds. It would be easy to climb for anyone with reasonable balance and a tolerance for heights, so he started up—and stopped before attempting the second step. The hem of his robe had tripped him up, and he would have fallen if he hadn’t had a firm grip on the handhold. Should I risk it? he wondered, looking around the caravan stop to confirm that it was still vacant. Is it worth it? he thought, his hands going to the straps of his backpack. If they are watching...

No, he decided. Even if I got to the top, I won’t know what they use this pole for, so why do it? And yet, the urge to climb came from deep within him, and it was strong—and his curiosity fed it. He removed his backpack, leaned it against the bottom of the pole, removed his belt and set it on top of it, and had begun to remove his robe before finally pausing. Don’t be an idiot, he said. Just ask someone what it’s for. Before the thought was finished, though, his robe fell to the ground by his backpack, and he was starting up the pole.

It was a long, easy, invigorating climb, and when he reached the top, he found a small platform to stand on and the axle and wheel of a pulley. Whatever the pulley is for, he thought, it’s heavy. He stayed at the top until the brisk wind seeped into his skin, then started down at a rapid, fluid pace. He was relieved to see his backpack, robe, and belt were still waiting for him when he reached the bottom. He picked up the robe, shook off the dirt, and wrapped it around himself. By the time he had his backpack and belt on, the chill was gone.

Now, the bait, he thought, turning his attention to the pine grove and walking toward it.
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When twilight began to fall, Angus put out the fire he had built to cook the fish, packed up his fishing gear and leftovers, and returned to the caravan stop. As he approached it, he heard the muted sound of distant voices and slowed down. A group of travelers were busy making camp just inside the clearing. Three of them were raising a tent around one of the poles, a couple of others were busy hobbling horses, and another was building a fire. They’ve done this before, Angus thought, quietly moving in behind the trees at the edge of the clearing. They’ve traveled together often. They have a routine. He frowned. Bandits have horses. They hadn’t noticed him yet, so he maneuvered himself among the trees until he could watch them without easily being seen. So do patrols.

Should I join them? he wondered. The caravan stops are protected. The wizards are watching. I will be safe. He frowned. If the wizards have spells that reach this far. But they won’t protect me when I leave the caravan stop. He shook his head. If I were a bandit and knew someone was here, I would wait until they left the caravan stop and ambush them. It would be easy to do in these trees. He took a deep breath and turned slowly around, then exhaled it softly when he saw no one behind him. It would be foolish to keep going. Even if I make it across the valley, I won’t be able to see well enough to climb over the shortcut without Lamplight, and it will broadcast my position to everyone. If they aren’t the bandits, the real bandits will see it. The road around the mountain will be no better.

The caravan stop is safe, he reminded himself. Is there a way to take advantage of it without them finding out? They had their tent up and were settling in around their fire. As Angus watched them, the germ of an idea congealed into a plan, and by the time they had finished eating, he was ready to act. When true night fell and all of them had entered the tent, Angus decided it was time. No guards, Angus thought. The caravan stops are safe. He carefully, quietly made his way into the clearing until he reached the nearest pole, then he tucked the hem of his robe into his belt. After checking to make sure he wasn’t being watched, he carefully climbed up the pole. When he reached the platform, he removed his backpack, sat down, and leaned back against the pole. It is safe up here, he thought, letting his muscles relax naturally, I don’t need to worry.

Assume the worst, he thought as he fell asleep without the aid of the mantra. Be vigilant....

It was midmorning before Angus woke up feeling more rested and refreshed than he had since leaving Fellwood. He had also forgotten where he was until he tried to roll to a standing position and almost fell off the platform. Once he reoriented himself, he took advantage of his perch to see what he could of the area below and around him. It wasn’t much. The caravan stop was empty. The treetops looked nice, but he couldn’t see what was beneath them. The mountain he was approaching was too far away to see anything other than the same patches of color he could see from the road, and the hill behind him didn’t really matter very much anymore. So, he ate some leftover fish, climbed down the pole, untucked his robe, filled his waterskin at the little stream running past the caravan stop, and started walking. He sighed when he reached the main road and saw what was on the back of the sign: An arrow pointed north with “Wyrmwood: Next Stop” etched beneath it. Below it, a second arrow pointed south with the message “Hellsbreath: 15 Stops.”

Fifteen days, Angus thought, shaking his head. At least I can sleep on the poles.

He turned south and made it through the valley by midday, then reached the shortcut not long after that. I should take it, he thought, staring up the zig-zagging path as far as he could see. It will make up the time I lost this morning. The bandits won’t be on it. They have horses. He stood there for a long time before shaking his head. Too many people in tight quarters, he decided, turning away from it. My spells will work better in the open.

The sun was touching the mountaintops to the west when Angus reached the next wooded valley and started across it. Almost immediately, the road turned sharply toward the mountain to the southwest, and not long after that, he reached the next caravan stop. He approached it cautiously, avoided the attention of the travelers who were already there, and climbed the pole without being detected—at least, as far as he could tell. He slept, rose early, and left the caravan stop while the other travelers were still rousing themselves.

The road climbed out of the valley and hugged the base of the mountain’s east side not far above the valley floor. The shortcut branched off at the same time the road rose and headed toward the west side of the mountain. I should take this one, Angus thought as he studied the long, straight stretch toward the west slope. Almost everyone is taking them. He frowned. That was the problem: Almost everyone was taking the shortcuts, and that left the road to him and the few travelers who didn’t. The road felt safer, even though it exposed him to the potential danger from bandits. What he liked most about the road, though, was the visibility it provided: Except for the occasional rises that blocked his view, he could see so far ahead that no one could sneak up on him—and that was safer than the unknowns and blind spots of the shortcuts.

This one will save a lot of time, Angus concluded, almost stepping onto it. There must not be a valley to the west, so they had to build the road on the east side. It will come back to the west before it continues into the next valley, and the shortcut will get there much sooner. He looked at the gently rising road disappearing in the distance, then turned back to the narrow shortcut and craned his neck to follow its steep ascent. I should take it, he thought as he turned away and continued up the road at a slow, reluctant pace.

The road stayed near the valley floor, and the slope of the mountain was very gradual on both sides. Scattered patches of bushes and pine groves dotted the valley floor but never came close to the road. Some distance away, the mountain rose sharply upward with rocks jutting out through the sparse vegetation. Rubble piles littered the slope where boulders had broken free and tumbled down, and some of the larger ones had rolled across the road and into the valley below.

About an hour from the caravan stop, a large group of travelers appeared in the distance, and as they drew closer, he moved to the upslope side of the road. He brought the magic into partial focus and recited the mantra to heighten his senses and keep calm. This group, though, was different from the other travelers he had encountered: There were women and children with them. They also had a couple of fully laden carts, which they moved toward the downslope edge of the road before coming to a stop. A couple of the men in front of the group moved forward, while the rest stayed with the carts. “Well met, Friend!” one called out.

“Well met, Friend,” Angus replied, slowing down until he was close enough to assess them. They looked like the woodsmen near Fellwood: middle-aged, strong, dirty, modestly dressed, and poorly armed with axes. Their hands were close to the hafts, and they stood rather rigidly. They’re afraid, Angus thought, keeping to his side of the road. “You should reach the caravan stop by twilight,” he said as he slowly passed them. “You’ll be safe there.”

“Glad to know,” one of them said, but he didn’t sound that grateful. Angus had already turned away, but a large part of his mind was acutely focused on the sounds coming from their direction. Much of the rest was focused on the carts that had begun moving toward him. 

“Watch for rocks,” the other one said. “They’ve been falling.”

Angus half-turned, nodded, and kept going. He looked back several more times after he had passed the carts, and then returned to the center of the road. It wasn’t until he topped a short rise and lost sight of them that he began to relax enough to think. Families, he thought. All the other travelers have been men. Young men. No women or children. And they are always in groups. He paused to look behind him, as he had done regularly since he left Wyrmwood. He shook his head. Don’t jump to conclusions. There were individuals on the roads north of Wyrmwood, and there will be on this one, too. They’re probably taking the shortcuts.

An hour later, he topped another rise and saw a group of riders in the distance. 

Bandits! 

He ducked down and backed up until he could no longer see them and, he hoped, they could no longer see him. 

Hide!

He scanned the mountain slope and started toward a patch of trees not far down in the valley and started toward it. 

No! he thought, bringing himself to a stop. The mountainside is bare, here. They will see me before I can reach the trees. Go up. The mountain will shield me from them.

Not far from the road, there was a jagged boulder and rubble pile near the base of a near-vertical rise. A few dozen feet above it, there was a bare patch amid the weathered stone that looked recent. That man said rocks were falling, he thought as he started for the boulder. The slope started out easy enough, but by the time he reached the rubble, he was crawling frantically.

Slow down! he thought as the sharp edge of a rock dug into his left palm. Watch what you’re doing! He paused to glance at the road. Listen. No horses. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. There is time.

Still the mind, he thought, pushing away the pain in his palm.

Still the body, he thought, focusing on his breathing and heartbeat.

Still the mind....

When he heard the faint clatter of horse’s hooves, he opened his eyes. He was close to the boulder, but the path to it was littered with jagged shards of stone that could easily cut through the souls of his boots and the palms of his hand. This way, he thought, scurrying around the edge of the pile. Don’t disturb the rubble. Climb above it. He reached up with his right hand for a handhold on the cliff face and climbed up a few feet. He held himself in place and reached out with his left hand and climbed horizontally in the direction of the boulder.

The clatter of hooves was close enough that he could make out individual hoofbeats, but the mantra kept the surge of panic from distracting him. He moved awkwardly, clumsily clinging to the stone with his left hand and banging his left knee on a protrusion as he slid his leg over. His right hand followed more fluidly, gripping the handhold in a light, easy grip, and his right knee easily avoided the protrusion. His right foot seemed to find the foothold on its own. Despite his lack of experience, it went quickly, if not smoothly, and by the time the riders topped the rise, Angus had concealed himself behind the rocks.

It's not a patrol, he thought as he watched them through a thin crack between two of the largest shards. They don’t have uniforms.

As he watched them, he reviewed the location of his priming scents and rehearsed the string of knots for the spells he had primed. When the riders passed out of sight, he brought the magic into focus and very carefully moved to where he could see them again.

I should have counted them, he thought as they came back into view. If they saw me...

He used the mantra to keep his senses heightened and kept the magic firmly in focus until the clatter of the hooves had all but disappeared. Then he risked a cautious look around the boulder to confirm that none of the riders had remained behind. Then he waited.

Take off the robe, he thought. The black stands out. He reached down to loosen his belt, then slid his backpack off. Stay near the cliff face until you can see over the rise. There may be other riders behind them. When he was ready, he carefully placed each foot to avoid disturbing the loose rocks until he was past the rubble pile, then kept the rubble pile between himself and the riders as long as he could while he eased his way far enough along the base of the cliff to see beyond the rise. There were no other travelers that he could see, so he half-crawled, half-slid down the slope until it leveled out enough for him to walk. When he reached the road, he started jogging.

How far to the next caravan stop? He wondered as the shadow of the mountain fell upon him, sending a sudden chill over his skin. Will the twilight last long enough?
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It was still twilight when he reached the next caravan stop and found no one else there. I should have taken the shortcut, he thought, making his way to a pole. All the other travelers did. He climbed the pole and settled into his new routine: He removed his backpack, ate leftovers, and rested. Not long after he sat down, though, he started shivering.

When did it get so cold? he wondered as he opened his backpack and took out his robe. He put it on, and the chill promptly went away. Then he rummaged around in his backpack for Ulrich’s ointment and a bandage and washed the caked-on blood from his palm. He carefully dabbed a thin layer of the goo over the cut, wrapped the bandage around it, and put the ointment away.

He wasn’t tired, so he took out his practice string to tie the knots for Selpha’s Lamplight spell. At first, he concentrated on what he was doing, but as the motions began to flow and the knots became more consistent, he let his mind wander. Her spell had eight knots. What will happen if I add more? Less? If they don’t do anything, it shouldn’t affect the amount of light produced, only the length of time the spell lasts. He frowned. I should have asked her about that. He lifted the string of knots and let them fall off the other string. They came undone, and he started over. As he did so, he felt Voltari’s eyes staring over his shoulder.

Consistency, Voltari had told him, breeds predictability. If the threads you choose for the spell are consistent in color, they will be consistent in power. If the knots you weave are consistent in size, shape, and form, the spells produced by them will be consistently woven. If you consistently weave the same spell from threads of equal power, the effects of the spell will be consistent. That consistency leads to predictability, and that predictability is the key to survival. You cannot prepare for what a spell will do if you are not consistent in tying it.

Now, that does not mean you cannot use threads of different strength to tie the same spell, but you must understand what will happen when you do it. Weak strands of magic will produce weaker spells. Strong strands of magic will produce stronger spells. Sometimes, it will be in your benefit to use a weaker or a stronger version of a spell, and you must know what will happen when you do. Practice your spells. Experiment with strands of different strength to see what will happen. But never use different knots. The knots must always be consistent. If they are not, the spell will become unpredictable, and that unpredictability can kill you. Even a simple, harmless spell can become deadly if you don’t tie the knots properly.

Then Voltari had reached over his shoulder and burned his practice string. Those knots were not consistent. If you have knots like that when you tie your spells, you may be the one consumed by flame instead of that string. Angus had expected him to leave at that point, but Voltari had pointed at a deep red strand of flame magic and said, Tie Lamplight with that strand and anchor it to the desk. After Angus had done so, Voltari had pointed at a light yellow-orange strand and said, Again. Angus tied Lamplight and anchored it beside the first one. Now, stand well away from the desk and look at the two orbs. Tell me what you see.

The orbs are the same size, shape, and color, but one is brighter than the other, Angus had answered.

Yes, Voltari said. The knots you tied were consistent, but the stronger strand produced a more intense light. If you had tied the knot inconsistently, say with different sizes for the loop or a tighter base, the effects of the spell would have been different. The orb may have been larger or smaller, brighter or duller, or last longer or shorter. With practice and experimentation to determine how such changes affect a spell’s effects, you can make adjustments to suit your needs.

What if I tie the knot wrong? Angus had asked.

Voltari had scowled at him. Then we may have to begin your remedial studies again, he answered.

Angus sighed, looked down at the knots he had tied in the practice string, and shook his head. Practice, Voltari had told him, will not produce consistency on its own. Even though all the knots had the same basic structure, they were inconsistent in size and tautness. Consistent practice will. He slid them off the second string and, this time, focused on each motion for each knot. When he finished, he had produced a more consistent string of knots, but they were far from perfect. By the time he finished the next string of knots, it was too dark to see how consistent they were. After releasing them, he wound up the strings and returned them to his backpack. Then he leaned back against the pole and closed his eyes.

Eventually, he fell asleep and dreamt he was climbing a smooth white wall, and his hand was leaving behind a trail of blood marking his path. Beneath him, a pack of wild dogs circled, yipping excitedly as they tasted his blood on the air. One of them spied him and started climbing up the wall after him, its clumsy paws digging into the mortar between the cracks. As he reached for his next handhold, his bloody palm slipped, and he lost his grip. He flailed as his left foot slipped out of the mortar crack. The dogs howled below him as he started to fall.

“Well met, Friend,” the wolf climbing the wall said as he passed. “Watch out for falling rocks.”
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“Hey Rache,” Devon said as she entered the scrying room. “That gorgeous wizard you like is back, and he climbed another pole.”

“I didn’t say I liked him, Devon,” Rache protested as she moved to stand beside Arnye. “And I said his hair was gorgeous. You’re just jealous because of that mousy mop on your head.”

“R-i-g-h-t,” Devon said, making the word stretch out to give it added meaning. “That’s why you talked to him. You know we’re not supposed to do that.”

Rache ignored Devon as she looked at the mirrors spread out in front of Arnye. As he stood up, she said, “I just wanted—”

“We know what you wanted,” Elle said, smirking. “I don’t blame you, though. He is gorgeous. And not just the hair. That roguish beard, those soul-seeping eyes, and that adorable robe! What kind of wizard wears black? And he does it so well, doesn’t he?”

“It’s busy tonight, Rache,” Arnye quietly interjected. “Two groups of riders and some walkers. They’ve been keeping to themselves, so I don’t think you’ll have any problems.”

“Sounds good,” Rache said, sitting down before the array of mirrors, each one showing a different part of the first caravan stop. Taken together, they showed all of it, and when the caravan season started, there would be even more mirrors showing them from different angles—and a different student watching each one. But it was the off-season, and there weren’t enough travelers to warrant assigning more students to observe them. Even the busy caravan stops could be observed easily by one student. “See you tomorrow, then.”

After Arnye left, Devon slyly said, “Do you want to switch stations, Rache? So you can—” he paused meaningfully “—watch him?”

“We’re not supposed to do that, either,” Elle said, laughing. “But I won’t tell.”

“It’s a silly rule,” Devon said. “It shouldn’t matter who is watching, as long as someone is.”

Elle shrugged. “Not my business,” she said. “I have the next stop.” 

“They don’t want us to get attached to the travelers,” Rache said. “It’s a good rule,” she softly added. “Attachments distract us.”

“Don’t worry, Rache,” Elle said. “There’s nothing to see, anyway.”

“Oh?” Rache prompted. “Why not?”

“It’s cloudy,” Devon said. “No moonlight.”

“Stormy,” Elle corrected. “It just started raining here. A bad one, by the look of it.”

“A storm?” Rache said in alarm. “And he’s sitting on a pole?”

“Not sitting,” Devon corrected. “Sleeping. Before that, he was tying knots in a string.”

“Why would he do that?” Rache asked. “Only First Years—”

“I know,” Elle interrupted. “It surprised me, too. He looks more experienced than that. It’s the robe. There’s no way a First Year would have one like that.”

“What kind of knot was it?” Rache asked. “I still practice some of the complicated ones.”

Devon frowned. “I really didn’t notice,” he admitted. “It was almost dark when he started, and then the clouds came in. I only know he’s sleeping now because of the lightning.”

“Lightning!” Rache repeated in alarm. “If it hits the pole—”

“It won’t,” Elle said. “It’s up high. The wind is the real problem. It’s blowing like crazy.”

He’ll be killed! Rache thought in alarm. “We have to warn him!”

“Not our job, Rache,” Devon said, shaking his head. “You know that. We watch. We don’t act unless someone commits a crime.”

“It would be a crime if that gorgeous hair gets mussed up,” Elle quipped.

Rache stood up, moved away from her station, and stepped in behind Devon. “Which one?” she asked, looking at the blackness of the mirrors.

“That one,” Devon said, pointing at one of them. “He’s the only one there.”

Rache hovered behind him until the lightning flashed and she caught a brief glimpse of him sitting against the pole. His eyes were closed, and his hair fluttered in the wind like the delicate end of a frayed rope. His robe rippled about his thin muscular form, and he looked so peaceful as he slept, not like the way he had looked the night before. His face had been calm, then, even stoic, but not peaceful. He was still sleeping when the lightning flashed again.

“Whoa,” Elle said, her voice low.

“What is it?” Devon asked.

“A tree,” Elle said, turning toward him and pointing at one of her mirrors. “The wind blew it over. It almost hit that construction crew’s tent.” Then she turned to Rache and said, “The storm will reach him soon, Rache. If you’re going to do anything, do it now.”

“No,” Devon weakly protested. “We can’t. The rules—”

“Why are we here, Devon,” Rache asked.

“We’re here to protect the caravan route,” he answered. “To make sure there’s no crime on it.”

“No,” Rache said. “We’re here to protect the travelers. Usually, preventing crime is enough to do that. We don’t need to help the caravans because they have their own wizards and healers. They can help themselves. Most of the travelers are in groups and help each other. The loners know how to survive in the wilderness, and they would never be in this situation. They would have known the storm was coming and prepared for it. This wizard,” she paused, “is different. He doesn’t even know he’s in danger, and he doesn’t have anyone there to help him.” She paused significantly and finished, “There are no rules for this, Devon.”

“That won’t convince Master Varna,” Devon said. “She—”

“She isn’t here,” Rache said. “We are.”

“I’m not—”

“You don’t have to, Devon,” Rache interrupted as she brought the magic into focus and reached for a strand of air magic linked to the mirror showing the sleeping wizard. She wove the knots for the Messenger spell, snapped, “Wake Up!” and sent it to him.
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Angus jerked awake just before he landed among the slavering dogs, then sat breathing heavily in the utter darkness of a moonless, starless night. The air was chill and moist and smelled of pine resin, rock dust, and a hint of smoke. A stiff west wind buffeted him, and the platform swayed slightly. The pulley rattled like an angry fenumbra. Thunder rumbled in the distance. Storm! he thought as his robe billowed up around his legs and snapped in the wind. Something slid across the platform and bumped into the railing. I need to get down!

He half-turned to reach around the pole for his backpack and found nothing there. He twisted until he was on his knees, leaned around the pole, and groped frantically until the wind knocked him off balance. He fell sideways and slid toward the edge of the platform. The fingers of his right hand brushed against the iron ring of the trapdoor covering the opening for the ladder, and his hand instinctively closed around it. His feet swung around until they touched the berm at the edge of the platform, and he pressed against it until he could reach the lowest handhold with his left hand. Then he used it and the ring to pull himself up to the pole, shifted his position until the pole blocked most of the wind, then twisted around until he was sitting with his back against it.

Lightning flashed, and he caught a glimpse of his backpack rocking against the berm, perilously close to tipping over it. He scooted over until he thought he was directly in front of it, then waited for the lightning to flash again. The wind gusted, flattening his robe around his legs and puffing it up around his right arm and chest. The hood snapped wildly, stinging his cheek over and over again until he leaned into the leeside of the pole. When the lightning finally flashed again, he shook his head: the backpack was still to his right.

I need light, he decided, hunching into the leeside until the pole blocked most of the wind. He brought the magic into focus, and just as he started to tie Lamplight with his left hand, the wind gusted again. It jostled him enough that the slipknot almost escaped, and he shifted position and waited for the gust to die down. When it did, he quickly finished the knot, and the orb flared to life. But it wasn’t as large or as bright as it should have been. The knot’s wrong, he thought as he anchored it behind his left shoulder, but it will work. The wind whipped around him as he maneuvered his feet until they were positioned on either side of his backpack. I wouldn’t have been able to tie Selpha’s spell, he thought. It can’t be done with one hand.

Angus laid down beside the pole, gripped the iron ring with his left hand, and let the wind push him toward the edge until his feet touched the berm. He adjusted his feet until they stopped sliding, then let go of the ring. He pressed his weight against the berm and levered himself up with his elbows until the wind lifted him into a sitting position. As he leaned forward and reached for the strap of his backpack, the wind gusted, lifting him off the platform a few inches. Before it died back down, his right hand caught the backpack’s flapping strap and wrapped it around his wrist. The wind abruptly ended, and he fell back to the platform with a thump. 

I can’t stay up here, he realized as the lightning flashed and he saw the treetops whipping back and forth. It will get worse. He pulled the backpack with him as he laid down, rolled over, gripped the iron ring, and pulled himself back to the pole. Once there, he sat up, scooted around to the leeside, and hooked his backpack’s strap around the lowest handhold on the windward side of the pole. When the next gust came, it pulled the strap tight around the peg and lifted the backpack, but the strap held and kept it from sliding toward the edge.

I can’t climb down in this wind, he thought as the wind howled about him. It will rip me off the pole. His hands began to shake. I can’t stay up here, either. His heart beat faster. What else can I do?

Still the mind, he thought before the frantic thoughts began to pummel him.

Still the body, he thought as he focused on his breathing.

Still the mind....

When his mind and body had calmed down, he opened his eyes and focused on his present situation. I have to climb down, he decided. How can I do it safely? His head tilted. The ladder has a crosswind. Can I use the pole to block it and climb down the pegs? He shook his head: There was a handhold next to his waist and another at his shoulder. I won’t fit between them. I’d have to lean back, and the wind will catch me. I wouldn’t make it ten feet. He frowned. I need a way down the ladder that won’t give the wind a chance to pull me off.

Lightning flashed, and the thunder rumbled a few seconds later. The storm is getting closer, he thought, then promptly dismissed it. The pulley rattled violently, and he pushed it to the periphery of his senses. The wind gusted, lifting his backpack off the platform. It dropped with a thud when the gust passed. Once they were registered, these sounds joined the others in the background—all but the pulley’s chatter. He looked at it and tilted his head. The rope? The thought seemed to come from nowhere, and his hand dropped to the thin rope tied to his belt. He hadn’t used it since leaving Blackhaven and had completely forgotten he had brought it with him. It had dangled at his side and become a part of him that he never thought about. He lifted the thin braided coils and set them on his lap. Will it hold my weight? he wondered, frowning at it. It wasn’t even half the girth of his pinkie, but the strands were braided well—and its strands were braided from even smaller threads. He lifted it closer to his eyes and squinted. They weren’t threads; they were also braided strands. Yes, he decided. It is strong enough. He unclasped it from his belt and unwound a few feet of it. Should I tie myself to the pole and wait out the storm? Lightning flashed with a thunderclap close in tow. No, he decided. I need to get down. The wind gusted, and the pulley shook wildly about. Tie it to the pulley and lower myself? He frowned and looked at the rope. Is it long enough for that? There was no way to tell until he reached the end of it, and if it wasn’t...

Make a safety line.

He uncoiled several more feet and scooted forward until his back was a few inches from the pole. I should take off my robe, he thought as he threaded the loose end behind him and wrapped it around his torso twice. The wind will keep the hem away from my feet. I won’t trip. He raised the rope until it was just below his armpits, then pulled on the end until there was about four feet of free line. He tied a slipknot at the end, then turned sideways so he could slide it over the handhold for size. Once he was satisfied with it, he tied a second knot to keep the slipknot from shrinking. Good, he thought as he leaned away from the rope and the knot held. If I slip between steps, it will catch me.

He turned to his backpack and hesitated. Leave it here. Come back after the storm. Even as the thought finished, he was already lifting the backpack from the peg and raising it to his shoulders. The wind pushed hard against it, twisting him sideways before he could finish strapping it on. The rope grew taut as he slid toward the edge, stopped him for a moment, then squeezed in upon his chest. It kept squeezing even after the gust died down, and he had to feed through more slack from below before he could breathe again. Then he used the rope to pull himself back to the pole. It will work, he thought. If I use it right. He took the safety line from the peg, unwound the rope from his chest, and tied a harness.

When he finished testing the makeshift harness—two loops over his shoulders attached to two larger ones wrapped around his chest and knotted in place—he clasped the coiled end to his belt and took a deep breath. It’s time. He scooted to the trapdoor, undid the latch holding it in place, and opened it. He braced himself, waited for the next gust to pass, and then dangled his feet through the opening. He took a firm grip on the handholds and slid his toes into the first notches beneath the opening. He put his weight on them, stood up, and shifted his weight to his hands. He lowered his left foot and groped around for the next lower notch, found it, and thrust his toes in as far as they would go. His right foot slid down to join it, and he moved down another step before transferring the safety rope to the first peg beneath the platform. He was lowering his left leg again when the wind gusted and blew his legs sideways before he could find a proper foothold. The trapdoor slammed shut above him and rattled noisily as the wind tried to lift it back up again. He clung to the handholds until it died down, then floundered for footholds for a few seconds before finding them.

Timing, he told himself as he absently reached up and latched the trapdoor. When the gusts hit, I need to have a firm perch. How can I tell when they’re coming? He closed his eyes and focused on his senses until the next gust struck. After it passed, he let everything but the sound of the trees go back to the periphery. He focused intently on that sound. There, he thought, the rustle of the branches changes just before the gust hits. He waited until the next gust and started down again as soon as it passed. The gusts happen frequently, he thought as he settled into place and moved the safety rope down a peg. But there are gaps. He moved down another step, then hugged the pole and waited for the next gust before moving the safety line. I could have gone down one more, he thought. There was time. He moved down two more steps and was halfway through the third when the rustling changed. He scrambled for a foothold, but the gust hit before he could find one. His legs swung to the side and the wind caught at his backpack, twisting him wildly and nearly dislodged him before the gust died down.

Drop it, he thought when he found a new perch. He lowered the safety line, but instead of gripping the next handhold, his right arm dropped to his side and the strap of his backpack slid down. No! he thought as his arm came back up through the strap and the wind caught the backpack. The left strap slid off his shoulder and down to his elbow, and the full weight of the backpack pulled against it. His right hand snagged a handhold just before the backpack pulled his left hand from the peg and brought it sharply down to his side. “No,” he gasped as the strap slipped off his wrist and fell through his grip. The trees rustled more violently, and before he could reestablish his grip, the gust struck, pulling his feet out of the notches. The safety line grew taut, did what it was supposed to do, and kept him close to the pole as his right hand slipped off the peg beneath it. The gust blew him away from the pole, but the safety line held, and when it died down again, he plunged back toward it. As it approached, he clung to the safety line with his right hand and instinctively thrust out his left arm and leg to brace himself for the impact. He struck, careened off, and twisted all the way around before swinging back again. This time, he grabbed for a handhold as it passed, missed it, and his left palm slammed painfully against the pole beneath it. It slowed him down, and he was able to grab it when he swung back. Before he lost his grip, he wrapped his legs around the pole and grabbed a handhold with his right hand. He clung there for several seconds, waited for another gust to pass, then found notches for his feet. He shifted his weight to them and reached up to move the safety line down. His eyes widened when he saw it: It had almost slipped off the end of the peg when he had swung back past the pole, and if it had, he would have plunged to his death.

I should have made two lines, he thought as he lowered it to the next peg. One for each side. Once it was in place, he turned his attention to his left hand. The palm stung from slapping the pole, and blood seeped through the bandage. His fingers ached when he flexed them, but the pain didn’t change. Not broken, he decided, but something is wrong. He shifted his position until he could see his hand more clearly, then frowned at the end joint of his pinkie. It pointed down while the rest of the finger was aimed at the pole. He lifted it with his thumb, but it flopped lifelessly down again when he moved the thumb away. Oddly, it didn’t hurt at all. 

Terrific. He rested his hand on the next lower peg and put some weight on it. At least it isn’t affecting my grip. He waited for the next gust to pass, then cautiously started down again. This time, he only went down two pegs before he pressed against the pole and waited for the next gust. Slowly, methodically, he climbed down twenty notches before the rain started. It was just a few sprinkles striking his right cheek at first, then a few more.

Go faster, he thought, quickly lowering his left hand to the next peg. The rain will make the pole slippery.

No, he answered, his right hand clinging to the peg above him as he shifted his left foot too quickly and lost the toehold. If I fall, I’m dead. He found the notch again and wedged his toes into it. The right foot slid down against the pole and fit neatly into the one beside it. Then his right hand came down to the next peg without the safety rope. His fingers almost slipped off the slick surface before he managed to hang onto it. He looked up at the safety rope but didn’t reach for it. The sprinkles were already accumulating on the windward side of the pole, and it would not take long for it to become too slick for climbing.

The rope is long enough, he thought. Secure it and rappel down. It will be quicker. He didn’t move until the next gust struck and faded. Then he reached up for the safety rope and brought it down two pegs. I’ll have to remove the harness, he thought, but didn’t move to do so. Instead, he reached down with his right hand to unclasp the coiled portion of the rope form his belt. He leaned out far enough from the pole to slide it through to his left side, then let it drop. After getting a firm grip on the next lower peg with his right hand, he reached down with his left hand for the trailing rope and tried to tie a slipknot in it with his left hand. But his fingers were stiffening up, and the rope was much larger than his practice string or the strands of magic, and his hand couldn’t manipulate it the way it did them. He needed both hands to tie it.

He waited until the next gust passed, then leaned away from the pole until the safety line was taut and hastily tied a slipknot. He pulled himself back to the pole, wrapped it around the peg like he had the first one, tied the second knot to prevent it from shrinking, then waited for the next gust. Two safety ropes, he thought as he swayed. One on each side. If I slip, I won’t go far in either direction. When the gust passed, he started down again. As he descended, the rain pummeled his right side and drenched that side of the pole, and his right hand slipped off the pegs frequently before managing to find a grip. Sometimes, he couldn’t, and he relied on the safety rope. The left side of the pole remained relatively dry, but his hand was swelling up and his grip was weak. The footholds remained relatively unchanged, and he found himself relying upon them more and more as he neared the cobbled clearing.

When he finally reached the ground, he sat down against the pole for a long time with his eyes closed. Then he remembered his backpack and got up to look for it.
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Mewler’s quill hovered over the inkwell as he read through the entry a second time. Odd? he thought as he dipped the quill into the inkwell and read it for the third time. When he finished, he began the calming process of replicating it with precise, evenly spaced, proportional characters that matched the entries above it. It began like the others (Arrival at North Gate, Evening) followed by the name (Angus The Mage) and description of the visitor (Tall. Thin. Adult. Black Hair. Odd Silver-Blue Eyes. Black Robe.). Who has eyes like that? he wondered as he dipped the quill. What does he mean by “odd”? Were there three of them? Eyes should be even. And silver-blue? That doesn’t make any sense. Nevertheless, he copied it verbatim in the precise lettering that had earned him his position as one of the Royal Scribes. Granted, he was a low-standing one, but even that had a great deal of prestige—at least among scribes—and some authority.

He focused intently on copying the next line of the entry (Occupation: Former Wizard’s Apprentice, Blackhaven Tower), then hesitated. I didn’t think Voltari had apprentices. He brought the feathery tip of the quill up to his lips, and his tongue snaked out to taste it. “Small truths are pieces of a larger truth,” he muttered. “Accumulate enough of them, and the larger truth becomes clear.” He frowned. Is this just a small truth? Or is it part of a larger one? He tapped the quill tip lightly against the inkwell. There are no small truths when Voltari’s involved. I’ll have to check the Wizard’s Registry to see if he reported his apprentice. If he didn’t...

Mewler was still wondering about it as he wrote the next line: Purpose: Layover, 1 Day. Normally, that would be the end of a typical entry, but this one had an addendum: First Visit. Birthplace Unknown. That’s not possible, he thought, looking at a row of identical books on his shelf. Whenever there is a new birth, it is recorded in that year’s official registry. He put the quill in the inkwell, stood up, and walked over to the shelf. His birth will be noted here, but when? He reached for one, then hesitated. “Verify what you can on your own,” he softly said. “Rely upon trustworthy sources when you can’t. The more trustworthy the source you have, the more reliable the information will be.” The registry is extremely reliable, but what about the scribe? The gatekeepers? I should talk to them, first. He turned away from the shelf and returned to his desk.

Later, he thought. Finish the entries, first. He finished with that day’s arrivals and turned to the next day’s departures. The first entry for the South Gate was a standard notation about Angus The Mage leaving for Hellsbreath, but the scribe had added a simple word at the end: Nosy. What does that mean? he wondered as he copied it. I’ll have a busy evening, he thought. First the North Gate, then the South. Is this “Angus The Mage” worth the trouble?

“There are no minor truths,” he reminded himself, “but there are misplaced ones.” He frowned as he almost made an unacceptable mistake in the next entry. If it’s distracting me, he thought, I need to pursue it. It may even be worth reporting to His Most Knowledgeable One. Once he made the decision to investigate the wizard with the odd eyes, he set aside his curiosity and focused intently on each precise stroke of the quill. Errors, even minor ones, were unacceptable in the work of a Royal Scribe.

7

Angus was relieved when he found his backpack intact not far from the pole, but it was short-lived. The wind pelted him with the sharp, heavy drops of a downpour and threatened to push him out of the clearing. He slid on the wet cobblestones until his toes caught on the cracks, then stumbled and slid some more. He sought protection in the leeside of a pole but it did little good: The wind whipped around it, and the heavy rain kept falling.

I need shelter, he realized as he made his way from one pole to another until he reached the edge of the clearing. Once there, he stumbled between a pair of pine trees and dodged the whip-like branches snapping in the wind. He circled around to the leeside where the wind was weakest and crawled beneath the lowest branch. The prickly needles reached for him, caught on the makeshift harness, and held him back. He backed up until it came free, then belly-crawled on the matted needles until he reached the bole of the tree. He found a niche among the branches, set his backpack against the bole, and sat down with his back against it. He put his throbbing left hand on his lap palm up and stared at it. The bandage had torn, and some of the skin had scraped off his fingers. Blood dripped from it. The pain wasn’t bad, but the swelling was. He could no longer make a fist, and his fingers had never felt so stiff. He frowned, brought the magic into focus, and tried to tie a slipknot—but it slid off his clumsy fingers before he even finished the first loop. He let the magic fade and stared at his hand some more.

Is it broken? he wondered, tentatively probing each finger, each joint with his right hand. He paused when he reached the pinkie, turned his hand palm down, and the tip dangled despite the swelling. He pinched it lightly, raised it to its proper place, let go, and watched it flop back down again. Why is it doing that? He twiddled with it a little longer, then let his hand fall back to his lap.

As he rested, he listened to the wind, the gnashing branches, the thunder, and the spattering rain. Idiot, he thought, then shook his head. How could I know a storm was coming? He shook his head again. I never should have been on that platform. His lips tightened and his brow furrowed. No, that wasn’t the problem; it was the mantra. I should have used it. If I had, I would have felt the wind changing.

“Stop!” he snapped. “It’s done. Deal with the consequences.”

He glared at his hand and the self-recrimination slowly went away. A fresh bandage and more of Ulrich’s ointment. It helped my feet, and they were in much worse shape than this. He turned around and unsealed his backpack but didn’t lift the flap. The branches were blocking most of the rain, but some drops still dripped on him. My scrolls, he thought, pulling his damp hand back and shaking it. A few pine needles that had been clinging to the sleeve of his robe fell off, and he reached up to flick away a reluctant one. It’s dry, he thought in amazement as he touched its cloth. He blinked. It’s been dry the whole time. It’s as if it hadn’t been in the rain at all. He held out his right arm and shook it violently, but only a few more pine needles fell from it. It will protect you.

He retracted his hand until it was fully in the sleeve, then lifted the backpack’s flap enough to put his arm inside. He reached past the scrolls and felt around until he found the clay pot, gripped it as tightly as he could through the cloth of his robe, and wiggled it out. He set it on the pine needles, then resealed his backpack. After unwrapping the bandage and prying off the lid with his dagger, he dipped two fingers into it, brought out a dollop of the goo, and gently spread it over his palm, between his fingers, and over the back of his hand. The pain was already beginning to subside by the time he reached the pinkie and rubbed the last of the goo over it. When he finished, he dabbed his fingers into the goo again and spread more of it over the last pinkie joint before sealing the jar and setting it next to his backpack.

I’ll bandage it after the rain stops, he thought. What else do I need to do?

Rest, he thought. Wait out the storm. Plan for what follows. He nodded, leaned against his backpack, and closed his eyes. By the time sleep came, he had outlined a plan: Go back to the clearing. Bandage his hand. Eat. Check the backpack’s contents for damage. Walk to the next caravan stop. Fish. Rest. Repeat.

His plans changed when he reached the clearing.

8

The morning had started out well: The swelling in Angus’s hand had gone down considerably, and he had most of its flexibility back. The skin of his palm was tender, but the gash had sealed and was healing well. Even so, he rubbed a little more of Ulrich’s ointment over his hand before drying the clay pot and putting it back in his backpack. His pinkie joint still pointed at the ground when the rest of his hand was parallel to it, but there was nothing more he could do about it. At least it didn’t hurt. He removed the harness so it wouldn’t catch on the branches, wadded it up as well as he could, and forced it into the belt’s clasp with the coils. He dragged his backpack behind him as he made his way out from under the branches. Water oozed up through the pine needles and surrounded his knees as he crept into the daylight. When he stood up, his robe rippled in a soft breeze. The sun was well above the horizon, and the clouds were breaking up. The storm was over, and he had survived it.

So far.

He extinguished Lamplight and made his way back to the clearing. Water sloshed around his feet, and the ground sagged under them. When he rounded the last tree, he almost stopped: The clearing was covered in water and fallen branches. He only knew he had reached the cobblestones by the way the water splashed and the solidity of the stone beneath his feet. The stream topped its banks, he realized as he walked toward the nearest pole and the water swallowed his feet. So has the river. He looked down at the water covering his feet and paused. I need to get to higher ground. It's still rising.

He veered away from the pole and slogged through the water until he reached the sign at the entrance. The side road had a noticeable incline, and he was soon standing on dry cobblestones cluttered with damp debris. He walked quickly up to the main road, then slowed to look for a place to sit down, eat, and check his backpack. The runoff cascaded down the mountainside and flowed across the cobblestones in narrow, fast-flowing rivulets. When he topped the rise, he saw dozens more of them. Minor rockslides sprinkled the upslope edge of the road, and a large one stretched halfway across it near the top of the next rise.

Here, he decided, moving toward the upslope. It’s clear. It’s dry. There isn’t much wind. There won’t be a better place. At the edge of the road, he removed his backpack and set it down. When he unsealed it, the flap fluttered open in the light breeze, so he turned it around until the flap was downwind.

I’ll need rocks to hold down the scrolls. He walked along the edge of the road and tossed back palm-sized stones that didn’t have sharp edges. When enough of them were scattered about his backpack, he returned to it, removed the scrolls that were on top, anchored them with a rock at each end, and lined them up against his backpack so they wouldn’t roll away.

His fishing line and practice string were next, and he weighted them down with Ulrich’s ointment. The leftover fish and last of the dried fruit were under them, and he paused in his inventory to eat most of it, then drank deeply from his waterskin before he continued.

He set the pouch of metal bits and tinderbox next to his backpack, then stacked the bandages beside them. He wrapped his notes, parchment, quill, and inkwell in the apron to prevent them from blowing away and set the bundle on the other side of the backpack. All that remained were the scrolls he didn’t understand and the little vial of green liquid.

He reached for a scroll, but instead of encountering the familiar arc of a cylinder, his fingers fell upon a nearly flat surface. It crackled and gave as he pressed down, and he hastened to find the end of it. His fingertips should have slid into the hollow end of a tube, but he had to squeeze them into a tightly compressed opening. Once he had a grip on both ends of the scroll, he gently lifted it from the backpack and groaned. It must have landed upright, he thought, and the weight crushed it. As he inhaled a slow deep breath to calm himself, a faint hint of anise came with it. What’s that? he wondered—until a drop of light green liquid fell from it.

No! Angus thought in horror as he turned the scroll and saw the light green stain running down the full length of its base. He shook it until no liquid dripped from it, then untied the string. His hands trembled as he carefully peeled it open, and he gasped when he saw the blackish-green, indecipherable blur. He unfolded it again. The liquid had seeped into the next layer between two lines and was deforming the runes where the black ink bled into it. The stain ended at the next fold as a thin, ragged, light green streak falling neatly between two lines.

“No,” he whimpered, frantically weighing down the corners of the scroll. “It’s ruined.”

His eyes widened. “The others!”
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