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The Lantern of Illumination had gone inexplicably missing from the School treasury. The Sorceress Liliana had vanished in a tempestuous mood to meet with the King and the King’s Council. And someone had left the garden door open at the base of the West Tower, which meant that rain had come in and puddled all across ancient grey flagstones. Edwin Lionar, in theory a magician in training, contemplated wet shimmers, time-worn steps, the sweet green-wet leaves and tempting earth-deep quiet.

He could duck outside, heedless of weather; he could touch a glowing dripping fern, a brilliant purple cluster of pansies, the pale bravery of snowdrops. No expectations, no demands. No one except himself and the anchors of soil and the rhythms of leaves and roots, drinking water, growing, busy being. Simple, that.

His boots were also growing: growing damp. He sighed. He should probably find a mop, not being a water-talent.

The hall, sturdy stone and tapestry-warm, awaited assistance at his back. The newly reformed—two years old, and equally wobbly—School of Magicians of the Middle Lands felt like someplace that wanted to be home. It tried hard, Edwin had concluded over the months he’d been in residence. The Sorceress—he could not think of that short quick dreadful competence as Liliana, and definitely not Lily, the way her terrifyingly handsome royal husband called her, laughing—said that she wanted the new School to welcome apprentices, to give them a refuge for wild magic, to establish connections instead of isolation. That was one reason the quiet gardens and airy training-rooms and meditation towers sat contentedly in a reconstructed river-palace in the heart of the Isle of Averene: part of the city, the kingdom, the whole Middle Lands. Immersion, versus separation up on a hilltop in the clouds.

Of course the more practical reason was just that the previous site had become unusable: instability, shifting ground, an earthquake or two. That’d been decades ago, though. Long before the unrest, the death of the old king, the fear and suspicion regarding magical involvement in young King Henry’s illness, and then the cure, also by magic in some messy and complicated way, and Henry’s proclamations about the reflowering of the School and the welcome of Lily and her first students as friends instead of potential dangers. The shift in attitudes was requiring some adjustment on everyone’s parts, from non-magical citizens to the magicians themselves.

Edwin did not consider himself especially dangerous. He did not consider himself especially anything.

His family had made that clear enough. He could use the inherited familial distinction of prince if he liked, as a courtesy, but the current head-of-the-family Prince of Thistlemare remained too preoccupied with the dignity of a landless and near-extinct title to care much about his fifth youngest sibling. Edwin had always assumed that his brother was genuinely if absently fond of him, in much the same way Edgar would be fond of any family member who avoided disgrace to the storied legacy of a no-longer-existent principality; certainly Edgar had been pleased, for at least two reasons, when the Sorceress Liliana had swept into the historic and gilded Thistlemare House and praised their climbing lavender roses and announced that Edwin should present himself at the School the following morning.

He’d gone. What else did he have to do, other than linger at the edges of parties and salons, in his eldest brother’s defiantly decorated home?

He’d always liked gardening, the unfurling leaves, the spicy-green scent of new arrivals like the tomato plants, the rich elemental life of the earth. Edgar and his wife, the glittering and formal Princess Matilda, had been horrified at any hint of dirt and labor in the townhouse. Edwin had learned not to bring up his own wistful yearnings for a bit of earth of his own, beyond the tiny manicured formal garden of the townhouse.

The rain would be good for the School’s gardens. For billowing tropical greenery, and wildflower blooms, and the mysterious purple-green ball of spikes Edwin could not name but rather appreciated, glowering alone over in its corner. It knew what it was, and that was enough.

Thinking about rain and snowdrops and the purple of pansies, he turned a corner in search of a mop, and outright collided with firm shoulders and strength, in the attractive shape of Khiy d’Estehaven: current fellow apprentice, former private secretary to the Ambassador from Penth, and the exact embodiment of self-confidence and talkative ease and buoyant charm that made Edwin generally inclined toward hasty silent retreat. They were the same age—twenty-eight—and consequently a handful of years older than the other four apprentices. Khiy, however, possessed a depressing amount of travel experience, cultural knowledge, note-taking shorthand, and ability to talk without anxiety in social situations.

And he even put a hand on Edwin’s arm. Steadying, when Edwin’s wet boots slipped. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.” His eyes were warm and dark, brown as freshly-tilled earth; his skin was warm and brown as well, like sunlight in a garden bed, and he had a tasteful silver clip amid the usual cloud of midnight hair, unobtrusively expensive and stylish as his waistcoat and shirt and trousers. Next to Edwin’s stubbornly pale skin and garden-rumpled indeterminately blond-brown hair and awkward height, Khiy stood out in color, vibrance, presence. “I was looking for you, actually. With the weather—”

“I can’t,” Edwin jumped in, too bluntly, not finding the rhythm of words and responses. “I’m better at earth, plants—I don’t do water—I need a mop—”

“A mop?”

“For the water. The door. Someone left it open.” He gave up. “It’s all wet down there.”

“Yes, your boots say so.” They both looked, automatically. Edwin’s cheeks heated. Khiy added, a different note in that smoky voice, as if gentleness might be necessary, “I thought you’d be in the garden. Worried about the predictions. The snow.”

“Snow?”

“Where’ve you been all day? Josie has been saying as much since this morning.”

Josie, having a certain amount of skill at weather and atmosphere and heaviness and portents, was rarely wrong. Edwin blurted helplessly, “The strawberries—” and turned toward the garden door as if he could prevent a blizzard on the spot. “Did she say how soon—”

“Tonight, and you’d’ve known that if you’d shown up for any meals.” Khiy’s eyes held a surprising amount of concern for someone more an acquaintance than a friend. He’d moved his hand from Edwin’s arm, though for some reason warmth lingered. Perhaps that was in contrast to the chilly air. “Is everything all right?”

“Not for the strawberries. Those are—”

“The old wild crimson-sugar strand, dating back to Grand Sorcerer Lorre’s original beds, ancient and rare, all of that. I know. I was asking about you.”

“Oh.” Edwin regarded him, perplexed. The stone of the hall, here on the ground floor, stood up calm and thick and unruffled around them. “Why?”

“Because—” Khiy made a small movement, a gesture; a silver bracelet slid, restless. He stopped himself, restarted. “Because you’re a fellow apprentice, I care whether you’re starving yourself, and I believe in the importance of the balance of the world? Which includes you. Obviously.”

That sounded true; it likely was true. Most of the apprentices understood magic that way; Edwin himself did. Individual talents and affinities might differ—Josie’s intuition about air and weather, Taran’s gift for summoning objects across distance—but underneath lay a common shining core of awareness: knowing how the world felt, feeling the rhythms and the rightness, hearing the deep bronze drum-beats of presence and existence and life. They all had to know it, to some extent, in order to call a book from a far-off library, or to speak to a distressed fern and understand what it needed; that heart-true profound sense was the center of magic, at least as the magicians themselves understood it. The average person on a city street, particularly here in the Isle with those long shadow-edged memories, might answer by pointing out dragons and fireworks and that time former Grand Sorcerer Lorre had relocated a river; but those were only the surface.
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