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      “Where softly I tread once before and not in my recollection, I can feel the wind as she sighs.”

      Eraekryst looked into the dark and dying canopy of the Nightwind forest that mantled them like a tangle of massive spider legs in a web overhead. The trees had lost their vitality, lost the energy that had sustained them for ages. There yet remained a faint scent of the old magic in the air, tucked in indigo shadows, poking from the earth here and there—new shoots destined to wither without Light.

      “The Huntress?” Atrion asked, moving up beside him.

      “The wind. The wind sighs.”

      “You choose a strange moment to be poetic,” Atrion said. “I do not like it here. Even the sun has succumbed to the advancing storm.” His gaze fell from the sky to meet his brother’s. “Arycion says we are close.”

      “You will be free of him soon,” Eraekryst promised. “Once she is defeated, he will be untethered from you.”

      “A freedom I eagerly anticipate,” Atrion said. “His is a darkness I cannot escape, and I fear it has become part of me.”

      “You are sunshine,” Eraekryst said easily. “Songbirds and wildflowers. The shapes of little fish hidden in the clouds.” He gave a reassuring nod. “There is naught to eclipse your Light.” He started onward again.

      Atrion hesitated before following him. “Are you certain you can contend with her?” he asked quietly. “You are in no state to⁠—”

      “She.” He held up a hand. “Aye, she….” He peered into the darkness, not seeming to have fully heard his brother.

      Atrion watched him warily until Eraekryst took a deep breath and gestured in a particular direction. They descended into a swampy valley where the saturated earth sucked at their feet and pooled around their ankles as opaque sludge. The air was as dank and as cool as the mud, and when the faint echo of thunder reached them from the darkening sky, even Atrion fought a shiver. “This place is not empty.”

      “The Lady called them ‘ghosts.’ The dead linger here.” Eraekryst glanced at him. “Do not speak to them.”

      “Is that a warning?”

      “They engage in lengthy conversation. We have not the time.”

      “It has taken us years to reach this moment,” Atrion said, brow furrowed.

      “What is time?” Eraekryst murmured, more to himself. “‘Tis all in fine supply until ‘tis not. In this moment, at this time, there is urgency. The storm is pending.”

      As if on cue, the thunder rolled across the sky like a wave upon the shore.

      “You are certain,” Atrion said, lifting his feet from the mud, “that Seranonde’s death will free the Forgotten.”

      “What is this doubt?” Eraekryst asked. “This has been our mission, and though Shadow and hunters have deterred us, the prize was never more certain.”

      “Prize?”

      “Metaphorically speaking.”

      Atrion shook his head. “Yea, time has worn at my confidence, and I do wonder if our path has not changed with the darkness spreading in this world.”

      “Quite the contrary, Atrion. It has never been so vital.”

      “If you believe it so, I will try to have faith.”

      Eraekryst turned to him. “‘Tis not how faith operates. I will earn your trust again, and it begins here.” He gestured to the black and dying forest. They moved up and over the soggy hummocks that protruded from the stagnant water like the tops of ancient, mossy turtle shells. Pale, vaporous lights lifted and glided around them like directed mist, and what started as a few grew quickly in number.

      “They were drawn to her, but now they are drawn to us,” Eraekryst murmured. “They will guide us.”

      The trees grew broad and buttressed at the base, ancient anchors wider than two men were high. They looked like abandoned turrets, broken in battle and worn with time. Though their branches had long since snapped and rotted, tangled masses of thorny vines adorned the shoulders of the trees like cloaks, shrouding them in a formidable barricade.

      One tree was larger than the others, stuck deeper in the muck, with the densest wall of gnarly branches guarding an impenetrable hole amongst its jutting roots. A veritable fortress by design. The architect was within, for the air was still and silent—a void—as unnatural as the structure itself.

      All expression dropped from Eraekryst’s face as he came to stand before the tree. He took the violin case from his shoulder and set it gently upon drier ground. The thunder rumbled louder, and a swathe of charcoal clouds moved before the veiled sun and remained, casting a deeper pall upon the foreboding landscape.

      “Whatever may transpire within,” Eraekryst said without looking over his shoulder, “do not venture forth.”

      “If you do not return, I will come for you,” Atrion vowed, adamant. He already had his bow in hand.

      Eraekryst finally turned back, his stare harder than any words he might have uttered. Then he moved up to the vines and lifted his hand, fingers outstretched. Grudgingly, the tangle unwove itself as he moved within, and little by little, he was sealed off as the vines shifted back to where they had been. He disappeared into the depths of the roots, his Light swallowed.

      A flicker of blue light from the abyss could have been foxfire. Eraekryst knelt in the damp moss and waited, a knife gripped in one hand, held low at his side.

      “The Prince has returned,” said a voice just above a whisper. “I knew you would come.” The weak blue light did not advance from the hollow across from him.

      “I have a vow to keep.” Eraekryst peered into the darkness.

      There was a moment of silence. “I thought you came with mercy.”

      “What do you know of mercy?” he asked. If he strained, he could see her entourage of specters peering at him from behind stringy roots and darker niches near her.

      “Then this is vengeance. A waste of time. Go back to your forest, little prince. I will meet my end without you. As will this world and everyone in it.”

      “I thought you championed the return of chaos,” Eraekryst said calmly. “Light and Shadow, at war once more.”

      “It is not by us, but it is our right,” she hissed. “Our purpose. The Outsider drives these forces. Usurps them for his own gain. You learned as much, yet you do nothing. You disappoint me, Eraekryst.”

      “And what would you do, Huntress?” he asked, irritated. “What noble contribution would you make to right this transgression?”

      “I had hope in you once,” she said, as though he had not spoken. “That you would not hide in your forest like your predecessor. That you would be the one to bring change. Instead you toy with Humans and demons. Where is the creature you sought to save?”

      When he did not respond, Seranonde gave a quiet, terrible laugh. “I see.” Then the soft voice turned hard. “Get out, then. Or finish what you came to do.”

      “You ignore my question,” Eraekryst said tightly, clenching the knife at his side.

      “Are you ready for my answer? My solution is not without a price.”

      Eraekryst narrowed his eyes. “Humor me.”

      “For all your ‘power,’ you are not strong enough. You cannot accept the mantle of change as you are. You cannot best this foe—not without an army.”

      His stare returned to her ghosts and their anguished expressions. The silence was for him—for him to fully realize what she was suggesting. “You would give me your entourage,” he murmured, haunted.

      “You would earn it. By vanquishing me…and partaking as I have partaken. My power…and yours.”

      Eraekryst nearly released the knife. “There would be no redemption.”

      “That, my prince, is the price. And…” There was a stirring from the darkness as a creature crawled toward him, blue light escaping in dying bursts. Seranonde’s labored breathing was the only sound as the wasted being lay prostrate before him. Her bones were poorly covered by corroded, pale flesh, and the hand that pulled her toward him was missing several fingers. Her other hand was gone completely. She looked up at him through one clouded eye that sat recessed in a deep socket. Much of the other half of her face was gone.

      He gaped at her, aghast.

      “…you get to share my fate. The justice you delivered with your Demon.” When she spoke, her torn lips parted with venom.

      Eraekryst drew back.

      “It takes time to die,” she assured him. “You can still be the hero, Eraekryst. If you have the conviction to see this through.”

      He gripped the knife, and the voices of the Lost Ones screamed inside him. How many immortals had she slain? How many would come to serve him in this most important battle? Was this not his purpose? To fix the world that was sundered? And then to die, much as the Demon had died. An ending not unfitting for him, given his own ghosts and his ostracism from Veloria. It would be a sacrifice worth making—one only open to him—here and now. Her withered fingers reached for his free hand, and he gave it to her. He watched her note his own mutilated hand, saw what he thought might be a smile. Then he raised his blade⁠—

      Seranonde gave a cry, her grip falling away.

      Eraekryst could not tear his eyes from the arrow jutting from her back.

      “This is not for you,” Atrion said from behind him. He advanced quickly, kneeling adjacent to Eraekryst and lifting Seranonde’s chin.

      “I followed you until Death, and then I endured. For so long, I endured. This, my dear, this is for me—not the golden child before you.” And with a swift motion, he had pulled his own blade and run it across her neck, nearly severing her head.

      The blade delicately met Atrion’s lips, and the reaction was immediate. He winced and drew a sharp breath. “To feel pain again,” he gritted. “So lovely.” Then he cast the knife away, wiped his mouth upon his sleeve, and bestowed Eraekryst a slight smile, his body trembling lightly from the spread of the tainted blood. “At last we truly meet, Eraekryst of Celaedrion.”
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            A RESPECTABLE PROSPECT

          

        

      

    

    
      “Graduation is in one week. Have you pursued any of the leads I suggested to you?” Medoriate Callista Hartsmoth asked the young woman in front of her. As of yet, her student had yet to lift her eyes from her tattooed hands. She wondered what had possessed the girl to have spiderwebs inked atop them, and she suppressed a sigh as the young lady seemed more interested in watching the “webs” contort as she stretched and contracted her fingers.

      “I tried to find something for you—something respectable. We can’t all follow our dreams into specializing in our magical fields. There is a need for generalists—especially with the state of Mystland as it is. You are an intelligent young woman, and you’ve achieved high marks during your time here at the Mystland Academy. I pulled some strings to see that you might have a more notable employer. The library, for instance, needs a caretaker who can navigate those shelves. Would that not be an acceptable role for you?”

      The young woman continued to stare at her hands, and in a sudden welling of frustration, Callista reached across the desk and clasped those hands, forcing her student to regard her with pale, gray-violet eyes.

      “Chara,” she said firmly, holding the other’s gaze. “Please let me know that you are listening.”

      “The library,” the young woman said quietly. Then she slipped her hands back to her lap.

      “Yes.” Callista sat back. “It may not be your first choice for an occupation, but it is somewhere to start.” She sighed again in sympathy, aware that Chara was still regarding her. “Your talent is here,” she said, pointing to her head. “You may have magic, and it may yet evolve one day, but for now, it remains hidden, unreachable. This is a time of acceptance. You will leave here, and I want you to feel proud of your academics. I want you to find contentment with your place in society.” She fell silent and gave the young woman a chance to respond.

      At last, when Chara’s gaze returned to her hands, Callista admitted defeat. “I strongly encourage you to take that letter of recommendation I signed and speak with Medoriate Grayton, the Master Librarian. Do that much for yourself, and if not for yourself, for Councilwoman Woolens, who has been your advocate for all these years. And for your uncle, who cares about you very much. We all want to see you succeed.” She turned away from her student. “You can send the next person in.”

      The sound of the chair scooting back and soft footfalls of the willowy young woman retreating from her office did not entice Callista to look her way again. Only when the door had opened and shut did she shake her head in the aftermath of her failure.
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        * * *

      

      Chara pulled a jack from her pocket and lit it with the whittlestick she had “borrowed” from another student. She left the Academic Hall and headed outside, keeping her eyes upon the ground. The steely sky was a passage only for the harsh winds of a winter not yet vanquished. It pulled at her skirt and obscured her vision with her own dark locks as she clung to her cloak.

      She made a detour for the cookhouse, following the scent of a hot meal in the works. The jack was quickly extinguished before she tugged open the heavy door and stepped inside to a hot and smoky world. She stood in the pantry, but the clatter and commotion of the kitchen beyond was her destination. Cautiously she moved on, hoping to stay unnoticed and out of the paths of all but the one she had come to see.

      “Don’t move,” a voice directed from the haze. “I’ll get him for you.”

      A moment later, a thick figure emerged and joined her just outside the bustling kitchen. “Hey, Kid,” Uncle James greeted brightly. He wiped the sweat from his brow with his arm and hastily smeared his hands across his apron. Then he looked at them and decided against giving her a hug. “Sorry. Kind of a mess.”

      Chara managed a smile and a nod.

      “You talk to your advisor?” he asked. “She tell you you got the research job you wanted?”

      “She said I have great potential,” Chara said. “The door is wide open.”

      “Aw, that’s great, Kid,” James said, grinning. “I’m so proud of you. We’re gonna celebrate. I’ll think of something…maybe a cake… We’ll have Miria over, all your friends… I’m almost done for the day. Wanna come by later for dinner?”

      Chara shook her head. “I have some studying tonight.” She watched his shoulders sink just a little. “How about tomorrow?”

      “Yeah. That’d be good.” His broad grin returned, stretching his round and scruffy face.

      “Have a good night, Uncle.”

      “You too, Chara. Don’t forget tomorrow.”

      She nodded and ducked out the way she had come in. Her dormitory was on the outskirts of the campus of the Academy. It had been her refuge, her haven, and once she graduated, she would have to find other means of lodging. She kept her head down, taking long, quick strides, and her fingers rediscovered the jack she had stashed in her pocket.

      The force of the collision startled her, and she made the mistake of raising her eyes to the young man who now scowled at her as he dusted off his coat. “You should watch where you’re going,” he said, waiting for an apology.

      He was left expectant and stormed away as Chara stared after him and the Shadow that was not his own. She took a breath and completed her course, fumbling with the key to unlock the door to the modest space that contained a bed, table, chair, and trunk for her belongings. The sole window was covered by one of the blankets from her bed, leaving the room in uniform darkness. She shut the door behind her and locked it before searching by touch for the lantern on the table. She twisted the knob, and a flame grew from inside the glass.

      “No sense in talking about it,” she said to the Shadow lingering by the chair. “You were there the whole time.”

      Chara sank down on the bed and toyed with the jack without lighting it. “What is the point to it all?”

      The dark shape condensed into a form that resembled a fox, then leapt upon the bed next to her. It curled into a ball, and she imagined it stared at her with eyes it did not possess. “What is the point of you? You can haunt anyone else, but you choose to haunt me.”

      The fox-shadow lifted its head and flicked its tale.

      “Maybe your aspirations are like mine,” Chara said with a nod. She fished under the pillow and withdrew a small wooden box. Inside were a dozen thumbnail-sized red seeds, one of which she popped into her mouth. She lay back against the pillow and started to chew on it, the sweet, nutty flavor warming upon her tongue.

      “Graduation is in a week,” Chara told the Shadow. “What do we do? We could run away. It would break Uncle’s heart.” She threw the jack at the table, but her arms were feeling heavy, and it fell short. “He would be all right, in time.”

      Her breathing started to slow, and the fox-shadow grew blurry. “It all works out in the end,” she said, each word an effort. “For what it’s worth….”
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        * * *

      

      There was a pounding that wrenched her from a blissfully empty sleep. The room was dark, of course, and the Shadow was gone. Except that it was not.

      Chara pushed herself from the bed and tried to gather her senses. She smoothed the hair from her face and opened the door. There was a man on the other side—perhaps in his thirties—well-groomed and handsome with dark eyes and darker hair. He wore a warm smile upon his clean-cut face, and at the sight of her, he removed his hat and gave a short bow. “Charasida Tyegus, I presume?”

      She gave a stiff nod.

      “I am Brent Cane, an associate of the Academy. May I come in?”

      Chara stepped aside and stared at the Shadow that was sitting in the chair. She ushered it away and offered the chair to the man while she sat upon the trunk.

      “You, ah, live quite modestly,” he said, glancing around the room from where he sat.

      “Are you here on behalf of Medoriate Woolens or Medoriate Hartsmoth?” Chara asked.

      “Neither, actually. I work with the Academy to place young prospectives in a suitable field.” He studied her a moment. “Your talents have earned the attention of our organization.”

      She smiled politely at him. “You are mistaken, Mr. Cane. I have no magical ability. I have a promising career in wait for me at the library….”

      His smile faded. “This is not a mistake, Charasida. It is the purpose of our scouting agents to identify potential students for specialized fields. We have been watching you since your enrollment in the Academy.”

      She stared at him.

      “Allow me to explain,” Brent said. “When Mystland was devastated by the poison of the Wishing Pearls, a plan of action was set into motion for rebuilding medori society.”

      “You’re not medori,” Chara interrupted.

      The man gaped at her. “No…no, I’m not. But Mystland has become more of an integrated society. Take your uncle, for example.”

      “You know my uncle?” Chara asked.

      “With all respect, Charasida, my job is to know you. You were assigned to me as soon as you enrolled. I know your mother has gone abroad, and James has taken custody of you. Councilwoman Woolens has been your dedicated sponsor. I would venture to say the only piece I’m missing is your father⁠—”

      “He’s dead,” she said.

      There was a pause. “I am very sorry to hear that.” Brent’s expression softened. “I am here because I know you will have an important role in Mystland’s future. You may not believe me yet, but I have a feeling that is because you have been misunderstood and even underestimated since you were young.”

      Chara folded her arms. “This is some sort of trickery. What is it you want from me? I don’t have any money. I don’t have…anything, really….”

      “I would like to prove you wrong.” He handed her an envelope.

      She opened it and removed a blank piece of paper, then looked at him questioningly.

      “An open invitation. A future yet to be written,” he said. “I am here to help you, but only if you are open to the possibilities of the future. If you are content with a career in the library, you need not worry about the envelope at all. If, however, you are willing to meet again, just sign your name on the paper, seal it in the envelope, and leave it just beneath your door.”

      “That is my best way to reach you?” she asked, skeptical.

      “I am always on the move, Charasida. At this point, it is easier for me to reach you.” He stood and picked up the jack from the floor. He set it on the table and gave her a smile. “I hope we will meet again.”

      Chara stood and shooed the fox-shadow from the door, oblivious to Brent’s curious regard. She opened the door and gave a nod before shutting it behind him.

      “You’re trying to tell me something,” she said to the creature. “It’s nothing I don’t already feel. And yet…” She held up the envelope. “Does it matter? I can choose the library.”

      The fox-shadow circled the lantern and dimmed the flame.

      Chara tossed the envelope on the bed. “I should find Uncle.”

      She found the sun in the same position it had been when she had arrived at her dorm, and she marveled at how long she had slept. The demands on her time, however, were few now that her studies had come to an end, and the days merged into one unending chain of non-events. If her uncle was not at home, she decided she would wait for him rather than venture into the cookhouse again.

      Her stomach burned from her neglect, and the promise of one of his special meals was more of an incentive than any future her graduation would support. What she did not look forward to was the conversation she would have to keep. She had been lying to him, after all, and whether or not he knew it, Miria Woolens would know it. Miria was as astute a listener as Chara was a terrible liar. Inevitably, Chara would have to rain on the celebration with the truth about her prospects. She resented that it was her fault that her lack of talent would confine her to a life of mediocrity—especially when both James and Miria had been so supportive. She feared their disappointment more than her own disappointment in herself.

      Chara stopped and considered turning back. Was it worth the shame? Yet if she did not meet them for dinner, they would certainly come looking for her. Even worse, they would see her room—the missing books that once threatened to collapse the shelf and the absence of the jars of rocks, seeds, and dried flowers she had collected in her ventures beyond the city. They would wonder at the blanket that served as her permanent curtain to shut out the world. So much about her had changed, and she did not have the heart to try to explain it to them.

      A nasty chill forced her to turn from the direction she had come. The same young man into whom she had collided yesterday was heading her way. Except that it was not him. She stared at skin that now housed the Shadow that had been tailing him. A dark pall was his mantle, infecting her with cold as he drew nearer. A darker smile nearly froze her heart as he slowed in passing.

      He stopped and gripped her arm with needle-like fingers, and she was paralyzed. His face bent close to hers, and she could see the abyss—flat, black, and fathomless—behind his eyes as they grew impossibly wide. He opened his mouth, and icy vapor spewed out. She was swallowed in that horrific moment—the pause before he spoke. “The Dark Tide is rising,” he said, eyeshine flashing red. He released her and stepped away to continue his trek to whatever malevolent intent awaited him.

      Chara tried to breathe, tried to move. Memories of her own dark tide washed in and filled the voids she had created to separate herself from the past. Suddenly she did not want to be alone. Without breaking into a run, Chara quickened her pace and focused on her destination. Her uncle’s cabin was hardly a stroll from the cookhouse, and when she saw smoke rising from the chimney, she breathed a sigh of relief.

      She knocked lightly on the door, and he must have been waiting for her, because he was quick to open it. Everyone loved Uncle James, the good-natured cook who seemed not to have a care in the world. Chara knew better. Being well-liked was not the same as having close friends, and in that, he and Chara shared a common ground: loneliness.

      “Hey, Kid,” he greeted, ushering her inside. “I’m almost done fixing dinner. And I got a surprise for you.” He took one more glance outside the door. “Where’re your friends?”

      “They couldn’t make it,” Chara said. “Where is Miria?”

      “She’ll be here,” he said easily. “She really wants to see you.”

      Chara stifled a frown. She moved his coat from where it had been strewn upon a chair and set it on a hook near the door. She had spent a good part of her childhood in the cabin, and it was clear to her now that she had been responsible for its tidiness. There was a pile of clothes near the hearth—undoubtedly awaiting a good wash. The floor was dirty, the windows dusty, and the only object that virtually gleamed in the space was the worn, old rocking chair that James frequented when not busy cooking. Without giving it much thought, she found a rag and wiped down the table and dragged a couple chairs from hiding in the corners of the room.

      “Sorry,” James said, rubbing the back of his neck. “It just escapes me. I don’t get much company.”

      Chara passed him a weak smile. “Neither do I.”

      “Looks like it’ll just be the three of us.” He set some wooden plates upon the table. “I brought quail home from the kitchen. I was able to get the right seasonings, and—mmm—you can smell it, can’t you?”

      She nodded.

      “Don’t come by it that often. But that’s not the surprise.” He took her arm. “Come with me—before Miria gets here.”

      He escorted her to the adjoining room, where he grunted as he knelt to reach under the bed for a long, narrow, dusty case. He slid this out and looked up at her, his blue eyes smiling despite the seriousness of his expression. “You’re ready for the world,” he said. “And this world ain’t a stroll at the market. Lots of bad things can happen out there, and you gotta be ready. This—” he gestured to the case, “ain’t gonna fix everything, but it’s saved my ass more’n a few times.”

      James brushed it off with his thick fingers and lifted it up to her.

      Chara took it warily, not surprised to find a weapon inside. “Uncle—this⁠—”

      “It’s a special sword. It can fight for you. I had my days where I used it…and misused it…but those days are behind me. I want to you have it, though I hope you never have to draw it.”

      It’s as though he knew what happened, she thought, her frown deepening.

      “Hey, are you alright, Kid? I didn’t think you’d be all giddy for it, but you look upset.” He grunted again as he struggled to his feet.

      Chara could not begin to explain what had happened, and to do so would open a door that could not be shut again. “Thank you,” she managed, “I do appreciate it. I’ve just…had a rough day so far….”

      “Well, let’s make it better.” He patted her shoulder. “You don’t haveta take that now. It’s yours anytime you want it. But I think maybe Miria don’t need to know.”

      “No,” she agreed, closing the case and setting it on the bed. She followed him out of the room and back to the table, where he grabbed a trio of mugs and set them amidst the plates. He gestured for her to sit while he disappeared and returned again with a bottle.

      “Tom had this set aside—one of his special ciders. He made the mistake of telling me about it, and I wouldn’t stop hounding him until he sold it to me.”

      Chara blushed. “You really have done a lot for me.”

      “I told you I was proud. I don’t always get to show it.” He sat down next to her in the rocker, and it creaked beneath his weight. “I know it’s been hard—just the two of us, but your mom would be proud too. She’ll come back, and she’ll see how hard you’ve worked.”

      She rested her chin upon her hands. “I don’t think she’s coming back.”

      “Of course she is. Saving the world don’t happen overnight.” He gestured for her to pop the cork on the bottle.

      Chara had no desire to speak of her mother, so she set to apportioning the cider. “We should wait for Miria, no?”

      “Let’s take a sip and just refill ‘em,” James said with a wink.

      Guilt made the cup feel ten times heavier. There was so much he did not know.

      “To your future,” he said, lifting his vessel.

      They touched rims and drank. If there was a flavor, it fell flat to her, but James seemed to enjoy it.

      A knock on the door caused them both to pause, and he gestured for her to refill the cups as he rose and greeted Miria.

      “Am I late?” she asked, craning to see Chara standing at the table.

      “‘Course not! We were just chatting.”

      “It smells amazing in here, James.”

      Eventually, they both came to the table, and Chara pulled a chair out for the councilwoman. It had been several months since she had last seen Miria, and it seemed to her the councilwoman had aged just a little more. Her hair was grayer and a few more lines stood out on her face, but her eyes were still bright and defiant.

      “Chara, I apologize that it has been so long since our last meeting.” Miria took a moment to embrace her before assuming her chair.

      “You have more responsibilities than me,” Chara said.

      “But you are not the least of them, and I owe you some time,” Miria said.

      James excused himself to finish the meal.

      “The culinary students still take advantage of him, don’t they?” Miria asked in a low voice.

      “He doesn’t know how to say no,” Chara said. “But he does enjoy sampling what they bring him.”

      “I’m sure he does, but I would start to worry for his health.” Her shrewd eyes studied Chara. “You look tired, my dear.”

      “I’m fine,” Chara said, wishing the councilwoman was less astute. To mind everyone’s business—within and outside of her job—had to be exhausting. It would be a challenge to avert any of Miria’s questions. One poorly worded answer would lead to further prying, against which Chara had few defenses other than silence.

      “Less than a week until graduation day. How do you feel?”

      “I’m ready,” Chara said, tracing the rim of her cup.

      “Out of curiosity, have you been to see Medoriate Grayton in the library?”

      It was all she could do not to make a face. “Not yet,” Chara said lightly.

      Miria nodded thoughtfully, but before the conversation could meander further, James returned with a platter of steaming quail and buttermilk biscuits. “No fancy etiquette here,” he said. “Help yourselves.”

      “Thank you, Uncle,” Chara said, her stomach growling.

      “I miss cookin’ for you,” James said. “You look like you need a good meal.”

      Chara colored. To have Miria scrutinize her was one matter, but for Uncle James to chime in was a bit much.

      “Before we enjoy this gift, let’s acknowledge the reason for our celebration,” Miria said.

      James winked at Chara. “To this young lady and all her hard work,” he said, lifting the cup a second time.

      Chara raised hers to complete the triad. The contents went down as tastelessly as the first time.

      “She’s gonna be the best worker in the research department,” James said, beaming.

      “Research,” Miria said. “Research in the library, perhaps.”

      “Honestly, I don’t what research she’d be doing, but I know it’ll be important.”

      Chara stabbed the meat with her knife.

      “Tell us more about the area of study that interests you,” Miria said.

      “Poisons,” Chara said.

      “Magic poisons?” James asked, intrigued.

      “Subtle poisons. The kind that go undetected over long periods of time.” She paused for dramatic effect, but Miria smiled at her.

      “You remind me so much of…” Her smile faded before she could finish. She waved her hand. “The ceremony will be held in the Grand Hall. By then Chara should have her gown. James, do you…” She looked at the cook’s shabby and ill-fitted attire. “Do you need something suitable for the occasion?”

      It was his turn to blush. “Prob’ly.”

      “I can help with that,” Miria said. “But we’ll need a trip to the tailor.”

      Chara set down her knife. “It seems like a lot of fuss for one day.”

      “It is,” Miria agreed, “but we can’t neglect the importance of what years of schooling has awarded you or your classmates.”

      What has it awarded me? Chara wondered. She focused on the meal, not wanting to continue the conversation.

      “This is a coming of age, when you officially reach adulthood and are welcomed into functioning society.” Miria sipped her cider. “This is very good, but a bit strong!”

      Chara gulped from her cup.

      “Whether you work for the Mystland Council or as a cook for Academy, every role is important.”

      James smiled. “Never thought in all my years I’d be where I am now. Couldn’t see past life on the streets. Your mom was the first person who thought of me as more than a thief,” he said to Chara. “Her and Scorch.” His smile diminished, but he continued to regard her. “You just never know where things will end up.”

      “Well, that was a little off the path of what I was trying to impart, but it is true nonetheless.” Miria finished another morsel. “We all discover ourselves along the way, and sometimes we learn our own hidden talents. James—I haven’t eaten anything this delicious in months.”

      “I gotta admit I picked up some ideas from the kids.”

      Chara was starting to wonder if this was all a strange dream. Lectures on life, advice from those who had “been there.” Was she seventeen or ten? At least at ten, she could put faith in their words.

      At some point, the plates were clean, and a small cake appeared. Though she was no longer hungry, she ate a little for James’s sake. When he saw that his guests were going light on dessert, he indulged in a larger portion without much hesitation. The bottle of cider had emptied along the way, and the extra cake did little to hide the guilty party’s mild inebriation.

      “This was good,” he said, his round face rosy. “I gotta have company more often.” He got to his feet and swayed a little before taking their empty plates.

      “Thank you, James, for all of this,” Miria said after him. “If you don’t mind, Chara and I are going to chat by the fire for a bit.”

      “I won’t bother you ladies,” he said from the other room. Then a hiccup.

      Miria dragged the pair of chairs closer to the hearth, and Chara respectfully hid her uncle’s dirty clothes. She had known this would not be an easy escape, but it was a question of just how much Miria knew and would prod her.

      “You know your uncle is worried about you,” Miria started.

      Chara glanced to where he had disappeared but said nothing.

      “We are beyond, ‘is everything all right?’ I would be more inclined to ask, ‘What is the matter?’”

      “I’ve had a lot to think about,” Chara said. “If, as you say, this is a coming of age, then why should it weigh lightly?”

      “Fair enough.” Miria folded her hands in her lap. “So what weighty matters have you concerned?”

      “I don’t know what I want for my future. Everyone seems to think I’m fit for shelving books in the library, and that’s respectable. If that’s what I can look forward to, then it doesn’t matter whether I graduate or not. None of my studies have prepared me to sort paper the rest of my life.”

      Miria did not speak immediately, her gaze falling into the flames as they crackled and popped. “It does seem like a safe vocation, doesn’t it?” she murmured at last. “I will be honest with you, Chara. No one knows how best to guide you. Without any magical assertion, the future here in Mystland can be…limited.”

      She turned to Chara. “You’re special—in ways we haven’t discovered yet.”

      “Special? My whole life has proven otherwise,” Chara said with a hint of irritation. “Are you saying you need me here for observation—in case some miracle happens, and magic bursts through my fingertips?”

      “Not entirely,” Miria confessed. “You’re here because I made a promise to your mother and to your uncle—a promise to give you every opportunity to succeed. That success is now for you to pursue; we can’t keep you here.” She sighed. “But if your heart is set on leaving, my instinct tells me it’s too soon. There is something more for you in Mystland.”

      “I find that hard to believe,” Chara said.

      “At your age, I can understand why. I know you’re not happy, but it is up to you to discover what it is that brings you that joy—and then pursue it.”

      Chara turned away. “That’s what my father told me.”

      Miria reached over and touched her hand, drawing Chara’s attention back to her. “James nor I can replace your parents. Your mother left because she felt it was best for you.”

      Chara snorted.

      “Your father…” she continued, “He gave his life so that you—and the rest of us—could live our lives without the threat of Ocranthos looming over us.”

      “Except that it didn’t work. The Dark Tide is rising.”

      Miria stared at her. “Who told you that?”

      Chara shrugged. “Something I remember. Anyway, I don’t think I belong here.”

      “I don’t think you know yet what will bring you happiness,” Miria said. “I would hope that you would stay a little longer, learn more about yourself, see if your magic manifests. At least here in Mystland, you have those who can help and support you.”

      Chara turned away again.

      “The world is big and unforgiving.” A pause. “I met your father when he was your age.”

      She could not hide her surprise at this disclosure. “You knew him.”

      “I got to know him as well as anyone might get to know him…save your mother…and Eraekryst.” Miria looked at her sympathetically. “I would imagine no one has really told you much about him.”

      Chara shook her head.

      “When I met him, he was already the notorious White Demon—the bandit who had haunted the Carycos Desert with the Prophet. He had tried to leave that persona behind with the help of his brother, your uncle. Unlike you, he could not stand the tutelage of the wizards, and he dropped out of school. When his brother died, he was left alone—very sick and misunderstood. I crossed paths with him and discovered he wasn’t the monster he was painted to be. I wanted to help him.

      “The problem was that those who vowed to cure him betrayed him instead. They stripped him of all that he was, all that he had.” She paused and shook her head. “Almost all that he had. He had a couple good friends to try to help him to start again. He had another chance to find the life he wanted.”

      Miria squeezed Chara’s hand and released it. “I was there with him, and I’m here for you. You’re not alone, Chara. And you do not need to meet my approval. You don’t need to fear my—or your uncle’s—disappointment—not as long as you try in earnest to find your way. I hope you will keep this with you.”

      Chara nodded.

      The councilwoman straightened. “One step at a time, right? Let’s look forward to your graduation first.” She stood, and Chara stood with her. “I should go before it gets too late.”

      “Leavin’ already?” James asked. “I think I got wine in the cupboard.”

      Miria donned her coat and gave him a gentle hug. “You’ve been more than generous. Thank you for the meal.”

      His reddened cheeks grew redder. “We can do it again…if you want.”

      Miria smiled and opened the door.

      Chara could see the light was fading outside, and she shivered. “Be careful.”

      Miria’s smile diminished as she studied her. “I will. Thank you, Chara. I will see you soon.”

      Once she had gone, Chara took her own cloak.

      “You’re leavin’ too?” James asked, disappointed. He hiccuped and leaned against the wall. “You don’t have to go. I can sleep in the chair. The bed is yours.”

      “I have to go, Uncle,” Chara said. “But you should turn in. Save the wine for another day.”

      James shrugged. “Maybe.” Then he suddenly held up a finger and disappeared into the bedroom. He returned with the case. “Don’t forget this.”

      Chara took the sword and gave him a hug. “Good night.”

      “G’night, Kid.”

      She could not weigh her feelings as she stood there in the cold, the case in her hand. The veneer of the gathering had not covered all the truths, and some were more obvious than others. What was clear was that change was coming for her, and much like the tumultuous sky overhead, the uncertainty of what it would bring left her nervous and vulnerable.

      Gripping the case, she hurried back to her dorm. The dark form of the fox-shadow was pacing outside the door. It came to investigate the weapon before turning and disappearing through the door and into the room. Chara followed, wondering if something had happened in her absence. Her room, however, seemed the same as when she had left it.

      She lit the lantern and set the case upon the trunk to stare at it. It was difficult to imagine Uncle James as he was now, wielding any kind of weapon. She opened the latch and lifted the sword, feeling a strange tingle of otherworldly magic about it. “‘It fights for you,’” she murmured. “Who were you fighting, Uncle?”

      Her gaze fell to see the fox-shadow at her feet. She put the weapon away. “What to do.” Beneath her pillow was the solution for a restful sleep, but something held her back. I can’t hide from it all. I can’t sleep it away. I have to make a decision before someone makes it for me.

      Chara took the time to replace her clothes with a shift, wondering if an authentic night’s sleep would bring any clarity through her unconscious thoughts. She went to dim the flame and glimpsed the envelope sitting where she had left it next to the lantern. There was another paper as well—a letter she had purposely hidden in the trunk. The letter of recommendation to the Master Librarian.

      Not tonight, she thought. Slipping beneath the blankets, Chara closed her eyes and waited for sleep.
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      Black clouds welled on the horizon, and she started to run. Through the forest, over logs, smashing through branches, scraping by thickets—intent on escape. There was a light—a break in the dense undergrowth that had to be her way out. Chara scrambled for it, and the intense radiance drew her out into a meadow where her temporary blindness relented to reveal a towering white needle that could have skewered the sky.

      No. Not again. She turned back to the forest to find the murky clouds had all but swallowed the trees in darkness.

      You can face it, Child, said a cool, airy voice. ‘Tis already a part of you.

      Chara turned back to the Aryn to see an Ilangien standing before it, beckoning her nearer. She had seen him before, but he had never spoken to her—not in this way. He did not smile, but his expression was soft—perhaps slightly sorrowful. Eyes as clear as a frosty dawn drew her in, and she came to him.

      “We must act soon,” he said. “The Dark Tide is rising.”

      “I know, but what do I do?” she asked, desperate for his answer.

      “See it.”

      “I have seen it,” Chara said. “But what good is⁠—”

      He firmly gripped her shoulders and spun her around. “See it,” he insisted.

      Like so many times before, the abysmal wall had ceased its advance at the edge of the meadow, and in its midst, the clouds were shifting and parting. A gaunt figure staggered through and fell, as though the darkness had spat him out.

      Chara would have shut her eyes had this not been a dream, but she could not awaken from it. She had to complete her course of action, just as she had done every time this vision recurred. In every variation, it ended the same.

      Her feet carried her toward the place the figure had fallen, and she knelt beside the cloaked form. “I couldn’t help you. I’m sorry.” She had meant it every time she uttered it, and if saying it a million times would change what had happened, she would say it a million and one.

      The hooded head lifted, and she saw her father as she had last seen him—wasted and worn, his gaze fast upon her.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, reaching for his hand. In all her nightmares, his fingers crumbled into black hornets that devoured the rest of him before her eyes. Only once he had been completely consumed did she have the power to awaken.

      But as she clasped his bony, clawed hand, Chara found it remained solid. “Father,” she breathed.

      “Do not let him go,” said the cool voice from behind her.

      She stared at her father, her vow meant for him. “I won’t.”

      “Remember this, Spiderling.”

      “What do I⁠—”

      Everything went black, as though she had shut her eyes, and the vision ceased to exist. There was only a sound. The sound of….
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        * * *

      

      Chara’s eyes opened, and her room had the dim traces of dawn penetrating the blanket over her window. This is why I hate to dream, she thought. Again and again I lose him. Except that she had not lost him this time, which perhaps was merely a hiccup in her recurring nightmares. Miria. Her story influenced my dream. It was a logical enough explanation. Miria had wanted her to be hopeful for the future, and so the ending was different.

      A sound at her window forced her out of bed. She pulled the corner of her blanket away to see a sparrow sitting on the ledge, tapping at the glass. At its own reflection, she thought. Silly bird. She tapped back, and it flew away.

      “So I’m to be hopeful,” Chara said, dropping her curtain and hugging her arms as she shivered in the morning cold. She moved the sword from atop the trunk and fished out the letter she was told would secure her future at the library. “Maybe it wouldn’t be so terrible.” She alternated between the letter and the envelope. With a shrug she withdrew the blank paper from the envelope, signed it, and slipped it under her door. Then she busied herself with dressing and grooming so as to be presentable to the Master Librarian.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, gimme that.”

      Chara took the jack from her lips and handed it over to the short, stocky young man sitting next to her. She watched him take a few puffs before returning to his drink. Then he took one more hit and handed it back to her.

      “You’re welcome,” she said, then sipped her own drink. She pulled a card from the pile in front of her and added it to her hand.

      “You shouldn’t be smokin’ anyway,” he said. “It’s not very ladylike.”

      “Neither’s gamblin’,” said the man on the opposite side of the table. “But she ain’t a lady. She’s something else.”

      “That’s kinda insulting,” said the fourth person at their table. “You should apologize.”

      “I meant it in a flattering kinda way.”

      They all took another turn drawing from the deck, but this time, Chara set down her hand, face-up. The three men gaped.

      “Lorth take me if she didn’t just win again.”

      Chara gave them a grim smile. “Be careful what you say,” she said. She waited for the coins to slide her way, and then she held up her hand. “I’m done for tonight.”

      There were some grumbles as two of them got up and left. She turned to the remaining occupant and slid some of her winnings his way.

      “You don’t gotta do that, Char,” Scorch said, pulling at his short, black beard.

      “I want to,” she said. “One less pocket you need to pick.”

      He frowned but stashed the coins in his coat. “Well, thanks.”

      “It also might be bribery,” Chara said.

      “For what?” he asked, eyebrow raised. “You need a favor?”

      “Misery loves company. I was hoping you would come to my graduation ceremony.”

      “Graduation? Like, you bein’ done with school?”

      Chara nodded. “It would be nice to see you there. Uncle would appreciate the company.”

      “Ol’ James?” Scorch chuckled. “I haven’t seen him in a while.”

      “You used to be best friends,” Chara reminded.

      “I think so.” He scratched his head, ruffling his short, black hair. “If it means that much to you.”

      “It does.” She finished her drink. “It doesn’t bother you that you don’t remember?” Searching his dark eyes for any hint of emotion, she was rewarded with only a shrug.

      “I don’t think about it. Doesn’t do me any good.”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know why your past is fuzzy to you? Wouldn’t you like to know where you’re from? Why you’ve looked exactly the same for the past ten years I’ve known you?” she pressed. “There is magic about you—something so hidden I can barely feel it.”

      He propped his head on his hands and stared at her. “Why don’t you pry it outta me, Char?”

      “I can’t do any such thing.”

      He leaned in. “Ya know, I have strange dreams every time we meet up like this.”

      “Scorch.”

      “I’m serious…mostly. I mean, I see this place, and it’s nowhere I’ve been….”

      “That you know of,” Chara said. “Because you can’t remember.”

      “It’s familiar, though. And these huge, winged things are in the sky.”

      “The only thing I inspire are nightmares,” Chara said, her gaze falling to her empty cup. She took up the jack again.

      “Aw, that’s not true.” He gave her a smile. “I’ll go to your little party, if that’ll cheer you up.”

      “It’s a ceremony, not a party.”

      “I’m gonna stick out like a fox in a henhouse if it’s a fancy thing.”

      “Not fancy. Just comb your hair.”

      He licked his fingers and ran them over his scalp, somehow furthering the disarray.

      Chara sighed, reached over, and smoothed his hair.

      “That hits the spot,” Scorch said sweetly. “C’mon. We can have a little snuggle, can’t we?”

      She swatted his arm. “I’ve known you since I was seven.”

      It was his turn to sigh. “So you tell me. I just see a pretty young lady who needs some company.”

      “The only company I need right now is a friend.”

      “Sorry, sorry. You’re right. I just forget.” Scorch straightened. “So what’s troubling you?”

      “I was accepted as an assistant for the Master Librarian,” Chara said, feeling like the life drained from her with each word.

      “Is that bad?” he asked, brow furrowed.

      “I don’t know. I feel as though it is.”

      “So tell him no.”

      “I don’t have any other options at this point,” Chara said. “That and the Dark Tide is rising. Again.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. It’s… Forget it.” She looked away, focusing on the tattoos of the spiderwebs on her fingers.

      “You can tell me, Char. What’s goin’ on? What ‘Dark Tide?’” He put a hand on her arm.

      “Just some bad feelings I’ve had. I don’t really want to talk about them.”

      “Might help if you did.”

      She hesitated, knowing that if she started down the road of this conversation, she might not be able to turn back. “I’ve been seeing things. Dark things. Shadow. I don’t know if it’s me, or if they’re even real.”

      “Like ghosts or something?” His eyes were wide.

      “I can’t really describe them. Just dark shapes, and they come and go in a blink.” She looked up at him fully. “I know it sounds like madness.”

      “If you see ‘em, they gotta be real.”

      She gave him a weak smile. “It would be better if they weren’t.”

      Scorch frowned.

      “Anyway,” she said, trying to retrace her steps, “I appreciate the ear. I knew I’d find you here.”

      “I’m here every night,” Scorch said dryly. “It’s the only tavern that serves Twisted Mare Tails.” He looked at her skeptically. “You’ve had your share tonight. Want me to walk you home?”

      “If I scared you with my talk of Shadows⁠—”

      “I ain’t scared of nuthin’,” he said. “‘Cept maybe how much I owe Brian, here.”

      “On me.” Chara dug into her coin purse, oblivious to his blush. She did, however, feel a little wobbly when she stood, and decided it would be best to accept Scorch’s escort. Stepping from the warmth of the tavern and into the bitter night was like a slap across the face. She drew her hood and clutched tightly at her cloak. The path back to the campus was dark but for the dim starlight that suggested all manner of moving shapes and shadows around them. She wished she had been more conservative with her drinks. Was it the cold that prickled her skin or the magic of what lurked in the darkness?

      “Whoa, you’re a bit jumpy,” Scorch said when she shied away from a cat that had dashed in front of them.

      You don’t know what I see, Chara thought, but she dismissed the comment with a hasty, “Sorry.”

      They came upon the campus boundaries, where lanterns marked every crossroad. The light was a small comfort, and Chara found she could not stop shivering. We’re nearly there. But then she wondered just how sound an idea it would be to have Scorch see her room. Better, perhaps, to have him take her to the bridge, and she could manage on her own from there.

      “You doin’ alright, Char?” he asked, looking up at her in suspicion.

      “I’m fine,” she said, setting foot on the bridge. “Actually, you don’t need to go out of your way. I can make it from⁠—”

      The sensation of icy fingers gripping her ankles had her freeze in place. She looked down to find shadowy arms reaching from beneath the bridge. Her heart slammed to a halt, and her lungs failed her.

      “Char? Char!”

      Whether or not it was Scorch’s voice that shook her instincts into actions, she kicked out at the “thing” that tried to hold her and fled with him across the bridge. She did not stop until she reached her dorm. The key was in her grasp, but she could only fumble with it for how hard she was shaking. Her ears began to ring, and the heat drained from her face. The key dropped.

      As she sank to the ground, she could hear Scorch’s fuzzy voice and feel him take the weight from her body. She saw him work the lock and open the door. Everything was dark inside…or she had passed out for a moment. The sight of the lantern coaxed her back to her senses, and she realized she was in her bed, the blanket wrapped around her, atop her cloak.

      Scorch appeared with a weak smile and sat upon the foot of her bed. “Um… Nice place?”

      Chara shook her head and closed her eyes.

      “Are you gonna be alright?”

      She nodded.

      “I don’t wanna leave you like this, Char. I don’t know what’s goin’ on with you.”

      “Too much to drink,” she murmured. “That’s all.” She opened her eyes and made it a point to hold his gaze. “I’m feeling better already.”

      “You don’t look it.”

      “Just need to sleep it off. I’ll be fine. I promise.” The sight of the fox-shadow on the table near the lantern almost distracted her. She kept her eyes on him. “Thanks for walking me home.”

      “Kinda empty in here,” he said, looking around the room.

      “I’m getting ready to move,” she lied. “Since I’ll be stationed at the library.”

      “Makes sense,” he said. “But⁠—”

      “Don’t worry,” she assured him. “If you want, you can check on me later.”

      Scorch nodded. “I will.” He rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly. “Um…before I go…I gotta ask… What’s with the sword?”

      “A gift from Uncle,” she said. “A magic sword.”

      “Magic,” he mouthed. “Why would he⁠—?”

      “Ask him sometime,” Chara said.

      Scorch stood. “Alright, Char. I’ll let you rest.”

      “Be careful,” she told him.

      He paused at the door, gave her another glance, and then disappeared.

      As soon as he was gone, she fished under her pillow and found what she needed. It will be all right, she assured herself, watching as the fox-shadow extinguished the lantern.
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        * * *

      

      The floor was what woke her this time, and had Chara not been swathed in both her cloak and the blanket, the pain might have been a bit more sobering. As it was, she lay there in a daze, trying to understand how it was she had fallen. She found the window blanket revealed little about what time of day it was; the muted light could belong to morning, evening, or a cloudy afternoon. Maybe it did not matter anyway.

      Chara started to pick herself off the floor when a firm rapping came at her door. She froze, uncertain who it could be, until she remembered that Scorch vowed to come and check on her.

      “I’m fine,” she called, though the words barely escaped her.

      The rapping came again, and she managed to project her voice. “Come in, Scorch.”

      The door opened, but it was not the stocky thief who stood at her threshold. It was Brent Cane. The recruiter from Academy. Or I think he is associated with Academy… Her face flushed with heat as he stepped inside to regard her curiously.

      “Your pardon, Charasida. I did not mean to intrude….”

      “Sorry,” she blurted. “I thought you were my friend.”

      “I hope we can become better acquainted that you might consider me as such,” Brent said, offering a hand to help her stand.

      Her face practically afire now, Chara accepted the gesture, and once on her feet, freed herself of the blanket. Since she was already dressed, she supposed the situation could have been worse.

      “What brings you here, Mr. Cane?” she asked, trying to straighten her dress and brush the hair from her face.

      His brow furrowed. “You, er, accepted my invitation.”

      I did? She paused in mid-action, trying to remember what she had said or done.

      As if reading her thoughts, Brent held up the envelope. “I was delighted you accepted. I hope you haven’t changed your mind.”

      “No,” Chara said. “I haven’t. But I…I still don’t understand what it is I’ve been invited to.”

      “My services to you,” he said, watching as she threw the blanket upon the bed and came to face him. “Are you free to come with me? My carriage is outside.”

      “Where are we going?” she asked warily. As much as a mystery ride seemed like an exciting change of pace, she was not about to throw all caution to the wind.

      “I would like to take you to Sylvan Manor. It is where my colleagues and I work with prospective medori like you to determine their skills and interests. From there we work to fit you with an employer.”

      Chara looked down at the fox-shadow, which stood vigilant at her side. “I can spare a little time,” she said, “but my friend will be here later…for dinner.” She hoped she had guessed at the right time of day, but Brent seemed not to have heard her second comment.

      “Wonderful.” He opened the door and allowed her passage.

      To her surprise, the fox-shadow jumped into the carriage ahead of her and sat neatly upon the seat.

      Brent glanced inside when she hesitated. “Is there something the matter?”

      “Not at all,” Chara said. She sat next to the Shadow and smoothed her skirt before giving the man a slight smile. As they rolled away, she tried to pay attention to the scenery, but the windows of the cab were tinted. “You prefer to travel in the dark?”

      Brent smiled. “I often make long journeys, and I find I am more relaxed or inclined to rest without the glare of the sun.”

      “Of course.” She stretched the spiderwebs on her hands.

      “You strike me as someone who might be a bit on the nocturnal side yourself.”

      I’ve found you can’t see shadows in the dark, she thought, but to him she remained silent.

      “I would imagine this is quite an exciting if not intimidating time for you,” Brent said. “The choices you have before you, the idea that your future, as you want to see it, is now yours to shape. You have some strong support from your Uncle James and Councilwoman Woolens. I’m glad they are encouraging you to take these first steps as you discover who you truly are.”

      “They want what is best for me,” Chara confirmed, glancing up at him. She was not about to admit that she had told them nothing of Brent Cane and his blank paper of consent.

      “Of course they do,” he agreed. “And the first step in all this is to assess your potential. I will introduce you to Medoriate Rubrin. She is a Sensitive and can determine more than your average Academy placement tests.”

      “So I’m going to be tested?” Chara asked.

      “Not in as formal a manner as you might think,” Brent said, waving his hand. “I use the word ‘assessment,’ because there is no ‘pass’ or ‘fail.’ We need to know who you are so that we can best represent you.”

      “How did you become an associate of the Academy?” Chara asked. “I’m sorry, but I don’t remember the name of your organization.” She was watching him now, curious how he would answer.

      Brent laughed. “One must be a good judge of character. I may not be a medoriate, but I can read people well. I’ve assisted many students from Academy in pursuing successful careers.”

      “But we’ve only just met,” Chara said. “How do you know my ‘character?’”

      “When I scout, I have to go by what is officially recorded first. Your marks as a student, your involvement in activities, accomplishments… Then I speak with your teachers, and finally, I reach out to you to see if you have any interest in moving forward. It’s like building a relationship, Charasida.”

      “I don’t have any accomplishments,” she said without emotion.

      “That’s just an example,” he said easily. “Your marks and the praises from your teachers were what led me to contact you.”

      Chara regarded him thoughtfully. Praises from my teachers? “I’m sure you must be busy with many of my classmates too,” she said.

      “I am one of several agents. You are my priority right now.”

      She reddened and tried to look out the tinted window. He never truly answered either of my questions. He says a lot without saying anything at all. So what does he really want with me?

      A light silence ensued, and Chara kept her thoughts to herself as they trotted along. When the carriage stopped, she waited for Brent to strike conversation again.

      He did not leave her expectant. “Sylvan Manor,” he presented, opening the door before the grand structure. Nestled at the edge of an expansive forest, the manor was framed by dormant gardens with seed heads, bare vines and stalks, rigid branches, and curled, papery leaves that left a quiltwork of texture and earthy hues. Undoubtedly the full splendor would unfurl in the coming spring, though it held its own unique and intricate aesthetic now. The building itself was well-maintained and clean, and the stone paths leading to the door were free of moss and lichen. The land in front of the manor was surrounded by a simple wooden fence with a gate, and the fence continued its perimeter out of sight and around the back.

      Brent waited patiently while she took in the view, and at last she turned to him. “Was this one of the homes abandoned after the Wishing Pearl?”

      “Unfortunately, the owners were too afflicted to return,” he confirmed grimly. “We purchased it from the Mystland Provisionary Committee, and it has served us well.”

      “‘Us?’”

      “I will introduce you to Efazia Rubrin, my associate. The other agents come and go with this as their point of rendezvous. Medoriate Rubrin and I actually reside here and oversee the grounds and caretakers.”

      “Though you said you are often away,” Chara said.

      “Medoriate Rubrin is more stationary than me. She even sees to the gardens herself. She believes an inviting setting helps our guests feel more at ease.”

      Chara was not sure she could feel at ease when she was to be tested by a woman who claimed to be a Sensitive.

      Brent knocked upon the door, and a young woman in a modest dress appeared. Her short, brown hair was slicked from her sallow face and did not budge as she gave a stiff bow. She glanced at Chara discerningly before stepping aside. “Welcome back, Mr. Cane.”

      “Thank you, Cintha. You see that I have our guest, Charasida, with me. Might you accommodate her with some refreshment? I will let Medoriate Rubrin know we have arrived.”

      The servant glanced at Chara again before giving another slight bow and leaving the parlor. Brent smiled and offered Chara a seat upon one of the cushioned chairs. “Make yourself comfortable while I step out for a moment. Cintha will see to anything you need.”

      As soon as he had gone, the fox-shadow jumped into its own chair and curled into a dark lump. I see you’re at ease, she thought.

      Chara estimated the parlor was likely twice the size of her dormitory. The ceiling vaulted high above her, and from it were suspended a multitude of rose-glass lanterns that brightened the broad space with warm, pinkish light. The cushioned chairs were arranged in a circle around a low central table. Beneath the table was an enormous rug woven in pastel-colored flowers. More flowers adorned the walls in a series of paintings almost from floor to ceiling, and the walls were a shade or two shy from red. The scent of roses drifted through the room, though no flowers were in sight.

      She stood, ready to further explore the paintings, but Cintha had already returned with a tray in-hand. Chara sat down again as the central table was provided with three cups of steaming tea and a set of little round cakes.

      Chara nodded her thanks, but Cintha continued to stare at her. Ignoring the servant, she picked up one of the cups. Aside from a sweet aroma, she could feel the liquid tingle from inside the cup. “What sort of tea is this?”

      “You’re not the brightest young woman, are you?”

      Chara nearly dropped the cup.

      “Did you sign the paper?”

      She gaped at the servant.

      “You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t.” Cintha sighed. “Mind your pet. And mind yourself, if you have any sense.” She turned to leave but stopped with a glance over her shoulder. “Oh, and a piece of advice: Do not choose the roses.” Then she was gone.

      Chara stared stupidly at the tea. What was that all about? Feeling unsettled and insulted, she thought about heading for the door. She could follow the road home; it did not matter how far she had to walk. Or did it? Walking alone was beginning to have its own perils.

      Brent appeared with an elderly woman at his side. She walked perfectly straight and with an air of dignity, but her braided hair was white, and the years on her face hinted at seven-some decades of life. She wore a dress that matched the pastel pink of the rug. The moment her bright blue eyes found Chara, she smiled with her painted lips.

      “You must be Charasida,” she said, clearly delighted. As she approached, Chara knew from where the scent of roses originated. It was almost unbearable. Chara had risen to meet her, but the woman waved for her to sit down.

      “My name is Efazia, as I’m sure Brent has told you.” She sat in the chair next to Chara, and Brent sat opposite them. She handed a teacup to Chara and took one for herself. “It is very lovely to meet you.”

      With a slight smile, Chara watched her sip the tea. Brent did the same.

      “Do you know what a ‘Sensitive,’ is, Charasida?”

      “Yes, Medoriate.”

      “Please, call me Efazia.” She sipped from her cup again. “I understand you were an exceptional student under the tutelage of your instructors at Academy. You are an intelligent young lady.”

      Not according to your servant. Chara waited for the inevitable “but.”

      “Intelligence, however, is not the same as magical potential, let alone skill. Brent is an intelligent man, but Brent is not a medoriate.”

      Brent was smiling politely at her, sipping his tea, and Chara was starting to doubt her sanity. Is this a lecture? Part of the test? Or do they just enjoy patronizing students?

      “Charasida.” Efazia’s smile faded. “You are here because Brent believes you have magical potential. He, however, is unqualified to make that determination. Your advisor and teachers have failed to make that determination. I am able to reveal what we would all like to know, but before I can do so, I need to know you are willing to undergo my evaluation.

      “My methods cannot be replicated. They are my innate talent.” Efazia set her cup down. “You may find yourself in moments of discomfort. There is a level of necessary intimacy to which you must be open, or I will send you home with Brent before we consider going any further.”
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