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      Tanzaa looked up when the eunuchs came in to collect her. She had known. All the other girls in the harem glanced secretively at her with a mixture of jealousy and excitement. It was mid-winter day and one of them would be called, as was tradition, on any of the equinox or solstice days. Her best friend, Zamira smiled, for she had been selected just before at fall equinox to become a concubine at the spring festival and was only three months into her preparations. They would be together in their selection.

      Tanzaa felt her stomach plunge as the tall eunuchs stopped and stood before her. She carefully set aside the music she had been studying and rose. The silence echoed among the other girls, for they envied her, but dared say nothing.

      They would never know how her heart broke for the love she lost.

      Obediently, Tanzaa followed the guards out of the garden room and to her bower where she would prepare to meet with the king. She bathed thoroughly, and then let her servants wash and oil hair and select her richest clothing. They wove silver beads and jeweled pins through Tanzaa’s blonde tresses, to match the gray velvet gown. Unlike the current fashions in Umzulio, this draped frock allowed her free movement. Perhaps the king would request her to dance at this court review and she must be able to do so without argument. In a few moments, she would be setting fashion in the entire capital. Tomorrow the popular tight bodice and heavy skirts would fade from favor very quickly, all because she was selected to become the next concubine of the King of Demion.

      When she had been prepared properly, Tanzaa followed her escorts toward the throne-room. As she walked, Tanzaa began silently composing the letter she would write to Dayvian when she returned to her rooms. He would get the note as soon as the weather in the pass lifted. Without meaning to, she glanced out the huge windows of the foyer. She saw that a storm brewed, with wind bending the trees of the palace gardens. The winter’s cold sleet reflected her mood. Yet her gloom must not impact her dancing. She must never let the king know how she despised his offer to select her for his consort.

      My Beloved Dayvian,…

      She entered the main hall and tried not to react. Over fifty other concubines and a vast assortment of Lords along with their ladies, all turned to look at her. Their brightly colored robes flashed like summer flowers against the gray of the stone chamber. The king stood, resplendent in gold, on the dais, smiling grandly down at her, stretching forth his arms as if to invite her into his embrace. She wanted none of him. Zamira would remind her she would never want for anything, jewels, prestige, security, servants, power. She might even have a bit of freedom, as far as the demon would allow, but painful sorcery would rule her life.

      Tanzaa would have everything except affection.

      The one requirement of becoming a king’s consort was to house a demon and take on the magic that went with such possession. Tanzaa shivered in terror at the thought but did not hesitate. She did as was expected. She held her head high and strode bravely through the gathered courtiers. Then Tanzaa knelt at the foot of the dais, her arms outstretched before the king, forehead on the running carpet. King Zathuramin owned her already. She had lived in his household, under his protection for most of her life. All her training as a courtesan was his. Tanzaa, the dancing harem girl would become Lady Tanzaa, the courtesan of the king.

      Outside, the gathered storm struck, rattling the windows in the foyer, beyond the tall wooden doors.

      “Ah, Tanzaa, my love,” the king announced. “As lovely as ever. You wore silver and I stand here in gold. You have me under your spell, and even before you take on the power. Dance for me, will you?”

      He didn’t need to ask, she thought. She lifted herself off the floor and glanced around for the musicians. Zamira had not rejoined the musical group, for the choosing-brand on her wrist still prevented her from playing the lute, her best instrument. Zamira would return in a few weeks to playing, just in time for her wedding that was to take place at Spring Equinox. Even without her friend, Tanzaa knew to dance in obedience. Six other harem girls had gathered on the side steps and smiled down at her as they struck up a lively winter tune, designed to counter the dire weather outside.

      Dance, Tanzaa.

      She spun and sculpted the air with her arms like she had wings. Her delicate feet hardly seemed to dust the chamber floor like snowflakes flitting across an ice field. The loose hair across her shoulders shielded Tanzaa’s impassive face from the awed onlookers. She twisted in impossible contortions, imitating a swan lifting free from the winter lake and fleeing into the sky. The courtiers watched, enchanted and murmuring their approval. King Zathuramin collected such stunning specimens, gifted with talents that would only be enhanced as they became hosts to demons. Oh, Tanzaa would be an exquisite addition to the menagerie, they thought.

      The swan landed again on the ice and settled. The music faded and the king began to clap his approval.

      “Yes, you will do,” he almost whispered. “You will be my sixty-third wife, my lovely. You will dance for me…after you have healed.

      Tanzaa resumed her kneeling on the carpet, with her arms in front, but she could not stop the slight tremor of fear rippling down her limbs. She struggled to get her breathing under control before the next stage of this ceremony. Tanzaa heard the tramping of the eunuchs’ return. She did not struggle as they carefully stretched her legs out behind her so she lay sprawled in front of the king. She could not watch as a priest approached and the eunuchs held her down, both arm and leg.

      The priest peeled her dancing shoes off and then, with little ceremony, placed the glowing red iron seal against the heel of her right foot. Zathuramin’s mark on her talent. She could only dance for him. The pain tore from her throat, but she smothered it into the carpet. Tanzaa hoped her bowed head and shrouding hair hid the tears and fury she could no longer contain.

      Outside, the storm raged on.
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      The circus geared up for the spring tour and Dayvian helped, lending his muscle to loading brightly colored tents and heavy ropes into the carts. The circus manager stood in the way, barking orders instead of helping, and Dayvian grumbled under his breath, about his laziness. However, he dared not let his sour attitude carry farther into the morning air. Dayvian needed this job. Indeed, he had needed it since he was six. There was nothing else a musician could do if he wanted to reliably feed himself. So, he endured his manager's laziness stoically.

      "What's with you?" asked Cardin, his best friend for years and the only other musician in the company. He could tell Dayvian was at least fixating on something. "You usually enjoy loading up. It means we're moving out. You hate wintering over here in Teal. Besides, you'll get to see Tanzaa soon," Cardin added. He knew that the mention of the girl always cheered up his friend.

      Dayvian looked around Teal's circus lot with its muddy grounds, just budding trees filling in around the perimeter and the long winter’s clouds finally breaking up. Truly, he should be excited about the circus’ departure. In one more day the troupe would depart Teal and wander through the Land’s few eastern cities before departing through Ravgail Pass. After traveling another month, they would arrive in Umzulio. The capital of Demion, Tanzaa’s hometown, a teaming city in the center of the exotic country. However, that thought brought no comfort now. Instead, Dayvian dripped with dread at seeing Tanzaa once again. He could never share the true reasons for his depression with his friend Carsin. No one knew the dark root of the fear in his stomach. A difficult tour awaited Dayvian and he knew it.

      So instead of ruminating on his inability to resolve the true problem, Dayvian chose to focus on the issues he could address; nosy friends, lazy managers, the broken string on his guitar. That would have to be rectified before they left. He didn't have the funds to fix it, let alone purchase enough spare string to last the entire eight-month tour. Time to go scavenging.

      Dayvian threw another load of props on top of the tent canvas that filled a cart to hold it down and turned around to get another armful. Abruptly he almost ran into a pretty lady walking between the other carts. He thought he knew everyone associated with the circus, but he would have remembered someone like this woman. Rich, chestnut hair, warm skin, and memorable eyes, one green, one blue, both twinkling in the spring air. Carsin, his quick eye open for any female within marrying age, moved forward boldly and introduced himself before Dayvian could even apologize for bumping into her.

      "Hello, I'm Carsin," the musician stuck out his hand, laying on the charm, smiling and holding on to the lady's hand longer than necessary. “Pardon my clumsy friend here.”

      Fortunately, this lady knew how to handle an awkward situation. "Hello, gentlemen," and Dayvian caught how she carefully included them both. Her smile would have melted even Dayvian’s depression, but he let Carsin continue bumbling through an introduction.

      You're in over your head, Carsin, Dayvian thought. Surely his lady was already taken. Indeed, he doubted if she wasn't already married, for though she was dressed as a common maid, with her hair down and her rich tanned skin spoke of someone who worked outside, he doubted a dairymaid or farmer's daughter could afford the finely woven skirt and leather bodice she wore. No, she's spoken for and Carsin is going to go the entire tour pining for the one that got away.

      "You may call me Rashel," she said in a sweet voice that Dayvian’s musical ear could appreciate. "I was wondering when the circus was pulling out."

      "Alas, my lady, that we must depart," Carsin brought her hand to his lips, "and we won't be back for eight months. I shall be deprived of the opportunity of gaining the acquaintance of such a lovely…"

      Dayvian rolled his eyes at Carsin's pathetic attempts at charming a lady. Then another stranger, a tall, wiry huntsman, came around the corner of the cart and froze Carsin under this newcomer's glare. "And I'm Yeolani, her husband. Just answer the lady's questions please."

      Dayvian sighed for his friend, but came to his rescue. "The circus leaves at dawn tomorrow. What can we do for you?"

      Rashel smiled winningly, making Carsin’s jaw drop. "We're looking for a certain musician and thought perhaps you qualified. The gentleman back at the gate said something about…" and she faded off, again smiling, her green and blue eyes flicking toward Dayvian. Was she really trying to get their attention, even with her husband standing right behind her now? "Dayvian, is there a place I can speak with you privately?"

      Carsin began sputtering, but his friend got what he deserved for flirting so outrageously. For his part, Dayvian swallowed a wave of sudden nerves. He glanced over her head toward the master, who at the moment had his back to this part of the circus lot. To the left, he knew the cook's tent probably wasn't occupied at this point in the morning, and he motioned for her to follow him. Carsin was about to protest when Yeolani clapped his hand on Carsin's shoulder and said something about helping to finish the packing. So Rashel’s man knew about this private interview and encouraged it? How strange.

      In the cooking tent, no one occupied the supper table which would probably be the last piece to be packed after the evening meal that night, so he invited Rashel to sit and then took a seat himself across from her, curiosity finally breaking through the sour mood he had cultivated all day.

      "Thank you for seeing me," Rashel began, wringing her hands in a surprising show of nervousness. "I came here to speak with you specifically. How long have you been with the circus?"

      That was a strange way to begin this mysterious conversation. "Since I was six…what is this about, ma'am?"

      "It's about magic, Dayvian." Her frank expression caught him off guard. She wasn't trying to charm him now but had grown deadly serious.

      Dayvian deliberately misconstrued what she was talking about. "The circus already has a magician. He does a pretty good rope trick, but his disappearing box could use some work," Dayvian tried awkwardly.

      Rashel almost believed him for a moment, pausing to judge whether Dayvian was serious. "No, I mean real magic, no tricks," she replied, rolling her eyes at his misdirection. Then, without preamble, she held up her palm at his eye level. Without any distraction or magic words, a beautiful blood-red rose began to form in her hand, completely free of stem, leaf, or soil. It emerged as a closed bud and then opened to summer size in the matter of a breath or two.

      "There's no such thing as…" but Dayvian could not finish the sentence in the face of such beautiful and blatant proof to the contrary. He gave up completely as she handed him the rose and then began to craft a daffodil to go with it, again, with no subterfuge.

      "How are you doing this?" he finally had to ask.

      Rashel smiled secretively. "Because I am magic. You might call me Queen of Growing Things. I am one of the Wise Ones. Most people know me as Rashel. I have come to find you Dayvian because you are magic as well."

      He watched her strange blue-and-green-eyed seriousness and forced himself to breathe. He could not think of one thing to say to that declaration. Magic…did he even believe in it? Dayvian knew it existed and not in the form of sleight of hand like the circus magician. He also knew about the demons in the court of the King at Umzulio. That type of magic he knew all too well. That demonic power was taking Tanzaa from him even as he sat at this simple table across from a sorceress.

      “I am not a sorceress,” Rashel insisted. "That is evil magic and in the Land, there are only the Wise Ones, the guardians of truly good magic. Vamilion, the King of Mountains lives just up the river in that grand palace that I'm sure you've seen. He is one of the Land’s true magicians, as am I. My magic is mostly based in growing plants, though that is not a limitation. And Dayvian, you can also be a Wise One. It is one of my tasks to find the next Wise One that will become a guardian of magic in the Land. I will train you in your powers. You will live forever, able to do almost anything, but with a duty to serve the people of the Land.”

      This could not be true. Dayvian’s entire experience with magic taught him such powers were wrong and evil. In his travels with the circus, he had seen demons at work in Demion. They possessed and then manipulated people. In Malornia the demon-possessed used their powers to oppress anyone without magic. He had also seen the small hedge-witches in Marwen who made the air noxious with smokes and hexes, claiming they could cure all sorts of ills. Nothing good ever came from their hocus-pocus, no matter how much a seeker paid for magical services. Here in the Land, he had not seen a whiff of magic…except, as Rashel claimed, that huge, glorious palace farther up the river. However, Dayvian never thought of it as magic; just some great Lord looking down on his domain.

      Dayvian found himself standing, backing away from Rashel and her bizarre offer to train him in magic. He couldn't get away far enough from her, he knew, but he had to reject the idea of magical powers. He didn't know how to think, let alone consider it. He didn't want to believe in magic.

      "Why do you not want to believe in magic?" Rashel asked.

      Had he said it aloud? He didn't think he had. She had replied to something she must have heard in his head.

      "I don't want…magic is…," he whispered and then tried it again, louder. "If there is magic then…"

      "Dayvian, what's wrong? You're upset. I'm sorry. I thought you were old enough understand…who is the girl?" Rashel’s eyes flashed in alarm.

      She had been inside his head. Dayvian closed his eyes over the image burned into his mind; Tanzaa, the girl he would love forever. He tried to erase the vision of her white-blonde hair and stunning silver eyes. He wanted to unsee her graceful movements, alabaster arms around him. He must forget her shy smile.

      Tanzaa had always been inaccessible, though he continued to seek for ways they could be together, but this year his dreams would all end. He would fail in his promise to Tanzaa. It would take magic to free her and yet magic was the reason they could not be together.

      "Dayvian, tell me about the girl," Rashel ordered smoothly. She somehow created a pot of tea and poured it for him graciously. He took the proffered cup and he found he couldn't resist her magic voice.

      Crumbling with a sudden wave of grief, Dayvian sat back at the table and put his head down on his arms so he would not have to look at anything beyond his eyes. He did not want to speak, but somehow, he had to do as he was told. It broke through the dam holding back his grief.

      "I met Tanzaa ten years ago when she first became a courtesan in the Demion King's household at Umzulio. She was sold into that life as a dancer, as just a child. She had a gift for grace that the court valued. Some even said she was magical. Then our tour arrived in Demion, I saw her dancing and completely fell for her there. The first and only girl I've ever loved. Every year when the circus comes to Umzulio, I go out of my way to meet with Tanzaa, to play my music just for her to dance to, and she is exquisite. Tanzaa and I…we are a pair. I spent all my money on lessons so I could learn to write to her. She risks being beaten or killed every time I came, sneaking out of the palace to meet with me. Three years ago, when I was at Umzulio we promised ourselves to each other. We began plotting how we could marry ever since. But what I didn't know about at that time was magic.”

      Dayvian then lifted his head and almost snarled at Rashel as he declared, "I hate it. It's ruined my life and hers. I won't have it."

      Rashel didn't react to the obvious resentment he directed toward her. He did believe in magic, but that world had destroyed him, and so he rejected Rashel’s offer out of hand. "Dayvian…what happened?"

      Although there was no magical imperative, Dayvian managed to pick up the shreds of his story. "This winter I got a letter from Tanzaa. As a courtesan, she officially belongs to the King of Umzulio, who has exclusive rights to her. Unfortunately, the King is also a sorcerer. He gets his power through demons. Tanzaa wrote to me that she has caught the eye of the king…and…and she is to be married to him at midsummer. That means she will be made a host body for a demon as well. If she refuses the marriage or fights this edict, she will become one of the blood sacrifices for his demon instead. No one, if they can help it, refuses the demons. She'll be his sixty-third wife and a demon’s slave. There is nothing I can do. It's too late."
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      Rashel sat at the table watching the miserable young man crumble, and couldn't console him. No wonder the thought of magic repulsed him. And truly, there was little she could do to help him or Tanzaa. As a Wise One, Rashel’s magic was for the Land, not Demion, a completely separate country, where magic developed differently. Demion, from time to time, even attacked the Land. Yet, offering to go to Tanzaa's rescue would not help their situation. Oh, if Dayvian took the magic Rashel offered him, he technically could probably rescue Tanzaa, but not without inciting an international incident and even then he would have to leave her regardless of the results.

      "Rashel…" The voice of her husband, Yeolani, pierced silently into her mind. "What are you thinking? You aren’t doing anything reckless…?"

      "It won't be my decision," she replied in magical silence. "I'll leave it up to him. He has to at least know what he's giving up."

      Rashel reached out across the table and shook Dayvian out of his malaise. "Not all magic is demon evil. The magic I'm offering you is in you naturally. I traced it to you here. Already it's part of you. I can give you the key to opening it and you…if you accept this gift, you will have more power than the Kings of Demion."

      Dayvian gasped, sucking in his breath suddenly, and he reached out, gripping her hand. "What?"

      "But you must understand, there are restrictions and you will not like them. You must be aware of this before you make your decision." Then, even if it were not polite Rashel tapped into the young man's thoughts, hoping he was in the right frame of mind to listen.

      "If you accept my offer of magic, you will become a Wise One. It gives you almost unlimited power magically, but the moral restrictions are severe. You could rescue Tanzaa from the King and set her free here in the Land. However, doing so might start a war with Demion, if the King is willing to pursue her that much, and you will regret that. Also, you should know you will not then be able to keep your promise to Tanzaa to marry her. A Wise One must only be married to another Wise One. Then one of your duties will be to find the next one in our order, the way that Yeolani found me. You will go Seeking a woman with natural magic and can marry only her."

      Dayvian’s mind spun with the possibilities, making Rashel almost dizzy listening to his thoughts. "But can't Tanzaa become a Wise One too? What if I choose her?" he asked.

      Rashel shook her head and restlessly rose to pace the tent. "No, you misunderstand. Only a few people have the Wise One gift. You do not get to select who will receive it. God does that. Yeolani had to look to find me and all he had was my name…just as I only had your name as a clue to find you. Dayvian, I've been looking for you for the last thirty years, starting before you were even born. And then half that time you've been out of the country, out of range as it were. I didn't know what kind of person you would be, what your gifts will be or how this will work out. If…if you do not choose the magic gift I'm offering you, then I will leave and move on, seeking another person named Dayvian and it could be a hundred years before I find another."

      Dayvian shook his head, running his lean musician's fingers through his tousled brown hair in frustration. "Thirty years…I've been in the circus fourteen…you cannot be that much older than me. How did you…" His confusion made him still again.

      "Dayvian, I'm over fifty years old right now and have been a Seeking Queen for thirty of those years. When I said you would live forever, I meant it. That's one reason you could never be with Tanzaa. You would remain as you are, and she would grow old and die."

      Dayvian’s wonder echoed in the air between them. Rashel was double his age and yet didn't look a day over twenty. It could not be real. "I thought you said this magic does not come with demons," he muttered, terribly disappointed. "That sounds pretty demonic to me. So why did you tell me this? I cannot challenge the King of Demion without it causing war and I wouldn't win anything by taking on this power. I will lose Tanzaa either way.” He sighed bitterly. “Are there any other restrictions on this…this Wise One magic?"

      Now it was Rashel's turn to look away. She carefully surveyed the tent, making sure no one else could overhear their conversation. "Many, but they are restrictions you are naturally prepared to accept if you are the kind of person God has already selected. For example, I know you are honest by nature, because as a Wise One you cannot lie. For some, the most difficult restriction is you will have to leave your name behind. It will be used against you, forcing you to do evil.”

      Dayvian shook his head. That didn’t matter to him. He had no reputation or notoriety attached to his name, nor family to lose…only Tanzaa and he intended to keep her if he could.

      Rashel ignored his unshared thoughts and doggedly continued her list. “Then there are the moral quandaries. You are facing one already. How much can you act toward rescuing Tanzaa, if you are not justified in starting a war? The answers to these restrictions come from this."

      She held out to him a small globe, no bigger than a crabapple that glowed blue-white, pulsing to the beat of someone's heart. He started to reach for it out of curiosity, but she pulled back. "No, if you touch it you are committing to become one of us. This is a Heart Stone. Each of us has one and this is yours if you dare take it. It acts as a conscience, blocking magic if you attempt to do anything unworthy of a Wise One. And it will help you judge how justified you may be in any situation. For instance, you may kill in defense of the Land or of an innocent, but other times you may not be permitted to act at all. It is the key to sprouting your magic."

      Dayvian watched the swirling blue as if hypnotized by the Stone, and Rashel noted that his staring eyes bore the same color as the orb. She heard him taking a willful breath and then let it out slowly. "Will it prevent me from killing the king of Demion for Tanzaa's sake?"

      Rashel closed her hand over the Heart Stone and broke the spell, slipping the magical globe back into her pocket, removing the temptation. "I am not the judge. That depends on the circumstances. Only you can know how your heart will lead you."

      Dayvian lowered his head again, speaking into the table. It was a terrible decision. Rashel read in his mind how he felt like a man on a high cliff overlooking a lake. He intended to jump and discover if the water were deep enough to support him, but the cost of the leap would be irrevocable. He would know the answer or drown.

      "Tanzaa…I need to talk to her. I will not make any decision without her input. You've looked for me for thirty years. You'll have to wait a while longer. We'll be in Umzulio by midsummer. I will decide after I speak with her and not before."

      Without a drop of irony, Rashel replied, "That is a very wise decision." Then she turned and left the tent.
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      Two months later, the sun blazing down on his neck, Dayvian looked up the main road into the Demion capital of Umzulio with mixed feelings. He had spent the entire trip doing his responsibilities for the circus but with his mind elsewhere. Rashel's offer of magic burned in the pit of his stomach, haunted his nights under the stars, and dampened even Carsin's enthusiasm. At least Dayvian had the sense not to share his disquiet with his chatty friend. The last thing he needed was advice from someone like Carsin; bold and brainless, leaping off the cliff with no care if the lake had gone dry. All the input Dayvian wanted, he could hopefully get from Tanzaa. Her steady, thoughtful insight would open his mind to where he must go.

      Dayvian ran through hundreds of ideas and possibilities buzzing like gnats in his head during the trek. Overall, they were fanciful and ridiculous, but he had nothing else to think about during the tedious traveling between tour stops. He could practically play his music in his sleep, so what else was his fevered mind supposed to concentrate on? 'What about getting Tanzaa out of the city and having Rashel protect her without me taking the Heart Stone?' 'What if Tanzaa immigrated to the Land and the King never could trace her, if Dayvian did the protecting?' 'What if Dayvian offered himself in trade for Tanzaa, and the King felt it was a better sacrifice because he was this magician instead?' All of these ideas seemed too melodramatic to even verbalize, so Dayvian tossed them aside as soon as they came through his head. He felt like an idiot considering all of these scenarios.

      And then there were the nightmares; horrible dreams where he witnessed the future for Tanzaa. He woke nightly in a sweat, having dreamed of Tanzaa's dancing in flames, or atop a bloody altar, smiling manically or dancing for the king in her wedding gown, with a sacrificial knife in her heart. He never actually saw how her death happened, for he was always too mesmerized by her movements, but Dayvian woke convinced of her impending death. No, his nightmares haunted him into realizing no matter all his fanciful daytime plotting, Tanzaa would end up dead anyway. And that was if he did accept the Heart Stone magic. What good was such power if it couldn't change her fate?

      As the circus moved over the mountain border between the two countries, he also wondered if someone out there was listening to his thoughts and overactive imagination. When the circus troupe traveled through Rayvgild Pass and they officially left the Land, Dayvian was reasonably sure that Rashel or Yeolani were in the company. Mysterious things kept happening. He found six spools of coiled guitar string in his footlocker so he didn't have to purchase any with his precious savings. Carsin conveniently kept getting distracted elsewhere by some lady he saw in the party, and so it left Dayvian the chance to think without interruption.

      Even his music grew better despite the lack of attention he paid to his work. He found himself improvising and enriching the melodic line effortlessly. He wished briefly that there was some way to write down the enhancements. Carsin gave him alarmed and pleased looks as they performed, but didn't comment on the strange improvements. Dayvian wouldn't have been surprised if the sheet music to their routine didn't find its way into his things with the extra notes penned in for him. That would mean Rashel or Yeolani had followed him on tour, and they wouldn't give themselves away like that, he assumed.

      And now the time had come; the circus arrived at Umzulio three days before midsummer. He and Tanzaa had a standing meeting at midnight in the grove of trees in the central city park on the first day the circus came into town. Tanzaa would know when they were scheduled to arrive and would always find a way to slip out of the palace to meet him. Unaccountably, Dayvian felt nervous as the caravan came down into the capital. What if she couldn't get away, considering her changed status in the court? What if Rashel interrupted them? Dayvian didn't think the Queen of Growing Things would be so rude, but he already had the sense that he was being listened in on, and it niggled at the back of his thoughts. Like a puppet, he went about his duties, helping set up tents, passing out fliers announcing the circus for the next day and going through the motions of rehearsal, but his mind could only function with Tanzaa in his eyes.

      Finally, with the circus settled in for the night, Dayvian slipped out of his cot, found his guitar in the dark and wove his way past other sleepers. As he lifted the tent flap he heard Carsin's encouraging voice. "Tell her ardeli for me."

      Dayvian didn't acknowledge his friend's advice, but he hoped the Demion word applied. Tanzaa didn't speak the language of the Land but fortunately, traveling for most of his life, Dayvian understood them all. Now if he could invoke the words to make this tangled magical mess function in some way to bring them safety and happiness, Dayvian would be relieved. He left the circus grounds and slipped through the night, finding his way by memory to the grove of trees where he knew Tanzaa would await him.
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      "Do you ever regret that I didn't court you, the way Dayvian is courting Tanzaa?" Yeolani asked his lovely wife as they sat invisibly in the woods, waiting behind a shield of silence for the two lovers to arrive. "You're such a romantic; I really should have managed to give you flowers once at least."

      Rashel tried not to laugh. "Flowers? Really? It's not like you'd be killing some of my friends or anything." She sighed then and put her hand in his. "No, you rescued me, so I consider that romantic enough. It isn't your style. If you brought me anything, you would have brought me…what would you have brought me?"

      "I'm sure I could dig up a diamond or emerald somewhere, but don't ask me to cut and polish it."

      Rashel chuckled, "A rock? No, my love, I don't need jewels or flowers. You make me laugh and that's more than I could ask for. Laughter is our kind of romance."

      Yeolani unexpectedly swept Rashel off the ground and pretended to steal her away. "Or we could just go find somewhere more secluded and do some other things for a bit? Otherwise, I might get embarrassed watching this. Maybe Dayvian has some tricks that I can learn from."

      Yeolani's suggestion made Rashel laugh again, but she put him off, knowing her husband's teasing nature and Yeolani put her down again. "Here he comes. Can you sense the girl yet?" They waited in their invisible hiding place as Dayvian found one particular tree within the grove, sat up against it and began tuning his guitar, playing softly as if luring Tanzaa in.

      Over the past weeks, the two Wise Ones had taken turns following the circus, monitoring Dayvian's thoughts, making sure he held firm to his relationships and didn't let his emotions run away with him. As a result, they were both pretty familiar with his mind. They could hear Dayvian’s growing excitement. They had also noted how gifted he was, to the point that they wondered if there might a magical component to his musical dexterity. He also had a vocal skill, singing in each performance in every village on the trek. He even proved adept at moving through multiple instruments: guitar, pipe, harp and even drum. Rashel did not doubt a magical element to his musical talents, but she didn't see how it would ever apply to becoming a Wise One. How would music and magic blend? Dayvian’s gifts certainly must have bewitched an impressionable courtesan girl as well.

      "I think I hear her," Rashel interrupted her own thoughts silently to warn her husband.

      "It's about time. His music is getting downright lusty," Yeolani replied, wrapping his arms around Rashel suggestively, though he knew she was focused on this liason about to unfold.

      They watched intently as a girl, lithe and graceful, wearing dark gauze in a vain effort to camouflage herself in the dark, came running into the trees. Her white-gold hair and pale skin stood out in the darkened grove, and her movements might have made someone casually think they had spied a fairy. She moved so quickly and with an eerie grace.

      "I don't think Dayvian's the only one with a gift here. They are a pair," Yeolani commented, completely serious now. "Can you sense if she's magical?"

      Rashel silently agreed. "She's got something. Perhaps she's blocking it. The King of Demion or some demon in his court would surely sense it. Maybe she uses this dance-magic naturally and no one trained her. She’s like Dayvian. Something is different with her. He has the music; she has the dance. You are right. They are a matched pair."

      Uncomfortably the Wise Ones watched as Dayvian rose from his playing and let the guitar slip from his fingers to greet Tanzaa. He enfolded her in his arms and kissed her passionately. But before they could get too far into their reunion, Dayvian stopped himself and broke into a frantically whispered monolog in the Demian language. Rashel immediately recognized a problem.

      "We're in trouble. How are we going to help him if we cannot understand what they're saying?" the Queen of Growing Things muttered silently.

      "All your grand plans, poof, and they're gone because we don't speak Demian. Well, I can think of something else we can do while we wait for him to have his discussion," Yeolani suggested roguishly.

      Instead, they listened carefully to the words Dayvian was explaining, noting his careful thought process and occasionally hearing a word they knew; Umzulio, Tanzaa, and once Rashel. It was supremely frustrating for enchanters, accustomed to knowing most of what happened around them, to not have a mental track on potential problems. In the end, all they could do was sit back and wait.
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      Dayvian spoke as quickly as he could. They had little time before Tanzaa would be found missing. And then there were Tanzaa's issues with language. Raised in the court where speaking was discouraged, and often beaten out of the courtesans, Dayvian had learned to be efficient in his explanations to Tanzaa. That she rarely spoke didn't mean she did not have a great ability to listen. She understood better than most. She held his hands to keep him from nervously rambling as he explained the offer of magic and that he would not accept the offer if he couldn't be with her as well. When he made this statement, she only had one thing to say.

      Tanzaa looked down and whispered, "One drowns or we both drown."

      Dayvian had to work a bit on understanding the meaning within that analogy although he had already applied the imagery of drowning to this situation once before. Analogies were one of the things he loved about Tanzaa; her intelligent use of metaphor to get across so much information. So, she felt that by rescuing her, he was dooming them both, like a drowning man was likely to pull any rescuer under and then they would both drown. He understood the logic but he didn't want to accept her conclusion. Warily he looked down into her gray eyes, growing silver with tears. He could become mesmerized and completely willing to do anything she wanted. Did she have any other suggestions?

      "Split the gift?" she asked.

      Could they both escape; her from the King, him from eternal life of magic duties without her. Dayvian would gladly give up the potentially immortal life, sacrificing a couple of thousand years for the right to live with her just a few years. But no, he doubted it. Becoming a Wise One seemed like an all-or-nothing option. Instead, he thought carefully about Tanzaa's analogy of drowning. What would he do if it were as simple as that; she was drowning and he wanted to rescue her? He knew for his love’s sake, regardless of his swimming skill, he would jump in. One of them would be saved and one would drown. He wanted Tanzaa to be the saved one.

      "Rashel?" he called into the air, startling Tanzaa. "I know you're here somewhere, watching us."

      It took a moment, with Tanzaa's nails biting into his hands in her alarm, but eventually, Dayvian saw Rashel fade from the moonlight coming toward him through the trees. Tanzaa caught sight of her and faced the magician, her hackles up in alarm and oddly enough she shifted to stand between Rashel and her betrothed, protecting him. Dayvian found it charming, but he also felt it unnecessary. Tanzaa's distrust of magic was well-founded, but she didn't have the experience of someone who had traveled in the Land and had heard the stories of the Wise Ones and their benevolent magic.

      "No, she won't harm us," he reassured Tanzaa.

      "Dayvian," Rashel nodded to him and then added with a second nod, "Tanzaa."

      "Yag har en froga. Om vi ta mazikan, komehr vi ivayg nu? Fins der nogon moralisk instrenkning om vad vi yura?" he asked carefully.

      Rashel looked abashed, and Dayvian tried not to smile at her discomfiture. "Wise Ones aren't capable of everything, Dayvian. I don't speak Demian."

      That gave Dayvian a flash of hope. He hadn't anticipated that the Wise Ones were unable to understand the conversation he had just held with Tanzaa. He hoped there might be a way to put this to his advantage, so he immediately translated for himself. "I asked if I took the magic right here tonight, could I get her away from here, with no moral restrictions?"

      "Then have you decided to take the Heart Stone?" Rashel replied. “Of course, there might be issues, but there will be few limitations to your magic. You won’t be able to master your abilities and skills quickly enough to do anything tonight, but with my guidance, you should be able to get Tanzaa out of the city without detection, especially if she doesn't go back to the palace tonight. She'll have to leave without saying any goodbyes and you'll have to shield her from detection for the rest of her life, but it's doable."

      Unspoken in that explanation was that Demion would be justified in launching a war with the Land and that came with its issues as well. Dayvian knew that lingered like a bad smell in the night air.

      Then Rashel brought the Heart Stone out of her pocket, where it filled the grove with an eerie light that could be seen by anyone else wandering the park that night. As moths to the flame, both Dayvian and Tanzaa approached fascinated by the simple-seeming globe. It looked so innocent, held up in Rashel’s palm.

      Tanzaa commented, "Fro."

      A seed, Dayvian translated that for himself, understanding the analogy of how the magic would grow into a wondrous potential for so many other things. He didn't interpret it to Rashel. He had other plans that he kept hidden from her by strictly thinking only in Demian.

      Dayvian unexpectedly snatched up Tanzaa's hand and placed it on the Heart Stone, making her touch the stone instead of him.

      He had anticipated some sign of a change, some magic, but all he got was anger. Both women rounded on him, shouting at him in dueling languages. It might as well have been someone slapping him in the face. Both Rashel and Tanzaa glared and were talking so quickly he began backing up, unable to understand either one of them. All Dayvian knew was he had angered them both and he would be lucky if he didn’t get himself turned into a frog.

      Then he heard someone else behind him laughing at his discomfiture. Yeolani came out of the darkness, chuckling and holding up his hands to break up the verbal attack. Tanzaa stopped chiding Dayvian immediately, frightened at the approach of a strange man. However, Rashel wasn't finished yet. "And you have no idea what you might have done to her.” Then she petered out.

      As a peacekeeper, Yeolani came to Dayvian's rescue, but only just, intervening in a milder tone than Rashel utilized at that moment. "Not wise, my friend. What were you trying to do?"

      Dayvian sighed in confusion. "I was hoping the magic could go to Tanzaa. She's the one that needs it. If she has magic, she can defend herself from the demon power the King will force on her. Me, I'm just a traveling musician. There's nothing I could do with magic. It should be hers."

      "But that's…" Rashel began almost lecturing again, but Yeolani interrupted with a calming hand and again in a more reasoned tone. "You don't understand, Dayvian. You cannot pass it on to just anyone. Do you realize that in the entire Land there are only five other Wise Ones? You would be the sixth, and that's over several hundred years of gathering magic. What's the likelihood that Tanzaa is a person that can accept the Land’s magic? It's too rare. She’s not even from the Land."

      Tanzaa, hearing her name in the string of foreign conversation, tugged at Dayvian's arm, demanding an explanation. In disappointment, Dayvian turned to her and hurriedly explained what he had been attempting to do. From the scowls she gave him, it was obvious she wasn't happy with his actions. Tanzaa said again, she didn't want the magic if that meant it would separate them even so. "Drunkna bägge två." Both will drown.

      Rashel got rolling again with her diatribe, forcing Dayvian to switch languages. "And now if she's got any magical trace on her from the palace, they know she's touched a Heart Stone. They might be on their way here right now."

      That got Dayvian to react. "Can you stop them?" he asked desperately, looking frantically around the grove as if he expected soldiers to come out of the shadows at any moment.

      "Relax boy," Yeolani tried to reassure him. "We'll put such a shield around this grove that every demon in the palace could not get through."

      Dayvian wasn't sure of that guarantee. “Tanzaa, be on the lookout for soldiers. You might have been traced,” he advised.

      Abruptly the world stopped. Dayvian found he could not move, though he was aware of the passage of time. He could see Yeolani on his left and Rashel out of the corner of his eye, but Tanzaa dominated his field of vision. He noted with amazement that the two Wise Ones could not move. Only Tanzaa could. He watched her and felt his alarm rise as he struggled even to breathe.

      At first, Tanzaa did not recognize what had happened but looked around her at the three others frozen in the dark. Perhaps some sorcerer just outside the grove had made even the night insects grow silent. Her long blonde hair whipped around as she spun trying to identify why everything else in the world had grown still. She waved her hand in front of Dayvian's face, but he couldn't even blink to indicate he was alive. He moaned with the last rags of air in his lungs and Tanzaa gripped his arm with relief. Then miraculously, at her touch, he was released from the spell paralysis and collapsed to the ground gasping.

      "What was that?" he asked, coughing, trying to recover his breath.

      "I don’t know,” Tanzaa replied. “Is it right that I touch the others? Will it release them?"

      Tanzaa, with a fearful hand, reached out and brushed the two Wise Ones on the arm. They too gasped as they were released from the freezing spell. Both Wise Ones shook their heads to clear the haze of the magic, and then both simultaneously looked over at Tanzaa, wondering what had happened.

      "Someone has magic…powerful magic and froze us," Rashel stated the obvious. "Tanzaa, it didn't include you. Why?"

      Dayvian nodded and obediently began translating the question. The Queen of Growing Things then motioned for Tanzaa to come close to her. With trepidation, the blonde girl came to face Rashel. Carefully, so all of them, even Dayvian could see, she prepared to cast a subtle spell over Tanzaa and explained it as she went. "This is a truth spell. It shows you as you truly are and will reveal all that is magic about you."

      Dutifully Dayvian translated, trying to reassure his beloved. “Rashel ska fortrolla day att visa hur du veldig air. Var inte red. Hon air her att yelpa os.” Tanzaa nodded her understanding and took a calming breath like she would before she began a performance.

      When Dayvian fell silent and nodded, Rashel stepped forward and moved her hand just in front of Tanzaa's face. Before them all, her dark gauze dancer's dress shifted to brilliant white. Her hair that she had worn down that evening, showing silver in the moonlight, now lifted onto her head into a complicated confection, with silver and diamond pins holding it aloft. Her white silk gown, embroidered with stylized silver stitching now spilled out around her like snow and she wore gray satin dancing shoes that fit her perfectly. Along her arms, instead of sleeves, she boasted silver brace pieces that curled up to her shoulders like tendrils of wind. On her arm she even sported a diamond and silver bracer etched with a deer leaping up one arm. Dayvian felt his jaw drop. He had never seen anything so exquisite.

      Tanzaa froze in alarm and wonder. She knew magic and distrusted it as much as Dayvian, but could such unexpected beauty be evil? The king’s beautiful wardrobe did not rival this, and yet he used demonic power to maintain it. Tanzaa spun around trying to see the back of the gown, hoping not to spy an imp or other such creature waving at her with a malicious grin. The silken layers floated about the ground, though the front hem rose high enough not to inhibit her dance movements. It was perfect to perform in, and no demon lurked behind her.

      Tanzaa looked up in relief, but it turned into disappointment. Her simple turn put a hypnotizing spell on everyone again, especially Dayvian. He found it hard to breathe, though he wasn’t paralyzed this time.

      Yeolani made him jump by putting a hand on his shoulder and whispered in his ear, "You asked for it, my friend."

      "I…I…I didn't ask for this," Dayvian replied, his usually controlled voice trying to come out like a croak as he waved at Tanzaa’s glorious garb. “What is that?”

      "She is a queen," Rashel confirmed. "Those are the royal clothes of a Wise One of the Land. It’s magic….her magic. She froze us all without even knowing what she was doing.”

      Yeolani laughed, breaking the spell of amazement they all felt at the moment. “Of all the wondrous things, it seems that she stole your magic, Dayvian. You made her touch the Heart Stone and she's now the magician. You better explain this to her before she faints," he added and pushed Dayvian forward.

      For her part, Rashel released the truth spell she had used, letting Tanzaa return to her original appearance. Then the Queen of Growing Things stepped away from the dancer so the lovers could talk and she turned to speak privately with Yeolani.

      "How could this happen?" she asked in a private mental conversation with him. "We both sensed she had magic potential, but she wasn't a Wise One before Dayvian made her touch the Heart Stone. It's his, not hers. Does this mean that I have to go Seeking again? She's not even from the Land. We’ve made a Wise One of the future wife of an enemy. This is going to cause a magical war."

      "Vamilion wasn't originally from the Land either," Yeolani pointed out, just as equally perplexed. "Does this mean that Tanzaa is supposed to Seek Dayvian? You don't have another Heart Stone to give him, so is it Tanzaa’s task now to find a Heart Stone to give to him?"

      "Maybe,…no, maybe…maybe the connection these two have, drawn to each other despite all the obstacles that stand between them, is just a manifestation of the magical bond they would have if they had met later when they were both able to take on the power. They simply aren't doing it in the order it has always been done: male first, then female, one Seeks the other. If you and I had met before either of us was given a Heart Stone, would we have fallen in love as these two? We know that some of us manifest our gifts before we encounter the Heart Stone. Honiea was a healer before she ever became the Queen of Healing. And we already think that Dayvian's gift will involve his music."

      "So, what are we going to do?" Yeolani asked again, still at a loss.
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