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  A Mage in the Making: Book 1 of The Chronicles of Grimm Dragonblaster




  Grimm Afelnor becomes a student in Arnor House. Shocked to learn that his grandfather was once a powerful mage. At the behest of his grandfather’s betrayer, Grimm becomes a Mage Questor. He vows to fight for his Guild and for the name of his disgraced family.




  Whiskey Shots Volume 4




  Two short stories. A man mistreats his wife and suffers the consequences. Another finds it hard to tell the difference between fantasy and reality—but is he truly mad, or does an ancient god hold the secret?




  Weapon of the Guild: Book 2 of The Chronicles of Grimm Dragonblaster




  On his first Quest, Grimm is rewarded well after he helps to retrieve a magical gem. Now a wealthy Baron and a Fifth Rank Mage Questor, Grimm feels confident when he is sent to tackle a General who abducts Guild Mages. However, things do not go to plan.




  Questor: Book 3 of The Chronicles of Grimm Dragonblaster




  Mage Questor Grimm Afelnor and his companions find themselves in Haven, a steel fortress in the forbidding Shest Mountains, as the unwilling guests of Armitage, the reborn avatar of a long-dead Technologist.




  To Peter Irvin, for his character Guy Great Flame, who always looked down magnificently on Grimm Dragonblaster when they were small white lead figurines. If I’ve painted Guy darker than he really was when we played TFT—well, you always were a much better artist than me, and, after all, this is nothing like our teen campaigns.




  At least my version of Guy won’t be cutting trusted servants free on a remote mountainside just to save a little ST!




  Chapter 1: “You May Rest When You Are Dead”




  Lord Thorn Virias, Prelate of Arnor House of the Ancient and Honourable Guild of Magic-users, Sorcerers and Thaumaturges, groaned as the scrying-crystal on his marble desk flashed a baleful, sickly shade of green. This could only mean that his mother, Lizaveta, sought discourse with him. He considered ignoring the insistent flashing of the glass, but he soon thought better of it; Lizaveta would know he was in his chamber, even without the mental link the crystal provided.




  He placed his hands on the crystal with care, as if the bauble might explode at his very touch, and he patterned his mind for the sleight of Telepathy.




  “Yes, Mother?”




  “Thorn, my dearest son,” the familiar voice hissed in his head.




  The mental voice invoked the sensation of an army of slimy, slithering worms cascading into his skull. Thorn knew his mother’s words were born of anything but love, and he was on his guard in a moment.




  “What do you want, Mother?”




  “May a mother not contact her only child without suspicion of some ulterior motive?”




  In your case, never, you hateful old witch...




  It was all Thorn could do to suppress this dangerous thought, but he was a Mage Questor of the Seventh Rank, after all, possessing the willpower of any ten Seculars.




  “I am sorry, Mother,” he replied, masking his true thoughts.




  “Are you satisfied with your lot, Thorn? You sound peevish to me, and you know how I dislike that tone. I greatly prefer ambition to self-pity.”




  The old witch is playing games with me again, he thought, again just managing to screen his inner mind from her.




  “Mother, I am the Prelate of a prestigious Guild House and a full member of the Guild Presidium. I have already achieved more than most mages ever do.




  “With your inestimable aid,” he quickly added.




  “So, you are content to be second-rate; is that it, Thorn?”




  Thorn shut his eyes and grimaced. Lizaveta must have further plans in mind for him and he felt, in truth, satisfied with his current position. The political games of High Lodge did not appeal to him in the least. His mother’s actions might have obtained him his current lofty rank, but he had been more than happy as a Mage Questor, alongside his steadfast friend and ally, Loras Afelnor: the blood brother he had betrayed.




  “May I not rest, Mother?” His telepathic voice emerged plaintive and pitiful, and Thorn reviled himself for grovelling when he had intended to be strong.




  “Rest? You may rest when you are dead, Thorn, or when you are High Dominie. Not before.”




  Thorn knew Lizaveta would never be content, even if he achieved the Guild’s ultimate rank. She would always be chiding him, goading him, driving him to some new goal. Lizaveta might leave him alone for a little while after he obtained the position of Dominie, doubtless after some additional, covert act of treachery. Then it would start again: the Guild needed more Houses and more dominions under its thrall: the Houses needed tighter control: the Guild needed more money. It would never end. The Prelate resolved to try once more to beat down his mother’s incessant, insensate demands. He knew browbeating and pleading would never work, so he attempted diplomacy instead.




  “Mother, I beg you to reconsider. My position here is strong and influential. The House intake of paying Students is up for the second year in a row, and I am a prominent member of the Guild Presidium. However, five others in the ruling council are senior to me. It would be regarded as suspicious in the extreme, to say the least, if they were all to die or renounce their seniorities within a short space of time. You must understand this, Mother. I am working hard to raise my status in the Guild hierarchy, and this is my only sensible method of obtaining the post of Lord Dominie.”




  A long silence ensued, and Thorn knew Lizaveta was either considering his arguments or preparing another biting rebuke for her hapless son.




  “And if I were to employ my magic to persuade Horin to abdicate in your favour...”




  At least she seemed to be treating his argument with some seriousness, and the mage suppressed a sigh of relief.




  “That would be a flagrant breach of the Guild Articles, Mother. The post of Dominie is for life, and the post must then devolve to the most senior surviving member of the Presidium.




  “Horin is a strict Guild man—the kind of man we describe as a walking scroll. You may be sure that the other Presidium mages would scan the very depths of his aura after such uncharacteristic behaviour. This would be no casual examination, using Mage Sight, but a Great Spell of Revelation. The evidence of your potent magic would be plain to such a spell.”




  “Your Conclave did not even examine Loras Afelnor’s aura when he was tried for attempted murder.” Thorn fancied he sensed a note of uncertainty in Lizaveta’s mind, which he leapt to exploit.




  “Loras admitted the crime, thanks again to your powerful spells, and the Conclave accepted the motive I proffered: compassion for a dying man in pain. Loras’ aura was inspected, but only with basic Mage Sight, and it revealed the expected signs of guilt and deep contrition. The Conclave saw what they had expected after my impassioned argument on his behalf.




  “Nonetheless, only my heartfelt plea to the Conclave, to allow the empathic but misguided Loras a shred of dignity, prevented the deeper examination of his aura. Had this been done, your spell might well have been discovered, and I would not now be Prelate. In fact, I would have been dead for more than forty years.




  “I persuaded the Conclave that Loras had acted out of misguided mercy towards Prelate Geral, and they accepted this argument because it rang true. In the case of a healthy, relatively young Dominie resigning his post in favour of a relatively junior member of the Presidium, in flagrant breach of the principles he has publicly upheld for decades, the suspicion of undue influence would be unavoidable. You must see the reason in this, Mother.”




  This time, the silence hung in the air even longer, and Thorn began to hope he might have persuaded Lizaveta of the impossibility of ousting Horin. His hopes were bolstered by her next words.




  “I recognise that I may not have considered this idea in sufficient depth, Thorn. Your argument, for once, is both cogent and rational.”




  The Prelate gaped in astonishment at his mother’s subdued tone. Even the faintest praise from her was a rare occurrence indeed. His rhetoric seemed to have succeeded beyond his wildest dreams. It took all his Questor will to suppress the surge of relief that threatened to betray him.




  “I must consider this matter further, Thorn. I may need to work on the other members of the Presidium, so that all accept Horin’s resignation and your nomination as his successor.”




  Lizaveta’s mind slithered free from the Prelate’s; as always, a most unpleasant experience. Thorn was, once more, alone in his chamber.




  The Prelate leant back in his mahogany throne and looked around his comfortable, familiar workroom. It might be small, but Thorn liked it. To his left, a large, diamond-paned bay window afforded a view of verdant forestry and the busy village of Arnor, whose livelihood stemmed from providing the House with all its various needs. The House and the village enjoyed a symbiotic relationship. When the House prospered, so did the artisans and merchants of Arnor, and it was in the House’s best interests to ensure that the citizens of the village remained happy with their lot.




  Thorn regarded the sumptuous, bucolic tapestries hanging on the chamber walls, a great comfort to him in times of stress. He kicked off his shoes and plunged his bare toes into the thick, red luxurious rug beneath the table, thinking of the Dominie’s huge, cold office in High Lodge. Horin was almost never alone; some urgent Guild matter always demanded his attention, and a profusion of advisors, hangers-on and sycophants seeking preferment besieged him at all times.




  The Dominie was like a queen ant, incapable of independent thought or action, amidst a swarm of faceless, nameless, controlling workers; a nonentity with a fancy title. Here, safe in Arnor House, Thorn was the absolute ruler of his destiny. A whole community of thaumaturges waited for his least command, depending on him for its needs, but they did not rule his life. If he wanted solitude, he was left in peace. He need not fear assassination or insurrection, here in his comfortable refuge. Thorn imagined that Horin must sleep fitfully at best, fearing treachery or murder from some ambitious individual under his nominal command. Thorn knew he never wanted to bear such a burden, and he also knew Lizaveta would never rest until he was.




  The Prelate took a bottle of his favourite brandy from a commodious drawer in his desk, and poured a large quantity of the golden, fiery beverage into a silver goblet. Cupping the chalice in both hands, he raised it to his nostrils and drew the liquor’s potent vapours into his lungs, relishing the brandy’s, heady aroma. All he needed to do was to take a long draught of the warming, befuddling beverage, and he would be able to forget his troubles.




  Here’s to you, Loras Afelnor. The thought popped unbidden into his head as he lifted the goblet to his waiting lips. Disturbed, he placed it on the table without sampling the inviting liquid.




  Why do you still trouble me, Loras? Leave me alone! Your trial ended long ago, while mine continues. I am as much a victim of my mother as you were, but my punishment never ends. Let me be!




  Thorn sighed, knowing he could not blame poor, disgraced Loras for the guilt that plagued him so. Everything, every pang and twinge of guilt and self-accusation, was due to his mother’s insane, vicarious ambitions. She had ensured that he entered Arnor House as a pauper, condemning him to the brutal Questor Ordeal, when she could have granted him a prosperous, comfortable lifestyle as a paying Student. Not once had he demurred at her insensate demands, and he had made no more than a token attempt to sway her from condemning his only friend to revilement and universal odium.




  Thorn Virias, you’re nothing but a coward and a weakling, a disgrace to your craft!




  This was a shameful admission for a Seventh Level Questor and House Prelate to make, even to himself, but Thorn no longer cared. As long as Lizaveta plagued him, he would never be free. Because of her, he had subjected an unsuitable Neophyte, Erek Garan, to an intensified Questor Ordeal until the lad had lost his mind. The result was a dead Senior Magemaster to bury and a scandal to be suppressed. The experiment had been a ghastly disaster.




  Lizaveta, of course, accepted no blame for the debacle, pointing out how Loras Afelnor’s grandson, Grimm, had prevailed in similar circumstances. This might be true, but Thorn feared the lad’s survival of his intensified Ordeal had made him altogether too independent and obstinate.




  The report from Questor Xylox concerning his and Questor Grimm’s recent Quest certainly made damning reading in this regard.




  Thorn skimmed through the document: ‘...a reasonably powerful and confident magic-user.’; ‘In time, Questor Grimm may prove a useful asset to our House and Guild, but...’; ‘...insubordinate, wayward and headstrong....’




  The report concluded, ‘It is recommended that Questor Grimm Afelnor not be considered for promotion at this time, despite a few useful contributions to the successful conclusion of this most important Quest.’




  The Prelate knew Xylox was not one to mince words. The report implied that the older Questor respected the abilities of the young mage, if not his attitude. Xylox evidently acknowledged the youth as a powerful mage, but also as a reckless hothead likely to act on his own initiative if unchecked by his seniors.




  Thorn, however, considered that this very hotheadedness might be of considerable advantage to his cause. The wayward Grimm Afelnor might prove to be the ideal weapon to aid the Prelate in the elimination of his main problem, Lizaveta. All that was necessary was a few hints to provide the trigger, and the Prelate knew he already had at hand the best possible trigger: the betrayal of Loras Afelnor, at her instigation.




  The more Thorn considered the matter, the better things looked. He raised his neglected goblet to his mouth, savouring the liquor’s slow burn as it slipped down his throat, relishing the familiar, warm glow spreading through his body.




  The political phrase was ‘plausible deniability’, the ability to disavow all involvement if a plan misfired. Thorn might plant subtle seeds of revenge in the boy’s mind, so that the youth might be moved to seek out Lizaveta and destroy her, but he must also ensure that Questor Grimm never discovered her relationship to his Prelate. It was also necessary that the young mage never discovered the information’s ultimate source.




  These factors might be difficult to arrange. Only Thorn had benefited directly from Loras’ disgrace and expulsion from the Guild, and Grimm would surely realise that if the clues were too overt. The boy might also demand to hear Lizaveta’s reasons for the betrayal; he might stay his hand long enough for her to mention that she was Thorn’s mother, and that she had acted to advance his status.




  This would be a most unsatisfactory state of affairs.




  However, if Afelnor accomplished the deed, it did not matter if he was discovered in the act or not; he was the Traitor’s grandson, after all. For all the youth’s protestations, nobody in the whole Guild would take the word of a young mage over that of a Prelate who had treated him well.




  On the other hand, if Afelnor succeeded in destroying Lizaveta without arousing any suspicion, his future as an Arnor House Questor was assured; Thorn would not raise a murmur, even if the boy were ever elected as Dominie at some far-distant time.




  I have some time in hand, the Prelate thought. Even Mother isn’t powerful enough to ensorcel all the mages in the Presidium at one sitting, or anything like it. That’s just as well, because I’ll need to take my time over this little stratagem.




  Thorn scratched his hairless pate and frowned, considering the deeper ramifications of his plan.




  The boy might have sworn a solemn oath to defend the interests of the House and the Guild, but it may not be enough. I need to make him trust me, so he’ll do anything I ask.




  For a start, I can recommend him for promotion. Xylox won’t like it, but I can make it plain that I recognise the boy’s very real worth to the Guild by adding the sixth ring to his staff; the Presidium won’t complain, and I can let Afelnor know that I promoted him despite his senior Questor’s strongest recommendations to the contrary.




  The Prelate smiled. This plan seemed flawless.




  I’m sorry, Xylox, but you’ll have to look like the villain here. Perhaps if I recommend you for a healthy stipend and an extended entry in the ‘Deeds of the Questors’, you’ll feel better.




  The realistic prospect of Lizaveta’s removal from his life cheered Thorn no end, and he drained his goblet at a gulp. The fact that his mother seemed to have taken a shine to the boy could only add a satisfying tinge of irony to the enterprise.




  So you wouldn’t mind meeting our young Afelnor up close, eh, Mother? Perhaps you’ll get your wish: but, after all, they do say you ought to be careful what you wish for, don’t they?




  While I don’t envy the boy this particular Quest, he’s probably the best chance I have of being rid of you for good.




  Thorn refilled his goblet, raised it high and laughed out loud for the first time since his youth.




  Here’s to you, dear Mother; long may you rot.




  Chapter 2: The Uncertain Future




  Grimm Afelnor, Mage Questor of the Fifth Rank and Baron of Crar, sat at ease in a red leather divan in his well-lit day-room. With his beloved Drexelica at his side, he felt at peace. The early morning sun cast warm, golden rays that made the room’s mahogany panelling glow with rich hues, and the costly rug upon the floor shone in all its colourful grandeur. This was Grimm’s last day in Crar before he must return to Arnor House, and he felt determined to savour every moment of it. Could anything be better than this?




  Grimm took Drexelica in his arms and kissed her. She returned the embrace with warm passion, and he lost himself in her deep, blue eyes until interrupted by a sharp rap at the chamber door.




  “I won’t be a moment, Drex,” he whispered into her ear. “It’s probably just some Council official after the latest grain production figures.”




  Extricating himself from Drex’s entwining arms with great reluctance, he opened the door. A towering grey-green apparition stood before him, exposing a mouthful of fangs like carving knives, and a wide-eyed Drexelica gasped.




  “It’s all right, Drex, it’s just my good friend and Seneschal, Shakkar,” Grimm called over his shoulder, turning back to the mighty demon and extending his hand. “Shakkar, my friend, it’s good to be able to spend a little time with you at last.”




  The demon reached out to grasp the human’s right wrist. Grimm tried to copy his friend, but his hand barely reached half-way around the oversized, muscular limb.




  “I feel the same, Lord Baron.” The demon’s basso profundis rumble shook the room. “It has been a long time since we were last able to talk in such an intimate manner.”




  Since Grimm’s return to Crar with General Quelgrum’s technology-using army in tow, Shakkar had spent much of his time in acquainting the General’s soldiers with the ways and customs of Crar, in an attempt to integrate fifteen-hundred armed men into the populace. Grimm had also had to endure many a lengthy, tedious meeting with the city council, so he felt more than happy to be able to devote a little time to his gigantic friend at last.




  “Too long, Shakkar,” Grimm agreed. “I never knew that so much of the time of a Baron was taken up with adjudicating grazing rights, settling disputes and appointing minor dignitaries. Still, I guess you’re only too familiar with that.”




  “Greetings, Shakkar,” a familiar voice piped from a pocket in Grimm’s robes, and the tiny head of the ever-present Thribble popped into view. As ever, the Questor had all but forgotten that the resourceful, six-inch tall demon was there: the minuscule creature might be an invaluable companion, but he seemed somehow easy to overlook or forget.




  “Greetings, Thribble,” the titan boomed. “It is good to see you again.”




  Shakkar fixed his eyes on Drexelica, who still sat on the divan. Her expression was nervous in the extreme.




  “Grimm, will you not introduce me to this lovely, toothsome piece of mortal flesh?” The demon bared his fearsome array of dental weaponry once more, and Drex shrank back from the dread apparition.




  Grimm suppressed a chuckle. “Drexelica, this is my good friend, Shakkar. Don’t worry; he won’t eat you, for all his terrifying aspect and his occasional lack of tact.” He shot a hard look at the demon, who appeared unaffected even by the commanding gaze of a Guild Questor. “Shakkar, this is Drexelica, who will be keeping house for me.”




  Since sensual relations between mages and women were regarded within the Guild as unseemly, Grimm and Drex had agreed that the fewer people who were aware of their true relationship, the better. The Questor had implicit trust in his titanic ally, but he knew that Shakkar was, on occasion, a little clumsy in his speech. Of course, the ubiquitous Thribble knew that the two young humans were in love, but the minuscule demon, teller of sagas to his more powerful underworld kin, was well aware of the value of discretion in the information he revealed.




  The girl held out her right hand, and Shakkar bent at the waist as if it were a hinge, touching his closed mouth to the proffered extremity in a lipless but gentle parody of a kiss. Drex laughed as the frightening apparition performed his solemn obeisance, and the demon jerked upright.




  “Was my act somehow amusing to you, young female?” Shakkar demanded.




  “I was just glad to see that a person with such big claws and teeth was also a real gentleman,” Drex replied, and the demon snorted.




  Grimm suspected that, if Shakkar were capable of blushing, his grey-green face would have been blazing cherry-red, and the mage could feel Thribble shaking in his robe pocket, as if the imp were seized by a fit of silent laughter. Shakkar’s discomfiture notwithstanding, the ice seemed to have broken.




  For the next two hours, Grimm and Shakkar discussed civic matters: the growing trade links that Crar had formed with surrounding towns since it had been liberated from the baleful dictatorship of Starmor; the disbursement of city funds; and the refurbishment of important buildings. If Drex found the discussion tedious, she hid it well, but she breathed a sigh of relief when Shakkar made his excuses and left.




  “I doubt you’ll ever find life with a Guild Questor normal, Drex,” Grimm said with a smile. “If you wanted a quiet life in some peaceful backwater, with climbing roses up the walls and cows in the field, I’m afraid you’ve made the wrong choice of partner.”




  Drexelica laughed. “I’m not sorry at all, Grimm. I want only to be with you, no matter what happens. I know you won’t be able to be at my side all the time, or even a lot of the time, but I’ll try not to let it get me down.”




  “I have a duty to the Guild, and to my family name,” Grimm said with a sigh. “I’ve made a public vow to uphold the values of the Guild, and a private one to redeem the name of Afelnor in its eyes. I can’t just throw that aside, even for you, Drex. I wish I could, but I can’t. I have my family’s reputation to restore.”




  “I know, Grimm, and I surely respect you for it. For all the rotten life I had, I’ve never had to shoulder a bad family name, too. Is that why you call your staff ‘Redeemer’?”




  Grimm nodded. “My granfer, Loras Afelnor, is reviled as a traitor and a renegade, just because he took pity on a sick old man. He’s tortured by the memory, and he so wants me to wash the blemish from our name. It’s a heavy burden, but not one I can easily deny.”




  Drex took his hands in hers. “You don’t really believe your Granfer tried to kill the old Prelate, do you, Grimm?”




  Grimm shrugged. “He did try to kill Geral, Drex; I can’t deny it, even to myself. I’ve met Granfer only once since I became a Guild Mage, but I saw the guilt and pain in his aura clearly enough. I didn’t say anything about it to him, but I’ve seen his confession in the Guild records. Yes, he tried to kill the Prelate, surely enough...even so, something seems wrong about the whole thing.”




  Drex’s brows arched. “D’you think his confession was forced out of him, then?”




  The Questor shook his head. “I think Granfer’s confession was true, as far as he knew. He was caught in the act by his best friend, who is now Lord Thorn, and he never even tried to deny the act.




  “It’s not what he did, Drex, but how he did it. Pushing a pillow over an old man’s face...it’s just so bloody physical. Granfer Loras was a Mage Questor of the Seventh Rank, an avatar of destruction, a Weapon of the Guild. There must have been a hundred ways he could have snuffed out Prelate Geral’s life from a distance if he wanted to. It wouldn’t have needed anything like as much power as it would to kill a younger mage. Geral was a tired old man, and he was dying.”




  The girl frowned. “But, Grimm, you just said you believed he did it. Now you’re saying you don’t. I don’t understand. If he tried to snuff the old man, what difference does it make how he did it? Perhaps he was acting…in the heat of the moment, or something. Men don’t always think things through too clearly, do they?”




  Grimm laughed, although he saw little humour in the situation.




  “A Guild Mage isn’t like ordinary men, and a Mage Questor is even less so. You don’t get to be a forty-year-old Questor of the Seventh Rank by acting on impulse,” he said. “It’s something I’m often guilty of, but I’m trying as hard as I can to eradicate it. I’ll have to if I want to make old bones. Otherwise, sooner or later, some stupid mistake’ll catch me out, and it could be fatal.




  “Granfer Loras was an old hand, and he’d been on dozens of difficult and dangerous Quests. You can be sure he never acted just on the spur of the moment. And with an infinite number of spells potentially at his command—invisible, undetectable spells—you can bet he’d never have chosen to push a pillow in the old man’s face. Not unless he wanted to be caught, and I don’t believe that.




  “The only other explanation I can think of is that someone—a single mage with unbelievable magical power, or a group of mages acting in concert—ensorcelled him into doing what he did.” Grimm hissed through his teeth in an attempt to dispel the tension within him. “Everyone in the House expected Granfer to succeed Geral as Prelate. From what I heard, he wouldn’t have had to wait long. He didn’t need to take the risk of assassinating the old man just to get him out of the way...and even if his motivation was pure mercy, why did he choose such a blatant, obvious method? Geral couldn’t have put up any resistance; Granfer could have stopped his weak heart in a second with a quick, merciful spell, instead of trying to smother him. He wouldn’t even have had to leave his room.




  “It doesn’t ring right, Drex. It doesn’t make any sense at all.”




  Drexelica leaned forward, cupping her chin with her right hand as if considering what to say next.




  “Who got the most out of your granfer’s disgrace, Grimm?”




  The young mage shrugged. “Lord Thorn, I suppose. When Geral finally died, Lord Thorn became Prelate instead of Granfer.”




  He saw Drex’s eyes narrowing, and he shook his head, seeing where the discussion was heading.




  “Lord Thorn was Granfer’s staunchest friend!” he protested. “The expected sentence was death, and only Lord Thorn’s pleading swayed the adjudicator at Granfer’s trial. If Thorn’d been the guilty party, why would he want to spare Granfer’s life?”




  Grimm sighed. He had nothing more than a slew of vague suspicions and doubts, nothing on which he could put his finger. He had considered the matter in some depth, but he knew he had no reason whatsoever to suspect Thorn of any wrongdoing. A spell capable of making a full Questor act against his will, while believing he was acting under free will, must be beyond the power of any single mage. Such an enchantment might have been carried out by a Great Spell, a large group of potent thaumaturges acting in concert, yet it seemed that Loras had been a popular mage, both within the House and at High Lodge.




  No, Lord Thorn could not have done this.




  After long cogitation, Grimm spoke.




  “No, Drex, I don’t for a moment think Lord Thorn did it. I have absolutely no reason to suspect him. In fact, books I read at High Lodge led me to believe that the only possible explanation involved powerful Geomancy, witch magic, rather than Guild magic.”




  Drexelica started. “I’m not all that powerful, but I’ve read quite a lot about witchery, Grimm. You must believe me when I tell you no ordinary witch could cast a spell like that. It would take a more powerful witch than I’ve ever heard of. Why would a strong witch hate your grandfather so much? Witches don’t have a lot to do with the Guild.”




  Grimm shrugged. “I don’t know, Drex. Perhaps Lord Thorn could just tell me a little more about Granfer’s manner when he committed the act: a peculiar expression on his face, an abnormality in his aura: something, at any rate. I mean to ask him, as soon as I get back to Arnor.”




  Drexelica put her hand on Grimm’s shoulder and looked deep into his eyes. “If you’re serious about doing that, do be careful, Grimm. You don’t want to make Lord Thorn angry with you, do you? You said he can make you a poor servant for years if he wants to, and I don’t want to lose you.”




  “I don’t know what I want,” the young Questor confessed in confusion and discomfort, waving his hands as if seeking divine inspiration. “But I’d never forgive myself if I knew that I’d left some stone unturned. Granfer’s a stern man and a hard taskmaster, but he’d do anything for me. He and my grandmother Drima are all the family I’ve got.”




  “I know,” the girl whispered. “Of course you need to find out what happened, but just be careful. Will you do that? Men can be so clumsy and tactless at times, and I worry for you.”




  “I’ll be careful, Drex, I promise. Lord Thorn is severe, but I think he’s fair and reasonable at heart, if he’s in a good mood. He’ll understand why I have to know, I’m sure. And in any case, I wouldn’t worry too much about me being condemned to the scullery. I’m more useful as a Questor, and in any case, I’m sure I’m rich enough to pay off my education now. I’ve never been told what the tariff is for Questors, but I’ve got plenty of money now.”




  Drexelica hugged him. “Just you take care of yourself, Grimm, and come back to me. If you get yourself killed, you’ll have me to answer to. You wouldn’t like that, I promise you. I have my mother’s temper at times, and she was a real witch in every sense.”




  She wagged a mock-admonitory finger in his face.




  Grimm laughed, despite his sombre mood. “I’ll be careful, I promise.”




  Then his face fell again. “You do realise that I may have to stay at the House for a while longer before I can come back home? I don’t want anything more than to stay here with you, but I’m not a free man yet. After a few more Quests, a little more boost in reputation, and I may be trusted to spend all my free time in Crar without running away.”




  Drex nodded, her expression a little bleak. “I’ll wait for you, Grimm Afelnor. I’ll trust your friend Shakkar to look after me, and I’ll be thinking of you while you’re away.”




  Grimm shrugged. “It may not be too bad, Drex. Lord Thorn may not order me to stay at the House after all, and Quests don’t come about all that often. I’ll let you know, whatever happens.”




  “I know you will, Grimm. Anyway, enough of that! Why don’t you tell me all about your first Quest, and your friend, Dalquist?”




  “I’m sure Thribble here can tell it better than I could,” Grimm replied, smiling. “What do you say, Thribble?”




  The demon hopped onto the table in front of the divan, enthusiastic and athletic. “I thought you would never ask, human. I love to tell stories.”




  Drex clapped her hands and turned to Grimm. “He’s so sweet, Grimm! I love him!”




  “Sweet!” the demon squeaked in indignation.




  “Please, just tell the story, Thribble, while I get my bags packed for the journey. Perhaps you’d like a little wine or brandy to lubricate your throat?”




  “Brandy would be marvellous!” the demon crowed, clapping his tiny paws. “Well, young female, I first met Questor Grimm when the demon Starmor ruled this city: but it was a very different city then. Questor Grimm and his companions were trapped...”




  Drexelica sat silent, her eyes wide as Thribble launched into his tale with his customary gusto. Grimm felt happy to let the demon take his mind off his uncertain future.




  Chapter 3: Lord Thorn’s Assessment




  The morning was warm and sunny, with a cloudless blue sky, but the young thaumaturge barely noticed. As Grimm rode up the winding mountain pass to the fortress that was Arnor House, his mind remained focused on his forthcoming meeting with Lord Thorn. On his last Quest, the senior mage, Xylox the Mighty, had promised that his report to the Prelate would be ‘on balance, favourable’. However, the older Questor had made little secret of his dislike for Grimm, even if he appeared to respect his junior’s resourcefulness and power. All depended on whether Lord Thorn’s view coincided with that of Xylox, and the young Questor knew the Prelate’s temper to be unpredictable at best.




  At the very least, it seemed probable that Grimm would be required to stay at the House for a further period, away from his Barony and his beloved Drexelica. At worst, he might be censured, with a black mark to go on his record, which might blight his Guild career and bar further promotion.




  As the black stronghold hove into view, Grimm quashed his anxieties and fears; there was little point in worrying about what he could not change. As he approached the entry portal, he dismounted and hobbled his horse at the wooden rail by the path, and he strode to the door with a determined manner. He raised his ring-bearing left hand and the door swung open to reveal the familiar, bowed figure of the aged major-domo known to all in the House by the simple appellation of Doorkeeper.




  “Questor Grimm!” the old man crowed, his face crinkling into a smile. “It is wonderful to have you back where you belong, marvellous, yes, marvellous, indeed.”




  Grimm knew he truly belonged with Drexelica, but he was not about to say so; even the most innocent relationship with a member of the distaff sex was frowned upon within the Guild.




  “Greetings, Doorkeeper, it’s good to be back.”




  A House servant appeared, and Doorkeeper instructed him to stable the mage’s horse, and to take the luggage to Grimm’s room. “So, Questor Grimm, did you have a good retreat at Crar? I’ve heard the weather can be quite bad down there, quite horrible at times, I’ve heard, I think.”




  “I had a marvellous time, thank you, Doorkeeper.”




  “I’m afraid I can’t spare you much time, Questor Grimm.” Doorkeeper’s wizened face bore an apologetic expression. “I have some important things to do for tonight, some very important business. Adept Numal’s staff rebounded three times from the Stone this morning, and he is now a full Mage Necromancer. His Acclamation feast will be held this evening, and, as usual, I will be required to arrange it all. So much work; you’d think they’d take pity on my poor old bones...”




  Grimm’s brow furrowed. The name Numal seemed somehow familiar to him, but he could not quite place it. When the major-domo finished his wordy, babbling lament, he said so.




  “You met him at least once,” replied Doorkeeper. “I introduced him to you in the Refectory on your first day here, all those years ago.”




  With a sudden rush, recollection flooded into Grimm’s mind. Numal was the strange, sepulchral figure who had told the seven-year-old Student of his hidden desire to be an entertainer. Numal’s words, spoken so long before, flew into his brain: In my youth, I was told that my imitation of Daffo the Clown was very amusing.




  So the would-be entertainer had mastered his craft at last, exchanging song and dance for the ability to communicate with the dead and to augur the future from chicken entrails. Part of Grimm’s psyche rejoiced at the pale, sad-looking man’s success after years of unremitting effort, while another mourned the death of the would-be comedian and dancer. The stage’s loss had been the House’s gain.




  “Still, that’s enough talk,” Doorkeeper said, interrupting the young mage’s philosophical musings. “You’ll want to get ready for your meeting with the Lord Prelate, I’m sure. Your usual room’s made up in the West Wing, and Lord Thorn isn’t expecting you for another hour.”




  Grimm smiled. “What would I do without you, Doorkeeper? Thank you. I know the way; I also know you must have a lot to do.”




  Making his excuses, the Questor strode through the Great Hall. Was it his imagination, or was the vestibule not quite as magnificent as he remembered it? The blue and gold hexagonal paving slabs that made up the hall, the same colours as his fine silk robes, seemed duller than he recalled. For the first time, Grimm noticed distinct scratches in the blue sky-dome, and the dreamy, soft tones pervading the chamber seemed tired and lifeless, having once brought visions of heaven to him. Only the black, eternal Breaking Stone, against which each hopeful Adept must test his hand-made Staff before he could be declared a full Guild Mage, looked pristine and fresh.




  The stairs winding up to the West Wing mages’ chambers bore deep, semicircular depressions, marking the passage of countless generations of House incumbents, a heritage of centuries. Grimm’s room, however, was just as he remembered it; basic, perhaps, but comfortable beyond the dreams of any mere charity Student. He was pleased to see his bags were already waiting for him on his bed, which had the distinctive, clean smell of fresh linen. He noted the full ewer of water and the soap by the washbasin, and he stripped off his robe.




  Grimm felt dusty and grimy after his long journey, and he found the cold water bracing and refreshing. His worries seemed to wash away with the dirt of the road, and he hummed a cheerful tune as he laved himself. Taking a soft, white towel from one of his travelling bags, he rubbed down his body until his skin shone pink. Still naked, he took forth a small pair of scissors and trimmed his dark brown beard and his fingernails. He then started on his hair, brushing it until it shone, and then tying it in its accustomed place at the nape of his neck. At last, Grimm donned fresh clothes. He looked with a critical eye at his reflection, in the round mirror behind the wash basin. Something was missing...




  “Redeemer, to me,” he muttered. He thrust out his right hand without looking around, and his staff flew into his grasp, obedient and faithful as ever.




  In the mirror, he did not see Grimm Afelnor, but a powerful and confident thaumaturge.




  Power and presence complete the mage.




  It had taken Grimm many years to understand what the true meaning of that familiar, oft-repeated phrase, but now he knew he possessed both. He was a Mage Questor, in the full flush of youth, and he looked dangerous.




  I’m a true Weapon of the Guild now, thought Grimm, with a smile. I’m ready.




  * * * *




  “Enter.” The word was peremptory and terse, as Grimm had expected. Steeling himself, he opened the door. As usual, Lord Thorn was sitting hunched over his monumental marble desk, behind a stack of papers. As Grimm closed the door, the Prelate looked up, and his expression seemed to brighten, much to the young Questor’s surprise.




  “Ah, welcome, Questor Grimm; it is good to see you. Please, do sit down.”




  Grimm sat, wary of some sort of trap. As no question had been put to him, he remained silent.




  Thorn picked up a sheaf of papers. “This is Questor Xylox’s report on your last Quest. It makes interesting reading, Questor Grimm.”




  Now, Grimm felt sure some sort of punishment was coming. Xylox would have his revenge at last on his despised underling.




  The Prelate smiled; an expression Grimm had never seen before on his face. Did it portend good news or a sadistic pleasure at the prospect of haranguing a helpless underling?




  “Before I acquaint you with the report’s contents, Questor Grimm, I would like to hear your opinion of your fellow Questor.”




  Struggling to keep his face impassive, Grimm cleared his throat in order to give himself a little time to think. His true opinion of Xylox was that the man was a pompous, overbearing, self-important prig, but to say so to Lord Thorn would be tantamount to professional suicide. However, he would not let the older Questor get off scot-free.




  Grimm knew he should avoid hesitation and obfuscation, since clarity and fluidity of speech were essential qualities in any Guild Mage.




  “Lord Thorn, I find Questor Xylox an admirable and powerful magic-user. He is resourceful and dedicated, and it is hard to conceive of a more faithful servant of either this House or our Guild.




  “However, I also find him an obdurate and humourless man. I believe Questor Xylox would be a more rounded mage were he to unbend a little, on occasion. Our relationship was, to say the least, somewhat strained, even hostile at times, due in part to what I saw as unnecessary formality in very difficult circumstances.”




  Thorn nodded, his face an unreadable mask.




  “So this report implies, Questor Grimm. Questor Xylox writes that you opposed him on some occasions and even went so far as to disobey him on others. He says he regards you as ill-disciplined and wilful, and he recommends that you not be promoted to any higher rank for a period of at least five years, until you have learned to control what he calls your wayward, insubordinate spirit. Do you have anything to say in rebuttal of this assessment, Questor Grimm?”




  So it was to be a tongue-lashing, at least, and Grimm’s heart sank into his boots. The smallest of black marks on his record as a Questor might blight his future career for as long as it lasted.




  Nonetheless, he would go down fighting as best he could.




  “As far as I can tell, Lord Prelate, Questor Xylox begrudges me my youth, my staff, my ring and the very air I breathe. He made it quite clear that he despised me at our very first meeting, despite my best attempts to treat him with all the respect his rank deserves. His attitude towards me went downhill from there. Questor Xylox seemed to believe it as his personal privilege to govern any and all facets of my behaviour at any time. More than once, he swore to break me and see me condemned to menial servitude in the House scullery for the least of perceived transgressions. Whilst he tempered his opinion of my thaumaturgic abilities somewhat by the end of the Quest, I could tell he still looked down on me, for whatever reason.”




  Thorn remained immobile, his hands clenched under his chin, his face an enigmatic and unreadable mask.




  His speech increasing in intensity and speed, Grimm continued: “Lord Thorn, I swear to you that I acted in the best interests of the Quest, the House and the Guild at all times. I do not regard omitting Mage Speech on a few occasions as either mutiny or insubordination. If saving a poor girl from slavery is an act of rebellion, then I will acknowledge myself a rebel. However, the fact of the matter is that Questor Xylox, called the Mighty, has a chip on his shoulder the size of the Royal Barge. I lack the strength to dislodge it, so if I must suffer for the fact, then so much the worse for me.”




  Grimm felt his face burning with anger, and he realised he was staring straight into Thorn’s blue eyes; this might be construed as an act of defiance on its own.




  “That is all I have to say on the subject, Lord Prelate,” he said in a softer voice, averting his piercing gaze.




  “Well, well, well,” the Prelate said, and Grimm could swear he heard a trace of amusement in Thorn’s voice. “I see that Questor Xylox’s assessment of you bore at least a kernel of truth.”




  Grimm said nothing. He had to admit that Xylox was correct on at least one count: he was hot-headed, and he realised he might well have overstepped the mark in his forthright assessment of the senior mage’s character.




  “However, provided the bounds of propriety are not breached, I appreciate a certain degree of outspoken candour in a Questor,” the Prelate intoned.




  Grimm made to expostulate against an unfair judgement before the actual meaning of Lord Thorn’s words hit him. He looked up, his eyes wide in disbelief.




  Thorn nodded. “That’s right, Questor Grimm. I find it a useful asset to have independent minds at work on a single problem. I don’t want mannequins or puppets.”




  Grimm felt as if he had to make a conscious effort to keep his jaw attached to his face. The severe Lord Thorn, using common vernacular—what was the House coming to?




  “Relax, young Afelnor. I’m not about to throw you to the lions. I have known Questor Xylox for many years, and I hold the deepest respect for him as a Questor. However, I’d be the first to admit that, as a human being, he leaves a little to be desired. Our friend Xylox tends to imagine he has more influence in the House and the Guild than he really does. I don’t take kindly to mages who think they can issue orders to reward or punish one of my subjects as they see fit.




  “Consequently, I’m going to ignore Xylox’s advice to bar you from further promotion; I think that a certain amount of initiative and imagination needs to be encouraged and fostered. I think you performed admirably on a long and difficult quest and, in recognition of that, I have recommended to Lord Dominie Horin that you be elevated to the Sixth Rank. You will be pleased to know that he has acceded to my request; congratulations, Questor Grimm.”




  Grimm’s head seemed to whirl. Instead of censure as a renegade and a rebel, he found himself congratulated and rewarded for a job well done. Thorn’s next words did not reduce his disorientation: “Would you like a drink, Questor Grimm?”




  The young mage blinked, wondering if this was some test of his character.




  “I have a particularly good brandy here,” the Prelate continued, “and I find drinking more enjoyable in good company. I would be grateful if you would share a little of this liquor with me.”




  The Prelate poured a generous dose of the golden liquid into a goblet, and placed it on the table in front of the stunned Grimm.




  “Thank you, Lord Prelate,” was all Grimm could say as he picked up the goblet and took a healthy swig of the enlivening beverage. The fiery liquid steadied him, and he recovered his equanimity.




  Thorn leaned back in his throne and stretched. “Now, Questor Grimm, that’s enough House talk. Relax, have a drink and tell me a little about yourself and your recent Quest, in your own words. I learn so little about many of the mages in my House, and my position is often tedious. I welcome the chance to meet talented young questors like you: you remind me of how I was at your age.”




  The rest of the meeting seemed to pass in a blur. Grimm felt as if his world had been turned upside down, and he had no idea of most of what he had said in response to Lord Thorn’s prompting. He had come prepared for an argument, and to defend himself, and Thorn’s unexpected reaction had quite wrong-footed him. He walked out of the Prelate’s office as if he were floating on air.




  Thorn had even granted him leave to stay in Crar when he was not on House or Guild business. Drexelica would be pleased.




  * * * *




  As the door closed behind the Afelnor boy, Thorn smiled, and toasted himself with more brandy. “In no time, I’ll have him eating out of my hand. Look out, Mother, there’s a storm brewing.”




  Chapter 4: Misgivings




  Grimm smiled as he strode back to his chamber. The interview had gone better than he could have hoped, and the young mage had the ultimate goal of the coveted Seventh Rank in sight at the young age of seventeen.




  As he passed the Breaking Stone, he paused and slapped a hand against his forehead. He had intended to ask Lord Thorn, the only living eye-witness to the deed, more about the circumstances of Loras’ attempted murder of Prelate Geral, and he had forgotten. With Thorn in such good humour, it would have been an ideal opportunity, and, doubtless, tomorrow the Prelate would be back to his normal cold, acerbic self. Grimm toyed with the idea of going straight back to Thorn’s chamber, but this would be a breach of protocol. With his slate wiped clean, it seemed unadvisable to sully it by annoying the Master of the House with aimless questions.




  “You appear lost, Brother Mage,” a cold, sepulchral voice said behind him. “May I help you?”




  The young mage spun around, to see a tall, spare, black-clad figure. The man carried a plain, unadorned staff, which meant that, although technically a First Rank Mage, he had not yet distinguished himself enough to gain the first gold ring. The man appeared to be of middle age, but this was unsurprising, since most mages took decades to reach mastery. Mage Questors were the only exceptions to this rule.




  “Please, don’t trouble yourself, Brother,” the Questor replied. “I was lost only in thought. I am Questor Grimm Afelnor.”




  “Necromancer Numal Falwort, at your service,” the pale-skinned apparition intoned, and Grimm remembered.




  “Congratulations on your Acclamation, Necromancer Numal,” Grimm said. “We met once before, when I was a new Student.”




  The tall man’s brows knitted, as if he were trying to make the memories flow.




  “Doorkeeper took me to the Refectory,” the Questor continued. “There was a group of noisy Students, and you were with a couple of Neophytes: one was an Alchemist, and I don’t recall the other. You told me you had wanted to be a stage entertainer, a dancer or a mimic.”




  Numal’s face cleared. “Of course; I remember now. My companions were Adept Herbalist Funval and Adept Alchemist Malwarth. Malwarth’s first Staff shattered on the Stone, and he is working to build a second. Funval is also working hard on his own.”




  The new mage’s eyes flicked towards Grimm’s staff with its five rings, and Grimm saw the ghost of envy flitting across his face.




  Grimm did his best not to cringe with embarrassment; the early maturation of Questors was a bane to many mages, who studied for decades to achieve mastery.




  Numal must have noted the young man’s discomfort. “I’m sorry, Questor Grimm. I know little of what you Questors go through, but I’ve heard it’s no picnic. I shouldn’t envy you your youth.”




  The price of Grimm’s early Acclamation was a long, lingering glimpse into the abyss of insanity, into which he had so nearly fallen. It was not something he would wish upon anybody.




  “Don’t worry, Brother Mage,” he said, shrugging “I’m getting used to it...almost.”




  A long pause ensued as the two mages looked at each other, until Numal broke the impasse.




  “Questor Grimm, would you care to attend my little ceremony tonight? We Necromancers are a solitary lot, and there won’t be many friendly faces there.”




  “I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Grimm declared, smiling.




  “Excellent,” Numal said. “I’ll ask Doorkeeper to set you a place.”




  “Thank you, Necromancer Numal, I’ll make a point of being there.”




  The black-clad man fidgeted a little, as if uncomfortable. “Please, Questor Grimm, just call me ‘Numal’. I won’t feel like a true mage until I have that first ring on my staff.”




  Grimm nodded. “In that case, please just call me ‘Grimm’, Numal,” he said.




  “Well met, Grimm,” the skull-faced mage replied, looking a little sheepish. “Look, I’m sure an important man like you has a lot to do, so I mustn’t take up any more of your valuable time.”




  Grimm smiled again. He knew just how useless Numal must feel, waiting for the cheery, drunken ordeal of his Acclamation feast after years of solitude and study. “Not at all, Numal,” he said. “I don’t have anything planned today. As a matter of fact, I’d be very interested to hear just what you Necromancers do; it’s not a Speciality I’m familiar with.”




  Numal shrugged. “It’s not a craft many people like to hear about,” he admitted, “but it isn’t all bones and entrails, I assure you. For my part, I’d love to hear more about you Questors. Magemaster Crohn didn’t tell my class much about you.”




  “Or mine,” Grimm admitted. “Why don’t we go to the Refectory and chat for a while?”




  * * * *




  Since the Refectory was out of bounds to humble Students except at specific times, Grimm knew it would be relatively quiet. Although it was open indefinitely to Adepts and certain Neophytes at advanced stages of their training, Grimm felt no surprise to find the area deserted: such boys and men tended to devote long hours to their studies.




  With a sigh, Numal lowered himself into one of the comfortable seats in the more opulently furnished area of the Refectory, an area which Grimm, as a former charity Student, had been denied for most of his time at the House. It still felt a privilege to be there, as he sat on the opposite side of the expensive, marble-topped table.




  “So, Numal, would you tell me a little more of your craft? I know it involves dead bodies, but little beyond that.”




  Numal stretched; a sinuous, languorous movement, flexing his slender hands with a carronade of popping joints. “It’s not really about dead bodies at all, Grimm, but departed souls. A soul leaving the body remains connected to it, by what we call the ‘silver cord’, for some time after death. The cord stretches away from the body until the soul becomes aware of its death.”




  The Necromancer’s eyes turned blank for a moment, and then he laughed. “I don’t have to tell you anything about that, of course. Anyone who’s ever undergone astral projection, like you have, knows all about the cord.”




  Grimm blinked, confused. “Why do you say that, Numal? I’ve never astrally projected in my life.”




  “Yes, you have, Grimm,” Numal insisted. “We Necromancers have a keen eye for details of the aura unknown to most mages, and your cord shows that you have visited the astral plane on at least one occasion in the recent past. You must surely remember. I’m told it’s an unforgettable experience.”




  A Guild Mage’s aura was supposed to be sacrosanct, and it was a breach of protocol to use Mage Sight in such a manner without the mage’s consent, but Grimm barely noticed the unwonted intrusion.




  The young Questor shook his head. “I’m not lying to you, Numal. We Questors are not taught specific techniques and spells; we have to generate them as required. I have never cast a spell of astral projection.”




  Numal laughed: a strangely human sound, at odds with his forbidding appearance. “Have you ever had a dream that seemed particularly intense?”




  “Yes, Numal: many times, particularly during my Ordeal,” Grimm said, shrugging.




  The Necromancer shook his head. “I mean a dream that seemed more real than reality itself. A dream in which you found yourself floating towards some kind of destiny, as if guided by some external force.”




  Only one dream seemed to fit the bill: Grimm’s terrifying night vision of the bloody corpse of the witch-nun, Madeleine, being eaten in a bizarre ritual in the catacombs below High Lodge. A ritual over which Lizaveta, the Prioress of the Order of the Sisters of Divine Serenity, had presided. Grimm had assumed it had been no more than a hideous nightmare. All he could do was nod; rational speech seemed beyond him as the ghastly visions returned to him in full measure.




  “That was no dream,” Numal declared. “Your soul was drawn towards that event by some bond between you and another soul or place.”




  It was true: Grimm had been ensorcelled by Madeleine, and he had discovered her in her treachery. Nonetheless, he had still harboured feelings for her, and he had hoped that her punishment would not be too severe. He shivered, unwilling to pursue the matter further.




  He cleared his throat, although not his troubled mind. “Very well, Numal. I accept what you say: perhaps I have travelled on the astral plane.”




  “You didn’t like it, eh?” Numal said. “Not everybody does, if they are called.”




  Grimm pushed his growing worries to the back of his mind. “You can talk to dead people, I believe, Brother Mage?”




  “I can, but not very well, Grimm,” Numal admitted. “Higher-rank Necromancers can find the signatures of a departed soul in a rotting corpse or even from a whitened skeleton, and they can contact it through the void between this world and the astral plane. My main talent is in augury: the prediction of the near, almost-inevitable future from the study of chicken gizzards and bulls’ entrails, and I’m not even very good at that, yet.”




  Grimm could not tear his thoughts from the awful scene of that night of High Lodge. An evil cult existed at the heart of the Guild’s ruling body, protected by the Lord Dominie from any persecution or harm. Something must be done about this heinous situation!




  As the Necromancer again opened his mouth to speak, Grimm made a cutting motion with his right hand. “I’m sorry, Numal, but I do have a few tasks to complete before tonight. Would you be so kind as to excuse me?”




  “Of course, Grimm. You must be a busy man. Just one thing: before you go, do you have any advice for me on how to conduct myself at tonight’s revelries?”




  Despite his burgeoning unease, the young Questor managed to raise a smile. “I’d advise you to cast the Minor Magic spell of Stability on yourself, followed by a charm of Clarity. Simple enough hexes, but they’ll pay dividends. Better still, cast them on your Staff; use spells of the Third Class on it—they’ll work just as if it were a person.”




  Numal rolled his eyes. “I don’t intend to drink alcohol at all, Grimm. I’m not used to it.”




  Grimm laughed, despite his inner troubles. “You will drink, Numal. I made the same vow as you at my own Acclamation feast. Nonetheless, I became very, very drunk, despite my firm intention to drink as little as possible. The Magemasters advised me to use those spells, and I ignored them, to my considerable discomfort and embarrassment.”




  Numal gave a serious nod, as if Grimm were a Magemaster explaining some abstruse theorem of thaumaturgy.




  “I will do as you advise, Brother Mage,” he said. “Thank you.”




  * * * *




  It might be improper to knock at the Prelate’s door without prior invitation, but Grimm felt unafraid to do so. He knew heinous acts were afoot within High Lodge, and he felt he must act.




  “Enter.”




  Grimm opened the door, stepping into Lord Thorn’s chamber for the second time within an hour. To his relief, he found the Prelate in the same beneficent mood as earlier in the day.
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