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1

The brisk, salty, early morning air wormed its way under Taro’s threadbare cloak, but he didn’t mind the intrusion: It was more like the kiss from a dear friend than distant kin who wouldn’t go away. The weatherworn path up the steep cliff was another matter. He had loved it when he was young and vigorous, but with each passing year it had become steeper and more rugged, and the walking stick wasn’t helping as much as it once had. But he was familiar with the exertion, and his task was vitally important. At least that’s what he told himself each morning when he started his daily journey, but it always ended with the disappointment of another day without his vision being fulfilled.

This time will be different, he told himself when he reached the gray shadow of the cliff. He gazed westward over the sea, and a glimmer of reflected light whispered of the night’s passing and hinted of morning’s birth. I’m late, the realized. The sun is already rising. He turned away quickly—and hesitated. It was a hundred steps to the top, and it would be past dawn by the time he reached the shrine. Will I get there in time? His walking stick clattered as he shambled forward as fast as his bum knee would allow. I will sleep in the shrine tonight, he vowed, just as he did every time he was late. No one else goes up there. Not since Humphrey left.

He sighed. It wasn’t the boy’s fault. He tried for ten years to have a vision. If I hadn’t already had one, I would have given up with him. A part of him envied Humphrey’s loss of faith and wanted to join him, but the rest of him was held in the viselike grip of the vision and vowed to remain at the shrine until it was fulfilled—or until he was dead. Nothing could change that. Not his bum knee. Not the climb up the cliff. Not the ridicule of the villagers. Not Humphrey. Nothing.

He looked up the steadily rising ledge. The vision didn’t tell me about this cliff, he silently complained as he plodded forward. It was just a bunch of images. I didn’t even know what they were until they started coming true. And they had come true—all but the last one, and it was even more stubborn than Taro. If I had known it would consume my life...

Taro angrily thumped his walking stick against the stone slope, but his anger only hastened his step for a few paces before its energy died down. Why didn’t it come true when I found the shrine? He scowled at his shambling feet. It should have. This is where it will happen. He had expected the last image to be fulfilled when he arrived, and he had boasted of it to everyone. You’ll see! he told them as they laughed at him. You’ll see!

Days had passed without any sign of his vision coming true, and their laughter had grown louder, longer, deeper. As the days had turned into weeks, their laughter became stagnant, hollow, empty. By the time the first few months had gone by, their laughter had changed to pity, and that pity had lingered for years before gradually shifting to mockery and ridicule. Over the decades, that mockery and ridicule had changed him: The virile, optimistic, ambitious young man full of hope and vigor and dreams was gone, and in its wake was a stubborn, sour, angry old man determined to prove them all wrong. Taro’s firm, unyielding belief that his vision would come true—that it had to come true—was the only thing binding all those days and months and years together, binding the young man to the old. He was certain the vision would come true, and when it did—

What then?

The hope that he would have another vision propelled him up the cliff. There were so few seers who had had visions—real visions, not those daft divination spells the wizards used. Take away their spells, and they would be as blind to the future as everyone else. But not him! He was an Elder of the Sacred Order of Prophetic Sight! He lifted his head with pride and set his jaw. He plodded up the slope at a slightly faster pace. He was almost to the stair: a dozen steep, smooth steps chiseled into the cliff face that connected two natural ledges. It was the most daunting part of his daily climb, and on mornings like this, the sea spray made it treacherous.

I used to bound up these when I found the shrine, he thought, scowling at the first foot-high rise. Soon I’ll be scooting up them backward, like a toddler. He leaned heavily against his walking stick and slowly raised his left foot onto the step, then he pushed against the walking stick to help him bring his right foot up to join it. Once it was there, he shifted his weight to his left leg and prepared for the next step. How much longer can I do this? he wondered. Another year? Another month? Another week?

By the time he mounted the twelfth—and final—step, his breath was coming in short, raspy gasps. Sweat clung to his neck despite the chill sea breeze, but he didn’t pause long. The last bit of the ledge was an easy incline that widened out and bent inland, and the morning was already snapping free from the darkness. He needed to reach the top before the sun rose above the shrine if he was going to see if his vision had been fulfilled. If it hadn’t, he could rest in the shrine until he felt up to going back down. If it had...

Taro wasn’t sure what would happen if his vision came true—when it came true. The other parts of his vision had led him to the shrine, and the last one would come true here. It couldn’t happen anywhere else: The shrine was the vision. Only, the shrine didn’t look right. It was almost right, but the wall that had to fall was still standing. That storm should have knocked it down last week. He frowned. Will I still be alive when it finally falls?

His walking stick clattered against the stone, and his lips pressed grimly together. I have to be, he firmly decided. The villagers cannot be right. I have not wasted my life on a fool’s errand. He hated the idea that he could be waiting for something that would never happen, but, as his life had trickled away, he had come to the sober realization that he may be.

Today! he adamantly assured himself. It will come true today! He thought it with the same certainty that he had thought it yesterday, the day before, and all those other days before that. He had had such lofty, youthful ambitions when he had found the shrine: He would recover the Order’s secrets. He would learn how to elicit the visions. He would rekindle the trust that had been lost. He would become the Great Elder. He would be viewed with respect and trust. His name would be known far and wide....

As the days grew into weeks and months and years, those ambitions had faded. So had his hair and muscle tone. Now, the only ambition he had left was to live long enough to see his vision fulfilled. Whatever happened after that really didn’t matter anymore. It was ironic, really: He was a seer who could not see past the future moment that had frozen him in place, and he would not thaw until it arrived.

Seer, Taro scoffed as his walking stick tapped out a rhythmic tune. Only because I had a vision—one vision. He shook his head as the familiar sadness descended upon him. One more than everyone else. The Sacred Order of Prophetic Sight used to be something. In Weji’s day, we were revered. Now, we’re ridiculed because there aren’t any real seers left. We try to have visions, but the gods have gone to sleep and we flounder in the darkness they left behind.

He thumped his walking stick against the stone to chase away the blasphemous thoughts, and his steps became more urgent. My vision will be fulfilled, he angrily asserted, and it will shed light on the future for all of us!

The path leveled off, and he slowed to catch his breath. The sun was above the eastern horizon, but it still lay hidden behind the shrine. It gave the decrepit building a quaint, serene aura, as if the sun itself was blessing it. The overgrowth of trees and vines made it more idyllic, as if nature was gently cradling the crumbling shrine in the crook of its arm. He had seen this view many times, but something about it was different. Something—

The north wall, Taro numbly thought. It fell.

He stopped, unable to breath, unable to think, unable to feel anything.

“It fell,” he muttered, staring at the collapsed wall and radiant sunbeams creeping over the shrine. “The vision...”

It was what he had been waiting for ever since he had discovered the old shrine: The scene was exactly like the image in his vision. Exactly. It didn’t even have the blurry distortion of his deteriorating eyesight. He inhaled sharply, and his hands began to shake. The tip of his walking stick chattered nervously on the hard-packed trail. His left knee quivered and almost buckled. His right knee remained frozen in place.

It came true. The dim realization of the vision’s fulfillment washed over him, and he blinked. Now what?

He hesitated. When nothing happened, he hobbled toward the shrine, his pace quickening as he pushed his way through the overgrowth, sidestepped the fallen log, and avoided the familiar tangle of nettles. A soft wind whistled through the newly formed gap in the north wall, drawing him to it. That sound! A sudden giddiness swarmed over him as he shuffled into the shrine. I know that sound! It was in my vision!

He hurried into the inner chamber. The wind was shrill, like a long, deep breath being forced through a bent flute. The rubble from the north wall stretched halfway across the first room, and he had to scamper around melon-sized stones to reach the room where he had tried to bring a vision to life every day since he had found the shrine. None had ever come, but today would be different. Today had to be different. He was certain of it, just as certain as he had been about this being the day his vision would be fulfilled.

He pushed aside the tattered, dirty cloth he had hung up where a door had once stood—and stopped. The collapse of the north wall had knocked down part of the back wall of the inner chamber. There was another chamber behind it, one that he had never found during those first few frantic months of searching.

How could I have missed this?

He tapped the pile of rubble with his walking stick as he approached the fallen inner wall. Some of the stones were loose and shifted position, and he poked at them more firmly. After they settled into place, he clambered onto them like a child, scraping his knees and shins and palms against their rough edges. It didn’t matter: This was what he had been waiting for, and a little more pain, a little more blood was not going to stop him from reaching his goal—his destiny: He was the one who was meant to find this room. He was certain of it.

When he reached the top of the rubble, he gasped and sagged onto the stones. A vision chamber, he realized. A real one. It was nothing like the makeshift vision chamber he had been using since he had found the shrine. This one had a brass brazier with ornate handles and runes on its sides. It grew out of the tiled floor as if it were a part of its ornate mosaic.

Weji’s vision of the Bindergraff! he realized, a joyous tear dropped from his eye as he slid down the rough slope and tumbled to rest on the tiles. Blood flowed from his palms as he gripped his walking stick, and his hands slipped a bit as he pulled himself up to his feet.

Where is it?

As he scanned the dimly lit room, his heart beat more fiercely in his chest than it had in a very long time. His eyes settled on a flimsy gray cloth hanging in a narrow opening. The incense chamber? His hands shook as he hobbled toward it, and a smeared trail of blood spatters following in the wake of his tattered cloak.

He stopped before the cloth and closed his eyes. He took a deep, calming breath that didn’t work and whispered a brief, reverent prayer to any gods who might be listening in the hope that it would work. He nudged the ancient cloth barrier aside with his staff, and it crumbled. Chunks of it fell to the floor in a muffled puff of dust. His eyes grew wide. A strangled gasp caught in his throat as he saw shelves of clay pots nestled in the alcove. His wrinkled, age-spotted hands were shaking as he reached for the nearest pot and lifted it. It was heavy, and the seal was intact. He brought it to his chest and cradled it as if it were a newborn babe.

It’s full! he thought, sagging to his knees and ignoring the agony in his right leg. He bent his head over the clay pot and rocked back and forth.

“It’s full,” he sobbed, resting his cheek on its lid. “It’s full.”
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1

Rache finished polishing the mirror and propped it up on the table where both she and Elle would both be able to see it, then sat back to review the knots for the Voyeur spell while she waited for her to arrive. I wish I didn’t need her help, she thought, but I can’t tie the spell by myself. That last knot needs four hands. She frowned. We shouldn’t even be doing it. We’re only supposed to snoop on our classmates—and tell them before we do it. Then they’re supposed to do something they normally wouldn’t do so we can know it worked.

She smiled. Vindray said he saw the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen when he snooped on me. Her teeth began to show, and the tip of her tongue slipped out. Then he said he got distracted and the knots unraveled. She grinned. It probably wasn’t the only thing that unraveled. She laughed and hugged herself. I probably shouldn’t have washed my robes that day. It takes a long time for them to dry. She laughed aloud. Jake and Rollop couldn’t look me in the eye for a week after that. She shook her head. Not that they were looking that high before then.

She finished the last knot she could tie by herself and looked at her practice string. The knots should have formed a circle, but it looked more like a pointed oval. She sighed. Don’t think about them, she told herself. Think about him. She unraveled the knots and started over with a sincere, intense, firm resolve to focus. I need to get this spell right, she thought, or I won’t be able to see him. Her vision narrowed until all she saw were the knots she was tying, and when she finished, a perfect circle spanned the gap between her hands. All that was left was the last knot, and she couldn’t even practice it because it was layered and required four hands. But she could practice parts of it separately, and that’s what she did. By the time Elle arrived and sat down in the chair beside her, she was as ready as she could be.

“I don’t know if we should do this,” Elle said. “He’s not a student, and we could get in trouble.”

“We won’t,” Rache assured her. “He won’t even know we’re watching.”

Elle crossed her arms and looked dubiously at her. “You didn’t tell him?”

“I was going to,” Rache said, “but he didn’t come to the library today.”

“Then we should wait until after we’ve talked to him about it,” Elle said, but she made no move to leave.

“Elle—”

“Why him?” Elle demanded. “Why not Vindray or Londo or one of the others who drool over you?”

“Londo?” Rache repeated, mainly to avoid answering Elle’s question. “He doesn’t drool over me.”

“He does when you’re not looking,” Elle said. “But you’re dodging the question. Why Angus?” She paused and finished, “And don’t tell me it’s his hair.”

“His hair is gorgeous, Elle,” Rache said, “but I want to touch it, not look at it.”

“Well?” Elle said. “What is it, then?”

Rache turned to stare at herself in the mirror. “He’s different,” she said, partly to Elle and partly to her reflection. “He’s not like Vyndray or Rollop or Jack or any of the others. I like them. I enjoy them. When they look at me, it gives me a warm, gooey feeling inside, but that’s all it is. They can only touch the part of me that’s easy to touch. Angus—” She frowned and shook her head. “It’s different. I know there’s a lot more there than what’s on the surface, and he knows there’s a lot more to me than what’s on the surface, too.” She paused and sighed. “I still feel warm and gooey when I’m near him, but there’s something more than that.” She looked down at the knotted string in her hands. “I see it when he looks at Embril, and I want him to look at me that way, too.”

Elle put her hand on Rache’s shoulder and rubbed it. “Do you really think watching him will help?”

No, Rache thought, but it’s all I can do.

“All right,” Elle said. “Let’s see what he’s doing.”

Rache didn’t look at her while she brought the magic into focus, filled her mind with the image of Angus, and carefully tied the spell up to the final knot, and then Elle reached out to help her finish it. It was one of the most complicated knots she’d ever seen, and it took a long time for them to tie it. When they finished, the magical energy coalesced into a hollow tube that compressed into a thin flat disk. Angus appeared in its center, but it was difficult to tell what he was doing until they spread the disk over the mirror as much as the spell would allow.

“What’s he reading?” Elle asked.

Rache frowned. “I don’t know. He had it in his backpack, but it was locked.”

“You went through his backpack?” Elle said in alarm.

Rache blushed, “He was in the infirmary for a long time,” she said. “I was leaving him a note.”

“A note, huh?” Elle said.

“It’s not like that,” Rache said. “We had shown him some spells, and I wrote them down. That was it.” She frowned. “Well, almost it. I couldn’t resist saying something about his hair and how I’d like to play with it.”

Angus suddenly lifted his head and turned. “He heard something,” Elle muttered. “Where’s he staying? That doesn’t look like an inn.”

“I don’t know,” Rache absently said. The room doesn’t matter, she thought, staring at Angus as he looked through the portal straight at her. His silver-blue eyes were boring into her—and not like Vindray’s eyes did; they only stared at her. This was different. It was as if he were trying to penetrate through all the layers of her being to find her very essence. It—

Elle took in a sharp breath. “What’s he doing with that?”

Rache blinked. “With what?” she asked, trying to focus on Angus and realizing that if Elle hadn’t been there, the spell would have unraveled.

“That wand,” Elle said, her alarm growing. “Doesn’t he know he’s not supposed to use them outside the school?”

“He’s not—” Rache began, then stopped. He did look like he was going to use it. “Oh, no!” she thought, frantically trying to think of something—anything—that she could do. “He’s in trouble!”

An almost feral grin twisted up half of his face, and he said something they couldn’t hear. Then he started waving the wand about.

“Don’t!” Rache shouted, looking for the strand of air attached to the mirror that would relay the message to the caravan stop. Her fingertips futilely brushed against the edge of the mirror, frantically groping for something that wasn’t there. It was too late, anyway: He had already finished the motions to activate the wand—and nothing seemed to happen for a long, tension-filled moment. Then—

“What!” Elle gasped as someone smashed into Angus’s legs and knocked him over. The spell followed Angus as he tumbled forward and slid on the smooth stone floor. Then a table fell on him. And some chairs.

“Oh no!” Rache cried as Angus slid outside and rapidly fell toward the rocky ground far beneath him. It was approaching rapidly, and—

Elle released the spell. It unraveled before he struck the ground, and they stared at their horrified reflections staring back at them.

2

When Giorge walked in, Hedreth was busy serving his customers in the common room, so he decided it was better not to bother him by asking if he could go down to the storage rooms to see Angus. Instead, he slid under the counter while the barkeep wasn’t looking and walked spryly up to the door to the cellars. It was locked, but that didn’t bother him. A few seconds later, he was silently closing it behind him and started down the stair.

Which room is he in? he wondered when he reached the bottom. His hand was halfway to the handle of the first door when he paused and pulled it back. Angus doesn’t like to be surprised, he thought. He smiled and whistled the lively tune he had used when he climbed the pole at the caravan stop. Then he tested the handle. It didn’t budge. Locked, he thought, instinctively reaching for his picks—and abruptly stopping his hand. I’m here to talk to Angus, he reminded himself, not to snoop. Reluctantly, he dropped his hand to his side and stepped away from the door. He whistled again before he checked the latch of the opposing door and found it to be locked, too, and then continued to whistle as he went down the tunnel to the next two storage rooms. They were also locked.

By the time he reached the last two doors, he was enjoying the whistling—and seriously debating using his picks to make the tedium go away. Then the door handle of the last storage room moved. He softly called out, “Angus?” and waited an infernally long time for a response before calling out again. “Angus?”

Is he in there? Giorge wondered, testing the latch again. If he isn’t, he should have locked the door to make it more challenging for a thief to rob him. He pressed the latch down until it clicked, and the door inched away from the doorframe. “Angus?” he called out again.

He probably isn’t here, Giorge decided. If he was, he would have answered by now.

Giorge gently pushed on the door until he saw the edge of Angus’s black robe. Ah! He is here! He grinned, and gave the door a soft push, letting its momentum swing it the rest of the way open. As it did, Angus came into view—and he saw the nasty look on his face. 

Giorge’s grin froze in place as Angus said, “I told you not to disturb me, Giorge.” He said it in a cold and harsh and unforgiving and vicious tone, but that didn’t bother Giorge very much. The wand Angus pointed at him did.

“Angus—” Giorge began, but it was no good: Angus was already waving the wand around, and Giorge’s instincts took over: He ducked below the arc of the wand, dove toward Angus’s legs, and rolled into him. What happened next, happened quickly: A loud CRACK! filled the room as Angus stumbled over him and fell forward. Giorge wrenched the wand from Angus’s grip, then dropped back to the floor. The air was sucked out of the room, taking them with it. Giorge contorted to grab what was left of the doorjamb, then pulled himself back into the room. Angus tumbled across the hall and toward a gaping hole. As Giorge regained his footing—and his breath—he saw a large dark shape fall toward Angus.

“Angus!” he cried out because there was nothing else to do. The table hit Angus and propelled him down the slope. Then the chairs dropped on Angus. Legs came next—four of them—but they stopped and dangled like worms wiggling on a fishhook. Angus and the furniture tumbled slowly out the giant hole in the wall. 

Giorge stared after Angus for a moment, and then the one thought that mattered most filled his mind and galvanized him to action: RUN!

He tried. He really tried. But there was nowhere to run. He was in a tunnel, and the only exits were the stair leading up to the bar and the shiny new hole in the wall. The stair was out of the question: They would be coming down it before he could reach the top. The hole was pointless: Everyone outside would be staring at it.

HIDE! came next, but there was no time. Even if he picked the lock of one of the storage rooms, they would be searched. Thoroughly searched—more thoroughly than they had ever searched anything before. They would find him.

Barely a second had passed by the time he had dismissed his preferred options for handling the situation and realized there was only one thing for him to do: wait. He looked at the wand in his hand, then at the gaping hole it had created. We should have insisted on all twelve of the gold coins.

The legs were pulled up through the hole. A stream of blood was dripping down the smooth, clean cut the wand had made.

“This way!” the barkeep shouted from atop the stair.

I’ll keep it safe for him, Giorge idly thought as he slipped the wand into one of his many pockets and went back into Angus’s room. I’ll keep that safe, too, he thought, moving up to Angus’s backpack.

How? he suddenly wondered. He carries it everywhere he goes. If it isn’t here, they’ll be suspicious. He paused, then knelt beside it. They don’t know what’s in it, though. His scrolls will fetch a good price, and—

The map! he thought in alarm. I can’t let them find it! He rummaged quickly past the scrolls until he found the old, curled up parchment. He unrolled it far enough to make sure it was the map, then thrust it into one of his other pockets. If they search me and ask about it, he thought, I’ll tell them it’s a banner map. They’ll believe it when they find out I was looking at other maps. I’ll make sure they’ll find that out, too! He stood up and walked toward the door. It will be true, too. Angus didn’t have an heir, so all his stuff goes to the banner. We’ll have to pay taxes, but—

As he stepped into the hallway, rapid footsteps slapped against the stairs. He took a deep breath and waited until the first guardsman saw him, then pointed at the hole and shouted, “He went that way!”

3

Hobart raised his mug and shouted the obligatory first toast, “To the king!”

“The king!” Otto and the onlookers shouted before draining their mugs. When they finished, Hobart and Otto turned their mugs upside down to start their lines of empties.

“I tell you, Otto,” one of the onlookers said, “you’re too scrawny to take him.”

“Ha!” Hobart laughed. “You didn’t know Beaver. He was a scrawny one—about your size, Enrik—” Hobart playfully slapped him on the back and nearly knocked him over. “—and he left me drooling in my boots. That man could drink, let me tell you. We dropped him in a vat of wine once, and he swam around in it for two days before he had drunk enough to stand up with his head above the froth.” He grinned as he finished, “That’s how he got his name.”

Otto raised the next mug and shouted, “To Beaver!”

Hobart lifted his mug and shouted, “Beaver!” and they both drained them. The onlookers joined in the toast, but most of them only took a sip or swig from theirs.

As Hedreth set the next mug down in front of them, the floor shook and a muffled CRACK! rang out beneath them. “Spell!” Hobart shouted as he leapt to his feet and reached behind his back for the sword that wasn’t there. He groped around for it as he pivoted to take in as much of the common room as he could see above the heads of the onlookers.

Most of the guardsmen were too stunned—or too drunk—to react, but a handful of old veterans were also on their feet scanning the room for what had caused the floor to shake. One of them pointed toward the corner furthest from the bar and shouted, “There!”

Hobart turned in time to see a table falling through the floor, dragging a trio of dumbfounded guardsmen with it. Their chests got pinned between their chairs and the table’s edge, and the table hovered for a long moment, giving the guardsmen time for their training to overcome their drink. They twisted around as the table disappeared and tried to grab the floor. Their hands flailed for purchase, but all they manage to do was slow their inevitable slide into the hole. The guardsmen at the nearby tables started scrambling away from the hole at the same time.

“Grab them!” Hobart shouted in the commanding tone that had sent his men running headlong into battle against the fishmen. A few of the guardsmen slid to an abrupt stop, turned on their heels, and hurried back to the men slipping into the gaping hole.

I can’t do anything from here, Hobart thought, reaching for Hedreth and twisting him around to face him. “How do I get down there!” he demanded.

Hedreth pointed at the bar just as the barkeep frantically waved at an open door and yelled, “This way!”

Hobart crisply nodded and let go of Hedreth. Before sprinting toward the bar, he turned to Enrik and ordered, “Fetch the captain. Quickly.” By the time he reached the bar, a dozen guardsmen had gotten tangled up in the doorframe. Damned wizards! Hobart angrily thought as he slid to a stop. I’ll skin him for this!

“Let me through!” Hobart shouted from the rear of the bottleneck of guardsmen trying to push their way into the stairwell. When none of them moved out of the way, he reached out, easily lifted the rearmost one, and set him off to the side.

The man stared at him for a moment, then shouted, “Make room, Andru!” He grabbed at the guardsman who had been in front of him and pulled him aside. The next two stepped aside on their own, and Hobart started down the stair—and stopped before he shoved the next guardsman out of the way. It’s their responsibility, he told himself. Then frowned angrily when he heard a familiar voice shouting, “He went that way!”

Giorge! Hobart thought as the anger shifted to him and turned into a cold fury threatening to escape his control. What did you do? he seethed as he bent down to look over the heads of the guardsmen. The first few were halfway down the hallway, rushing at Giorge with their swords drawn. I should let them—

“Hold!” Hobart bellowed when he saw Giorge was not trying to run or defend himself. “He’s a banner man!” The rest of the guardsmen reached the bottom of the stair, and he shouted, “Let me through!” As they parted for him, he hunched down a bit, scrunched up, turned sideways, and started forward. The passage was narrow, but it would have easily accommodated two men standing side by side—two normal men, but Hobart was a head and a half taller than most and more than half again as wide. It was a tight squeeze.

“It wasn’t me, Hobart,” Giorge innocently shouted as Hobart broke free of the last guardsman and stomped up to him. “Angus did that—” he pointed across the hall.

Hobart glared—and almost stopped when he saw the dust motes dancing in the light bathing Giorge’s arm. Instead, he shifted direction toward Angus’s room and demanded, “Where is he?”

“He’s not in there,” Giorge said, jabbing his finger at the storage room across the hall. “He went outside.”

Outside? Hobart thought, not comprehending what Giorge meant. He didn’t pass us. I’m certain of it. He took another step forward and looked at where Giorge was pointing. At first, the importance of the sunlight didn’t register, but then he saw the edge of a gaping hole. His belly muscles tightened in angry disbelief as the mountainside came into view, and then he whirled on Giorge. He grabbed his tunic with his right hand, lifted him easily off the ground, and pulled him close to his face. “What did you do?” he softly hissed.

Giorge’s eyes widened. “It wasn’t me, Hobart,” he protested. “It was Angus. Honest!” Then he mouthed, He used the wand, and paused to let it register. It did that. He pointed at the hole again and finished, “He fell, Hobart. He needs help.”

Hobart gritted his teeth, his mind racing from one reason to another for why Angus would use the wand, and most of them involved Giorge. Then, quite abruptly, he turned and bellowed, “Get word to the lift! There’s a banner man out there who needs help!”

Then, as if he had just remembered Giorge dangling from his hand, he pivoted and tossed him to the nearest guardsman. “Watch him,” he snapped as the guardsman caught Giorge and struggled to stay standing. “Closely!” He turned to the next guardsman, “Both of you.” Then, as much for Giorge’s benefit as it was for theirs, he added, “If he tries to escape, hobble him.”

“Now, Hobart,” Giorge began. “I—”

“Quiet!” Hobart snapped. “The Magistrate will want to talk to you.”

He pointed at the guardsmen standing in the stairwell and shouted, “You two! We need rope and harness.” When they turned away, he pointed at the next one down and shouted, “You, fetch the wizards.”

Finally, he turned to the closest guardsmen who weren’t pinning Giorge to the wall between them and pointed at Angus’s room. “Guard that room,” he ordered. “No one goes in there until the wizards come.” Then he pointed at the room without a wall and added. “And keep clear of that one.”

“You heard him,” a wiry man in a captain’s uniform calmly said in a voice that carried through the hall without the need for shouting. “Snap to it.”

“Bring him,” Hobart told the guardsmen clutching the unresisting Giorge as the other guardsmen squeezed past to take up their posts outside Angus’s door. Hobart led them through the rest and did his best to ignore their faces. They reminded him of his men when they hadn’t known what to do and were expecting him to tell them. The wiry captain was standing on the second step when he reached the stair, and Hobart had to look up a bit to meet his speculative gray-blue eyes. “Captain,” he said, nodding as an equal. “You should get the keys from Hedreth and search the other rooms.” If nothing else, it will keep these men busy.

The captain nodded, turned, and said in a calm voice, “Hedreth, we need your keys.”

His appearance is deceiving, Hobart thought, taking in the spotlessly polished boots; the carefully manicured fingernails; the perfectly creased uniform; the brilliant sheen of his epaulet; the sharp, symmetrical twirls of the moustache; and the evenly trimmed dark brown hair that barely touched the collar. He is like a spring wound up waiting to be released.

When the captain turned back, he said, “Hobart, is it?”

Hobart nodded.

The captain looked past him. “Then that would be Giorge?”

Again, Hobart nodded.

“You said there’s a banner man outside,” he prompted. “One of yours?”

Hobart reluctantly nodded. “Angus,” he said. “He needs help.”

The captain’s eyes narrowed, his lips pursed, and he looked past Hobart to the end of the hall. “He was Voltari’s apprentice, wasn’t he? A recent addition to your banner?”

“Yes,” Hobart answered, his patience wearing thin. We need to get out there—

“Well, then,” The man nodded crisply and decisively. “Come with me.” He casually turned and strode lightly up the stair.

Hobart hurried after him, and the guardsmen gave Giorge a not-quite-gentle shove to get him moving. When the captain reached the top of the stair, he stopped suddenly, half-turned, and paused only long enough to say, “Where are my manners? I am Captain Wainscott.” before continuing.

Hobart had to thrust his arms out for the walls to keep from running into him, and then he had to walk briskly to catch up. He’s new, he thought. Bandor said he arrived from Tyrag a few weeks ago. He resisted the impulse to scowl. His men think he’s prissy. I’ve heard them complain that he’s too neat and orderly for their liking. He makes his lieutenants bathe every day. He probably wanted to be in the Royal Guard and didn’t measure up. He frowned. He probably doesn’t even have combat experience.

Captain Wainscott stepped out from behind the bar and up against a wall of guardsmen milling about trying to figure out what to do.

They need action, Hobart thought. The worst thing for soldiers in a crisis is to have nothing to do. It doesn’t matter what they do, but—

Captain Wainscott stopped and said in a calm, commanding, level tone, “Report to your commanders and prepare the defenses. Now.” Somehow, every soldier heard him over the buzz of their conversations, and within a few seconds most of them were on their way out the door. The ones who weren’t were near the corner where the hole had appeared.

“That isn’t necessary,” Giorge pleasantly said. “It was an accident. He didn’t mean to do it.”

Hobart stared at Giorge as if he could will him to be silent—a look that had silenced the tongues of his men many times—but Giorge just raised his eyebrows and shrugged. What did you do to provoke this accident, Giorge? Hobart silently demanded as Captain Wainscott turned his speculative eyes on Giorge.

“Perhaps,” Captain Wainscott agreed, “but it is better to assume otherwise.” Then he walked briskly around the edge of the rapidly dwindling throng and approached the cluster of guards near the hole.

Hobart strode after him—and clamped his jaws so tightly together that they ached when he saw what the bustling cluster of guardsmen were doing. He had thought they were just gawking at the hole, but they weren’t: They had cleared away the nearby tables and chairs to make room for a medic to work on an injured guardsman. Blood oozed from the stubs of the man’s legs despite the tourniquets the medic had applied. He’ll die quickly without a master healer, Hobart immediately realized, if they don’t cauterize the wounds.

He looked at Captain Wainscott, fully expecting him to give the order to fetch the healer, but he was waving his hands about as if he didn’t know what to do. He hasn’t seen a mangled body before, Hobart thought in alarm. He doesn’t know how to handle it. His concern was reinforced when Captain Wainscott lifted his hands to his mouth and muttered a brief prayer. There isn’t time for that! Hobart almost shouted in disgust. He isn’t dead yet! But a decade of discipline held his tongue. He should let me take over, Hobart coldly thought, if he can’t cope.

Captain Wainscott knelt beside the injured man and said, “Help is on the way, Tannith.”

What? Hobart thought. When did he send for a healer?

Captain Wainscott turned to the medic and nearby guardsmen. “Talk to him,” he calmly said. “Keep him awake and alert.” Then he put his hand on the wounded man’s shoulder, kindly smiled at him, and added, “That’s an order, guardsmen.” He held Tannith’s eyes for a long moment, nodded, and rose gracefully to his feet.

He turned back to Hobart. “I will need your help,” he said, turning his attention to the hole. Hobart joined him as he edged cautiously forward and stopped a few paces away from it. He tapped his foot several times in front of him, then inched forward and tapped it some more. He did this a few more times, then took a step back. “Stay here, Hobart,” he said. He dropped to his knees, lay down, and stretched for the hole—but couldn’t reach it. He glanced back at Hobart and asked, “Would you mind holding my legs?”

Hobart nodded, set aside his anger and misgivings, and knelt behind Captain Wainscott’s feet. He leaned forward and took a firm-but-gentle grip on the captain’s ankles and held onto them while the captain wriggled toward the hole. When he was close enough, he reached for the lip of the hole for leverage—and quickly pulled his hand back. He looked at the blood dripping from his fingers, clenched his hand into a tight fist, and edged forward until his head was over the edge. He leaned into the hole, ran his uninjured hand along the inner rim of the edge without touching the lip, and then looked back at Hobart. “You should see this,” he said.

Hobart frowned and kept his grip on Captain Wainscott’s ankles until the captain said, “It’s all right. The floor won’t give way.”

“We should wait for the rope and harness,” Hobart said. “It should have been here by now.”

Captain Wainscott shook his head. “There’s no need.”

“All right,” Hobart replied, reluctantly letting go of Captain Wainscott’s ankles and lying down next to him.

“Feel how smooth this is,” Captain Wainscott said, running his palm over the tapered edge of the hole. “Watch the lip, though; it’s sharper than a freshly honed sword.”

Hobart leaned over the edge and ran his fingers over the smooth, tapered surface that had been cut into the stone. “This was not an explosion,” he said.

“No,” Captain Wainscott agreed. “It was a spell. A very powerful one. There are not many wizards who can tie it.” He lifted his head and looked back over his shoulder. “Hedreth?” he softly said.

He knows the spell that did this, Hobart realized. He’s seen it before.

“Yes,” Hedreth said from behind them a few seconds later.

“Was the room across from Angus empty?”

“No,” Hedreth said. “It was half full of beer casks.”

The room is empty now, Hobart thought, looking down at the bare, smooth arc of the floor and walls. You’ll have to order more. He scowled. And Angus will have to pay for it.

Captain Wainscott nodded, retreated from the hole, and stood up. “Interesting,” he muttered as Hobart joined him. Then he turned to Hedreth and asked, “Would you happen to have a bandage or a clean towel?” He held his dripping hand off to the side, well away from his pristine uniform.

Hedreth nodded and scampered off.

Captain Wainscott didn’t wait for him to return. Instead, he said, “Shall we go outside, Hobart?”

Hobart recognized the suggestion as an order and nodded. He wasn’t particularly concerned for Angus—whatever had happened to him was his own doing—but he was responsible for the actions of every member of his banner, even a provisional one, and he needed to know how much damage had been done—and what it would cost them.

Hedreth caught up when them as they passed by the guardsmen holding Giorge. Captain Wainscott wrapped the bandage around his hand and idly said, “Take Giorge to the Night Watch. I will join you there when I am no longer needed here.”

Hobart ignored Giorge’s hopeful, pouty look as he thought, Whatever happens to you is your own doing, too, Giorge.

As they exited Hedreth’s, a pair of flying wizards approached with an old healer dangling from their grip. They landed lightly, and she sprinted past them and into Hedreth’s. The wizards started to follow, but Captain Wainscott stopped them. “Have you terminated your spell?”

“Yes,” they both answered, and one of them added, “I didn’t think I needed it anymore.”

“A pity,” Captain Wainscott said. “I would like to see the damage up close.”

“Damage?” one of the wizards repeated. “What happened?”

I’ve seen him before, Hobart thought. When was it?

Captain Wainscott ignored the question. “Are the other Masters coming?”

“Master Ollis will be here after he inspects the dome,” the other one answered. “We don’t know about the others.”

Captain Wainscott nodded. “Go down to the basement and join the guardsmen. When Master Ollis arrives, have him confiscate the wizard’s gear. Tell him to be wary. We do not know if it was a spell or a device.”

Damn Giorge for telling me! Hobart thought. “I think it was a wand,” he stoically said, mainly because it was his duty to do so.

Captain Wainscott faced him, and his eyes narrowed. “Explain, please,” he said.

“We were only going to stay in Hellsbreath for a few days,” he answered, “but Angus needed time to do research. He had acquired a new wand and didn’t know what it did.” Hobart’s jaw muscles tightened as he finished, “I think he found out.”

“Angus?” the familiar-looking wizard said, his voice full of surprise and disbelief. “What did he do?”

He was at the gate, Hobart suddenly realized. What was his name? Vinny? No—

Captain Wainscott turned his inquisitive eyes on the man and blandly asked, “You know him?”

The wizard averted his eyes as he nodded. “I met him when this one—” He pointed at Hobart. “—told us about the horse, and we’ve talked with him a few times since then.”

Vindray, Hobart recalled as he acknowledged him with a nod. That was his name.

“We?” Captain Wainscott prompted.

Vindray nodded. “Rache, Londo, and me.”

“I see,” Captain Wainscott said. “In that case, the Magistrate will likely want to talk to you and your friends about what he’s been doing.”

“He was learning air magic and looking up something in the restricted section,” Vindray promptly answered. “Master Festus gave him permission.”

Captain Wainscott frowned slightly. “I see.” He thought for a few seconds, then turned back to Hobart. “What does this wand look like, Hobart?”

“It is a sliver of ivory about half the length of a quarrel,” Hobart answered, “but thinner. There were marks on it.”

Captain Wainscott turned back to Vindray and said, “When Master Ollis arrives, tell him to look for the wand. Then go to the library and tell the librarian to take the texts Angus was reading to the Magistrate. It can be done in the morning after appropriate safeguards have been implemented. Then find your friends and report to the Night Watch. He will schedule appointments for you to speak with the Magistrate tomorrow.”

Vindray nodded, waited for more instructions, then hurried into Hedreth’s.

Captain Wainscott turned back to Hobart and said, “The Magistrate will no doubt wish to speak with you as well, Hobart. And the other one, the—what does he call himself? A threesome?”

“A triad,” Hobart corrected. 

“Ah, yes,” he said as he started walking. “A triad.”

“His name is Ortis,” Hobart said as he fell in stride, impatient with the casualness of the pace but knowing there was no point in going more quickly. He was, for all intents and purposes, linked to Captain Wainscott until he gave him leave to go, and it was quite evident that he was not ready to do that. “He’s been foraging for herbs for the past few days. I don’t expect him to return until tomorrow.”

Captain Wainscott nodded, then quietly said, “Master Festus, I need you at the lift. Bring your students.”

They traveled in silence for several seconds, then Captain Wainscott said in a sympathetic tone, “I am sorry, Hobart, but you know as well as I do that he could not have survived such a fall. If he did...”

Hobart grimly nodded. He had seen the twisted bodies of the men who had fallen from the outpost walls, and they weren’t even half as high as Hellsbreath’s—and the ground near the swamp was soft and soggy, not a rocky mountainside. A quick death would be better, he thought, than to live like that. Then he thought about Tannith and his bloody stubs, and his jaw set firmly in place. Yes, it would be better for Angus if he’s dead.
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“We have to help him!” Rache said when the shock began to fade. She jumped to her feet and started toward the door, but Elle caught her and pulled her back.

“We can’t!” Elle hissed. “It’s too late.”

“It can’t be!” Rache said. “We have to—”

“To do what?” Elle demanded. “We don’t know where he is.”

Rache paused, then shook her head violently. “He fell, Elle,” she gasped. “He needs help.”

“Yes,” Elle said as she let go of her. “He fell outside.”

“We—” Rache began, then fell silent. He fell outside, she repeated. He fell a long way. He—“We have to tell Master Varna.”

“Tell her what?” Elle said, wringing her hands.

“We have to tell her he fell,” Rache said.

“And when she asks how we know this?” Elle prompted, her hands becoming even more animated as she started pacing.

“The Voyeur spell—” Rache began, then fell silent.

“I shouldn’t have helped you,” Elle said. “We aren’t supposed to use that spell without permission.”

“But—” Rache began, then took a deep breath. “I don’t care if we get in trouble, Elle. We have to help him.”

“We’ll get expelled—”

“That doesn’t matter,” Rache countered. “He needs us.”

“He’s dead, Rache,” Elle harshly said. “There’s nothing we can do for him.”

“He is not dead!” Rache almost shouted. He can’t be!

Elle suddenly whirled on her, her long blonde hair swishing violently and her deep blue eyes fierce with anger. “I never should have let you talk me into this!”

“I didn’t know this would happen,” Rache snapped back. “Do you think I wanted to see that?”

Elle scowled and shook her head.

“We have to tell Master Varna,” Rache said. “You can tell her it was my idea if you want, but we have to tell her. If there’s any chance—”

“Tell me what?” a stern voice said from the doorway. “That you tied an unauthorized Voyeur spell?”

Rache turned and saw Master Varna standing with her arms crossed and a nasty look of disapproval on her face—and suddenly had no desire to talk to her.

“Master Varna!” Elle called out, then shoved her fingers in her mouth to keep from saying anything else.

“Out with it, Rache,” Master Varna ordered. “What do you have to tell me.”

“Angus is in trouble,” Rache said. “He fell.”

“Angus?” Master Varna repeated. “That wizard who caused all that commotion at the caravan stop?”

“Yes,” Rache said. “He’s hurt.”

“He’s dead,” Elle muttered.

“He’s not dead!” Rache shouted, clenching her fists and glaring at Elle.

“Enough!” Master Varna crisply ordered.

“I’m sorry, Master Varna,” Elle wailed. “It was Rache’s idea. She wanted to see what Angus was doing, and I helped her. I knew I shouldn’t have, but—”

“That doesn’t matter,” Rache interrupted. “Angus needs help. We—”

“He’s dead, Rache,” Elle shouted. “No one could have survived that fall.”

“He is not dead—”

“Quiet!” Master Varna snapped. Her arms fell to her sides, and a cold, hard look settled in her green eyes. They dilated slightly, and she pointed at Rache. “What did you see.”

“Angus fell,” Rache replied. “Somebody attacked him, and he fell.”

“Where?” Master Varna asked.

“Outside,” Rache said. “He fell outside.”

“Which wall?”

Rache blinked. Which wall? He—

“We don’t know,” Elle said. “He was in his room studying, and someone attacked him.” She paused and shuffled her feet before she continued. “Angus used a wand on him, but it didn’t work. The man knocked him over, and he rolled outside. That’s when he fell.”

Master Varna scowled. “What did this wand do?”

“Nothing,” Elle said. “At least, nothing we could see.”

He fell, Rache thought, the image of the rocky ground rushing at him filled her mind, and she tried to turn away from it.

“Where is his room?” Master Varna asked.

“We don’t know,” Elle said.

“The north wall,” Rache abruptly said. “It had to be the north wall.”

“Why?” Master Varna asked.

“There wasn’t any ash on the ground,” Rache answered, her voice suddenly very hollow.

Master Varna nodded, tied the Message spell, spoke into her hands for several seconds, then released it. “Now,” she said, “Let’s discuss this unauthorized use of the Voyeur spell. Both of you know better than to do that. I want to know why.”
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Hobart frowned at the large contingent of guardsmen waiting for the lift to arrive. They should already be down there, he thought. They’ve had time—

Captain Wainscott gazed calmly over the crowd and said, “Lieutenants to me.”

Hobart saw three guardsmen turn, and a moment later, they hurried over. The nearest one paused, turned to his men, said something, and another guardsman joined him. How did they hear that? he wondered. I barely did. His eyes narrowed, and he looked more closely at Captain Wainscott.

“Sir!” the first lieutenant who arrived said as he came to attention.

The guardsman he brought stepped up to the captain and ordered, “Let me see that hand.”

“What is the situation out there, Lieutenant?” Captain Wainscott asked, holding out his hand for the medic to examine.

“Odd, Sir,” he answered as the other two lieutenants arrived. “There has been no further attack, and we can detect no enemy.”

That’s because there isn’t one, Hobart wanted to say, but he held his tongue. Captain Wainscott is right: It is better to assume it was an attack and be wrong than to assume it wasn’t an attack and be right.

The guardsman carefully unwrapped the towel, surveyed the damage, clicked his tongue, and shouted, “Water!”

Captain Wainscott frowned slightly, and repeated, “No enemy?”

“None, Sir,” the Lieutenant said. “No sign of dwarves anywhere.”

“It’s a bad cut, Sir,” the guardsman interrupted. “I can staunch the bleeding for now, but you’ll need a healer to mend the gash.”

Why would dwarves be attacking? Hobart wondered.

“Do what you can,” Captain Wainscott told the medic, then turned back to the lieutenants. “What is the condition of the wall?”

“It has a hole in it, Sir,” a different lieutenant said. “A big one, from what we can tell. No one knows how it got there.”

That’s why they thought it was dwarves, Hobart realized. They could have tunneled up from below without being detected.

“Just the one hole?” Captain Wainscott asked. “No more than that?”

“I think so, Sir,” the lieutenant said. “The flags don’t provide much detail. We should know more when the lift brings the witnesses up.”

“Good,” Captain Wainscott said. “Send them to me when they arrive, then go down and secure the perimeter. Have them send the lift back up for me after you’ve debarked.”

“Yes, Sir!” the lieutenants said, then turned to go.

“A moment,” Hobart said, then waited until Captain Wainscott nodded slightly before he continued. “Is there any word on Angus?”

“Angus, Sir?” the lieutenant repeated. “He didn’t go down tonight.”

Not on the lift, anyway, Hobart thought as Captain Wainscott clarified his intent. “We believe he may have fallen out of the hole, Lieutenant. He may be injured.”

“Is that the banner man they’re looking for?” he asked. Hobart nodded, and the lieutenant turned to one of the nearby guardsmen who had been listening. “Garth, have the flagger find out.”

As Garth trotted off, the lieutenant turned back to Hobart. “If they had found him,” he said, “they would have told us.”

Why haven’t they? Hobart wondered. He couldn’t have fallen far from the wall.

“When Garth finds out, have him report to me, Lieutenant,” Captain Wainscott ordered.

“Yes, Sir,” he said. “Will that be all, Sir? The lift is almost here.”

Captain Wainscott nodded, and the three lieutenants crisply pirouetted and went back to their men. Once they were out of earshot, he said, “That is odd.”

The medic rinsed the blood off Captain Wainscott’s hand and inspected it before wrapping it back up and releasing it. “I’ve done what I can, Sir,” he said. “Don’t wait too long to see a healer. A long delay will make it more difficult for them to repair it.

“I will tend to it,” Captain Wainscott said. “Return to your assignment.”

The medic nodded and ran away.

“What is odd, Captain?” Hobart asked.

“The evidence is in conflict,” Captain Wainscott answered. “Either Giorge is wrong, and Angus did not go out the hole; or Angus went out the hole and could not be found.” He turned to Hobart and asked, “Which do you think it is?”

Hobart frowned. Is Giorge lying? he wondered, then realized it was the wrong question and focused on the right one: Why would Giorge lie about this? He shook his head and answered, “I don’t think Giorge would say he saw Angus fall if he didn’t see it.” Unless he had something to do with making him fall, he wanted to add. But then he would not have said anything.

Captain Wainscott eyed him shrewdly, then slowly nodded. “Very well, Hobart, we will assume that Angus did fall. So, the obvious question is: Why haven’t they found him? They have had ample time to search the area near the wall.”

I know, Hobart thought, but before he could respond, Garth ran up to them and came to attention.

“Well, Garth?” Captain Wainscott prompted. “Have they found him?”

“Sir!” Garth replied. “The flagger said they are still looking for him. He also said to talk to the witnesses when they get here.”

“Very well,” Captain Wainscott said. “Return to your lieutenant. The lift is here.”

“Yes, Sir!” Garth said, hurrying off.

Hobart frowned. Why are they still looking for him? Is he buried under the—

“Perplexing, isn’t it?” Captain Wainscott said as a handful of passengers and two guardsmen exited the lift. When they saw the guardsmen lined up to board it, the passengers’ escort ushered them aside to let the guardsmen pass. As soon as the last guardsman had entered the lift, the escorts led the small group to Captain Wainscott.

“Sir!” the first escort said, “These are the witnesses.”

Captain Wainscott acknowledged the guardsman with a nod, then turned to the witnesses. “I need to know what you saw.”

“Nothing,” one of them said. “I just heard a noise.”

“Me, too,” another one said. “I was in the lift area, and you couldn’t see anything from there.”

“I saw something falling,” one of them said, “but I don’t know what it was. It was too far away.”

“I saw it all,” another one said, and the rest fell silent. “I was still on the road when it happened. It’s my first time to Hellsbreath, and I was admiring the wall.”

“Tell me everything,” Captain Wainscott ordered. “Leave nothing out.”

“Well,” the man said, “There was this popping sound, like they said. It reminded me of my brother. He’s a woodsman, and right before a tree falls, the last bit of trunk sounds like that when it breaks. That’s what I thought of when I heard it. What I saw though...” He shook his head. “It was the damnedest thing. One second, the wall was fine, and the next, there was this big hole in it. The hole was just there. There weren’t any rocks falling, like you’d expect if the wall had given way. It was just a hole. Nothing much happened for a few seconds, and then a table came out of it. Then some chairs and a body. I think it was a wizard or a priest because of the black robe he was wearing. He was falling straight down. Fast. And then, just before he hit the ground, he zinged out like this—” The man held out his left forearm at a steep downward angle. “This is the mountainside.” He held his right hand high above it and brought it straight down until it almost touched his elbow, then shot it out almost parallel to his forearm until it reached the wrist. “That’s what happened. I swear it. He almost hit the ground, but at the last second, he shot out over the mountainside and started bouncing.” He shook his head. “He almost made it to the river before he stopped. The guardsmen took off after him when I told them.”

“Just a table and chairs?” Captain Wainscott clarified. “No barrels or rocks.”

“That’s it,” the man said. “Just the table and chairs.” He paused and added, “And the body.”

Captain Wainscott nodded and turned to their escorts. “Take them to the Night Watch and tell him they’re witnesses. He’ll know what to do with them.”

Once they had gone, Captain Wainscott turned to Hobart and said, “There is a chance he survived, Hobart. What that man described sounds like the spell he’s been practicing in the evenings. I’ve never seen it used like that before, but if he timed it just right—and it sounds like he may have—it may have saved him.”

“You heard him,” Hobart stoically said. “He said he was bouncing down the mountain.” And being smashed to pieces the whole way.

“Exactly,” Captain Wainscott said. “He was bouncing.” 

How can bouncing down a mountain be a good thing? Hobart wondered.

Before he could pursue the thought, Captain Wainscott nodded sharply and said, “Go back to Hedreth’s, Hobart. Tell Master Nan to join me here after she has stabilized Tannith. If Angus did survive, he will need her expertise.”

Hobart hesitated as he weighed the need to see the damage—and the body—for himself, and the desire to follow Captain Wainscott’s order—and it was an order, no matter how he had phrased it. Then Captain Wainscott made the decision unnecessary.

“Quickly, Hobart,” he urged. “The lift will return presently, and I will hold it for her. There is nothing either of us can do out there that isn’t already being done, but, if what I think has happened happened, she may be able to save him.”

Hobart nodded, turned, and started running.
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“I don’t see why you’re being so rough,” Giorge said after the guardsman shoved him forward again. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Ha!” the guardsman barked. “The Magistrate will get the truth out of you.”

“I’ve already told the truth,” Giorge protested. “Angus did it. I’m a witness.”

“Oh, really,” the guardsman said. “Then why were you the only one we found down there?”

“I told you,” Giorge said. “Angus went outside.”

“Then why didn’t your banner mate believe you?”

“He did!” Giorge said.

“Ha!” the first guardsman countered. “He almost threw you out that hole you made.”

“Nonsense,” Giorge flippantly said. “Hobart’s my friend. He’d never do that to me.” He paused and added, “And I did not make that hole.”

“It didn’t look like that to me,” the second guardsman said. “I’ve never seen Hobart so angry.”

“I have,” Giorge piped up. “Lots of times. Sometimes even with me.” Then, in an offhanded way, he added. “Not this time, though. This time, he was mad at Angus. You would be angry too if your friend had just put a hole like that in the wall.” He paused meaningfully and added, “I’m angry with him, too!” He would have killed me if I hadn’t ducked.

Giorge had purposefully slowed down as they bantered, and the first guardsman finally realized it—and gave him another shove. It was a little bit gentler than the last shove—but not enough to matter. So, Giorge pretended to stumble and forced the guardsmen to the right, slowing them down considerably while he looked for another opportunity to stall the inevitable—like he always did. This time, though, it wasn’t because he was trying to come up with a plausible story or because he was concerned about going to the Night Watch and being interrogated by the Magistrate’s Truthseers. He was, after all, innocent. No, this time it was a matter of principle. It simply did not seem right to make it easy for the guardsmen to get him there.

Unfortunately, the Night Watch had offices on all four walls of The Rim, and the one on the north side was close to Hedreth’s—and it didn’t take long to get there.

“Well, well,” Flint said when they entered. “Climbing walls again, Giorge?”

“Hi Flint!” he said. “Not this time.” He grinned. “I’m a witness.”

“I already know you’re witless,” Flint retorted, then turned to the guardsmen. “What did he do this time?”

“I am a WIT-NESS,” Giorge repeated, emphasizing the syllables. “I SAW what happened. I didn’t DO anything.”

“Captain Wainscott wants us to keep him here until he arrives,” the guardsman who likes shoving people said.

Flint turned a nasty grin on Giorge and said, “I know the PER-FECT place to put him.”

“But—” Giorge began to struggle against the grip of the guardsman without really trying to break free. “—I’m a witness!”

Flint grinned as he told the guardsmen, “Bring him this way.”

Giorge squirmed the entire way down the stair and into the cells without really impeding their progress until the smell of vomit, urine, feces, and stale beer struck him. Then he slowed them down to make them smell it for as long as possible before they got him into the cell.

“I’ll tell the Magistrate about this!” Giorge said. “I didn’t do anything!”

“Go ahead and tell him,” Flint said, grinning. “He’s my uncle.”

The guardsmen laughed as they left him there and went back up the stair.

At least they didn’t search me, Giorge thought. He kept complaining while he looked for a place to hide the wand—and rejected all the ones in the cell because even a drunk would stumble on them eventually. He frowned and studied the hall for several seconds to remind himself of what he already knew: There weren’t any hiding spots out there, either.

Do I have time to sneak away to hide it? he wondered, fondling his picks. Or will that captain get here before I can return?

9

Hobart slowed to a brisk walk as he entered Hedreth’s, then moved quickly toward the corner where the hole was—and came to an abrupt stop. There was no one there. No injured guardsman. No healer. No guardsmen. Where is she? he wondered, rapidly scanning the mostly empty room. His eyes settled on Hedreth, and he strode quickly up to him.

“Where’s the healer?” he demanded. “Master Nan?”

“In the cellar,” Hedreth said, “with the other wizards.”

Other wizards? Hobart wondered as he made his way behind the bar. How many do they need? He stepped through the door and went rapidly down the stair—and stopped at the bottom. Every door was open, and most of the hallway was blocked with crates, barrels, and casks. A guardsman emerged from the nearest room with another crate, set it on top of a small stack, and started back in.

Hobart squeezed up against the wall and sucked in his belly, but it was no use: he wasn’t going to fit between the crates and the wall—and there wasn’t time to clear them away to make room. He backed up, stood at the base of the stair, and bellowed, “Master Nan!”

He waited until the small, gray-haired woman carefully stepped out of Angus’s room and avoided the incline leading into the other one. “Yes?” she asked, her head barely visible above the crates and casks.

“Captain Wainscott sent me,” Hobart half-shouted. “If you have finished with Tannith, he would like you to join him at the lift.”

She turned to say something Hobart couldn’t hear, and then walked briskly through the obstacles. “Have they found Angus
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	The actions of Angus the Mage have led to the serious maiming of Tannith, a member of the King’s Guard.

	The actions of Angus the Mage placed in serious jeopardy the life and well-being of numerous patrons and employees present in the common room of Hedreth’s Inn.

	The actions of Angus the Mage resulted in significant damage to Hedreth’s Inn and the north wall of the city.

	Angus the Mage attempted to do mortal harm to Giorge, a fellow member of The Banner of the Wounded Hand.

	Angus the Mage employed a magical device outside the confines of the Wizard School without proper authorization. Said magical device was a wand containing Obliteration spells. Said spell annihilates everything within the range of the spell’s effects. The use of the wand caused the aforementioned damages.



	While in custody for the incident related to these infractions, Angus the Mage employed magic that put at risk those who were being held in The Dungeon and the watchmen in whose care they were placed. Some were injured and required the aid of a healer. However, it is clear from the testimony of the healers and watchmen that Angus the Mage was not aware of his actions, nor could he control them. Further, Angus the Mage attempted to prevent the injuries that occurred but was unsuccessful in his efforts to do so. Therefore, this infraction has been set aside.
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