

[image: cover]



Winds of Magic

Mage of Storm and Sea Book 1

Kyra Halland

Copyright 2021 Kyra Halland

All Rights Reserved

Cover art by Yuriko Matsuoka

Cover Design by Subtle Touch Creations

https://subtletouchcreations.com/

No part of this book was generated using Artificial Intelligence (AI) software of any kind.

No part of this book may be used in training AI software of any kind without written permission from the author.

For release news, exclusive sneak peeks, bonus stories, special offers, and more, sign up for my email newsletter:

https://www.kyrahalland.com/email-signup.html

After a terrible mistake in his youth, Esavas Daruvias has found a home at the secluded Tower as a Master of weather magic, vowed to celibacy, self-mastery, and non-violence.

Then, without warning, the troubles of the past resurface to disrupt his quiet life. The Mardavian Islands are threatened by a rebellion led by a mage with strange and terrible powers - his sister Rayaluna, the person hurt most by his long-ago mistake. Though Esavas has been hidden away at the Tower for more than twelve years and is sworn to a life of peace, the crown prince calls on him to help put a stop to the rebellion - and refusing isn't an option.

Treated as a prisoner and traitor by the king, caught between the king's and the prince's conflicting goals, baffled by his sister's impossible powers, and bound by his oath to never raise a hand in violence, Esavas must risk everything he knows, everything he is, even his own soul, to stand against Rayaluna's terrifying magic and save the people of the Islands - and Rayaluna herself - from her destructive madness.
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Prologue: Leshi

Moon Beach, Averi Island

LESHI’S FATHER SMILES at her in the light of the bonfire where they sit together. Leshi’s mother is at the next fire over, cooing over a friend’s new granddaughter. Laughter, singing, and the music of drums and pipes ring out across the beach, lit by torches and the flames of the Moon Festival bonfires. Silver light from the full moon dances across the surf; in the emerald hills behind the village, monkeys and birds chatter in the tops of the trees. The scents of spicy roasting pork and sweet roasted bananas fill the warm air.

“Leshi,” her father says, “the young men are waiting to dance with you. You should dance with them instead of sitting here with your old ota.”

Leshi eyes the young men – or one young man in particular. He’s playing shell-toss with her older brothers right now, but she knows he’ll come sweep her away to dance before long. In the meantime, she’s content to sit by the fire with her father, enjoying this precious time while he’s home on leave from the Crown army. “I know, Ota. But it’s been so long since you were home. I want to hear you tell one of your stories.”

Leshi’s father chuckles and fingers the small wooden dolphin he wears on a leather thong around his neck, that Leshi carved for him years ago. “All right. How can I say no to my little sea-flower? Which story do you want to hear?”

Leshi doesn’t have to think about it. “The one about the rebellion two years ago.”

“Again? I think you asked for that one ten times when I was home last year.” He winks. “If I didn’t know better, I would think your heart was sweet on our Learned Mage.”

Leshi’s cheeks burn; she glances down and laughs a little. “He’s such a hero, any girl would want to hear about him.”

“I don’t think he liked being called a hero,” Leshi’s father says. “But, if you insist…”

Leshi and her father settle in more comfortably, cross-legged by the fire, for the long story. Ota takes a long pull of mango wine, then hands the palm-leaf flask to Leshi. She drinks a mouthful, savoring the wine’s sweet fire. “So then,” Ota says. “It starts with a beautiful but wicked mage who was angry with the king, and a wise and powerful mage who lived in a tower…”


Prologue: Rayaluna

Ayavora Valley, Gayatalora Island

SHE STOOD ON a hillside at the steep, closed-in end of the narrow valley. Behind her, her followers – fewer than sixty of them – stood in blue-jacketed ranks. Silently, they watched as the royal forces squeezed through the tight pass at the other end of the valley. This remote, hidden valley in the northern reaches of the Mardavian Islands had served well as a stronghold where she could begin gathering her followers and consolidating her power – and it made a tempting target for the Bi’asan king’s forces. As she had hoped, the cursed sanzaku army thought they had her cornered here.

Now was her chance to show her followers – and the Bi’asan usurpers – what she was capable of. After today, word would spread. More mages would flock to her cause, mages tired of being oppressed by the bi’asan, those contemptible sanzaku, lacking in magic, less than human.

It is time to take your rightful place, the voice in her mind said. These lands should be yours. Have your vengeance on those who hurt you, and take what should be yours.

Vengeance, Rayaluna thought, savoring the righteous heat that swelled within her breast and the power that flowed from the voice. She would rise up and destroy the loathsome sanzaku and their unjust laws, and she would take her vengeance on the one who had foolishly broken those laws and left her life in ruins. Today, she would begin to carry out justice.

She waited as the ranks of the king’s soldiers filled the steep, narrow valley – a full regiment of two hundred and fifty to face her fewer than three score mages. The sun, shining through trailing clouds left by a recent rainstorm, glinted on swords, bows, and spears, helmets and shields, greaves and breastplates – bronze and steel, green and gold, lacquer and tassels, silk surcoats and bindings.

It was an impressive sight, but she cared nothing for any of that. None of that military might and splendor would matter today. All her attention was focused on the heavily-guarded wagon towards the rear of the assembled force, which carried a great bronze cannon in the shape of a dragon’s neck and head. The cannon would not fire shot, but something else, the bi’asan’s only weapon against magic. Eighty years ago and more, the discovery of that weapon had tipped the balance of power between mages and bi’asan towards the non-magical people, and had allowed the present ruling family to usurp the throne from the mages to whom it rightly belonged.

But today, that weapon would prove useless.

A commander called out an order, and the Crown forces came to a halt. Perhaps thirty or forty man-lengths lay between their front ranks and Rayaluna’s position halfway up the hillside at the end of the valley. A man on a white horse richly outfitted in green and gold rode forward and stopped in the middle of the empty ground between his troops and Rayaluna.

“Rayaluna Daruvias!” he called out. “You and your followers are trapped. There is no escape for you. Surrender now, call an end to your rebellion, tell your people to return peacefully to their homes. If you do so, the king will have mercy on you!”

Rayaluna laughed. The voice inside her added its scorn to hers. Filled with the voice’s power, her laughter echoed off the steep hillsides on either side of the valley. Rocks and dirt slid down the hillsides; on the valley floor, the ground shook. Men and horses staggered.

The commander wheeled his horse about sharply and shouted the order to fire the cannon. This was the moment, Rayaluna knew, when the army would be expecting her and her mages to attack that cannon with all their might. That was why the cannon was placed as far from the mages as possible, deep in the midst of the unit rather than at its front, and under heavy guard.

But Rayaluna did not fear what the cannon would fire at her and her mages. She merely stood, gathering the power that dwelt within her, as one of the soldiers by the cannon touched a flame to the fuse. Behind her, she could hear nervous shifting and murmuring from her followers. She smiled to herself; any among her followers who still doubted her would soon learn not to.

The cannon fired, its deep boom echoing from the hillsides. A multitude of red paper packets flew from the dragon’s mouth, trailing smoke and spreading out as they arced high over the stretch of ground between the Crown army and Rayaluna’s rebels. In a flurry of smaller explosions, the packets burst open, spewing pale gray shadow-sand at the waiting ranks of mages.

With a sweep of her arms, Rayaluna flung a shimmering wave of deep blue magic through the shadow-sand. The powder disappeared, obliterated by her magic – magic that should have been rendered utterly impotent by it.

Shouts of astonishment arose from the bi’asan army, and from Rayaluna’s rebels. The cannon soldiers started reloading the cannon with more red packets. Rayaluna dove deeper within herself and drew up more of the deep blue magic, born of water, brought forth from water, the essence of water. She cried out in exultation, the voice adding its strength, again shaking the walls of the valley, as with another broad sweep of her arms she called upon the power’s connection with water and commanded the element to obey her will.

Water formed out of the air and fell to the earth, while more water burst forth from the rain-wet hillsides and from the springs beneath the ground. The gushing floodwaters poured down into the steep valley, tumbling rocks and trees along with them, burying the enemy forces before they could climb to higher ground. The waters rushed downhill towards the single entrance to the valley, carrying away frantic, struggling men and horses drowning in their heavy armor and fittings. The cries of the dying filled the air; from within the water, other voices shrieked, Drown them! Destroy them! Wash away the vermin that took what is ours!

Rayaluna extended a thread of magic into the flood to see if any of the bi’asan soldiers still lived, and found one who had managed to shed part of his armor and so hadn’t yet been dragged down to his death. She pulled him free of the flood and left him high on a hillside. He would live, and be found, and would bring word of her power to the unworthy sanzaku who called himself king.

The last of the water drained out of the valley. Scores of bodies lay in the wake of the flood, along with armor, clothing, weapons, horses, and the bronze cannon, its wagon overturned. Rayaluna looked over the scene, the voice inside her crowing along with her own hot rush of triumph.

She turned to face her followers, who stood silent as though trying to believe what they had just seen. “And so we begin,” she said to them. “Death to the sanzaku rulers! We will put the bi’asan vermin in their proper place, and the Islands shall be ours!”

A cheer went up. “Rayaluna! Kannasi Rayaluna!”

Rayaluna smiled and stretched her arms out towards them as though to embrace them all. After today, the Bi’asan king would not dare attack them again, and she and her followers would gain in strength and numbers. Before long, they would be ready to wrest the rule of these Islands from the unworthy sanzaku and claim it for the mages to whom it rightfully belonged.


Chapter 1

ESAVAS SET DOWN his writing stick and pushed the diagram he had drawn across the low table to his two students. “What do these air currents and cloud formations –” he pointed to the lines he had sketched out “– mean for this silk-growing area when they occur near the end of Amentu season?” He tapped his finger on an island on the quickly-drawn map of a portion of the western Mardavian Islands.

“They mean another half-month of cool, heavy Amentu rains are likely in the region, Honored Teacher,” Daviyan answered right away. “Which would cause a delay in the emergence of silkworm hatchlings from their eggs and in the growth of the leaves they feed on, resulting in a late harvest, and possibly a smaller harvest.”

Esavas gave the young man an approving nod. “Very good.” Not that Esavas was much interested in the ins and outs of silk production, but the treatise he and his students were working on, commissioned by the three major silk-farming families on Kinara Island for the benefit of their local weather mages, had required him to learn the basics.

“What I want you to do,” he went on, “is work out three possible ways to intervene in this weather pattern, including when to intervene and where to shift the air currents and moisture without causing undue difficulties in another location, and give your reasoning for each solution.” He had already developed a solution to the problem, but it would be instructive for them to come up with their own answers, and might offer additional insights. “Then we’ll compare your scenarios to past weather and harvest records for the area, to project how they’ll actually work.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to just make little umbrellas for the silkworm eggs?” Tazikar asked. Esavas raised an eyebrow. “Honored Teacher,” Tazikar added.

Esavas suppressed a sigh. Any assignment involving hard work and extensive thought was met with similar joking from Tazikar. Though he still did the work, and did it well. “Hundreds of thousands of tiny umbrellas?” Esavas asked. “That doesn’t sound easier. Get to work.”

He reached to a side table and poured water from the metal pitcher there into a cup. After years of trying different arrangements, he finally had his study set up exactly to his liking, with that table in exactly the right spot, close enough to easily reach but not so close as to crowd him while he was working. “Please help yourselves if you’re thirsty,” he added, though his students already knew they were welcome to pour from the pitcher any time they wanted.

The two young men set to work, puzzling over the problem. Daviyan and Tazikar were both advanced students, who had come to the Tower to receive master-level training in weather magic and then return to mage society to work as weather mages. Like Esavas, they wore cotton robes in the rich medium-blue favored by weather mages, though Esavas’s robe also bore the fringe, the only ornamentation permitted at the Tower, that marked him as a Learned Master.

Satisfied that his students were hard at work, Esavas returned to his own reading on late-Amentu weather patterns in the west-central Mardavians. The light in the study dimmed; he looked out the window. A trail of ragged clouds, left over from what he expected would be the last major rainstorm of Amentu, the season of long rains, had drifted to block the sun. Idly, he reached out with his mage senses and pure will, both fueled by a glow of ruby-red power, and pushed the clouds aside, taking note as he did so of altitude, wind speed and direction, air temperature, and moisture levels.

When he drew his mage senses back into himself, the sunlight in the study had brightened again. He noted his observations on a scrap of paper, to be copied into his journal later.

He looked out the window again, ignoring the spectacular view of the high, steep hillsides terraced with rice fields, instead watching the clouds slowly float by in the blue sky. A brief memory passed through his mind, sunlight dancing on blue-green waves, wind in his hair and spray in his face, the sensation of soaring as his flatboat went airborne over the water, the thrill of victory – the best day of his life, and the worst.

Esavas shook the memory away. The life of a scholar was what he was suited for. Awkward, bookish, and misfit, at complete odds with the expectations of mage society, he would have wasted away his life in some unimportant position in his family’s fishing business, trying to stay out of everyone’s way and not do any damage. But here at the Tower, he could spend his life doing what he was best at – reading and observing, finding the patterns in what he learned, pulling facts and ideas into new patterns, and distilling new knowledge from those patterns. 

And his work here at the Tower wasn’t limited to research and teaching. He was responsible for the weather in the valley where the Tower stood, maintaining ideal conditions for the crops that grew there to feed the residents of the Tower. Even better, every once in a great while he was allowed to serve as sea-master when another Master found it necessary to travel by ship somewhere in the Islands.

The first voyage he had sea-mastered, five years after he first came to the Tower, had only been a short trip of four days total, taking Master Kadizun to interview a prospective new initiate on a nearby island. But it had been the fulfillment of a lifelong dream when he called up wind and sent it into the sails to push the ship away from the dock. If winning the flatboat race had been the best day of his life, that day when he first set a ship sailing to sea was a close second.

His journeys for the Tower weren’t the long, adventurous voyages he had dreamed of as a boy, just short jaunts of no more than several days down the coast of Mokayadora or to nearby islands and back. But being allowed to sea-master at all – calling wind into the sails, directing the currents, managing the weather so the ship could sail swiftly and safely – was far more than he might have hoped for under the terms of his probation for the foolish crime he had committed in his youth. Far better than being Stripped of his power and living the rest of his life mindless and helpless in an asylum. Far more than he had hoped for as a child and youth whose magic stubbornly refused to develop.

“We’re finished, Honored Teacher,” Daviyan said.

Esavas pulled his mind back to his study and the problem of late Amentu rains in silk-growing areas. As Daviyan described the first of the possible solutions he and Tazikar had found, Esavas sketched out its effects on his diagram. He and the two students discussed its benefits and drawbacks; it was a perfectly workable approach, but not especially innovative, and had some obvious weaknesses, which Esavas pointed out. Still, only the comparison to actual weather records would give a more accurate indication of how well it would work.

“We should go to Kinara and actually try it out, instead of just sitting here on our asses talking about it,” Tazikar said.

Again, Esavas raised an eyebrow at his student’s impudence, but couldn’t argue. It wasn’t unusual for Masters from the Tower to go out into the field to test their theories, no matter what branch of magic they worked in. Esavas would have loved to go to Kinara Island to try out the solutions he and his students found to the problem they were studying. Or even just to personally deliver his finished treatise to the silk-raising families of the island.

But the conditions of his probation and admission to the Tower required that he never leave the Tower grounds except in the company of at least two Masters who were senior to him. Kinara was a quarter-month’s sail away, and it was doubtful that two senior Masters could be spared to accompany him there and back on non-essential business. Most likely, his treatise would sail without him, in the next shipment of treatises, circulars, pamphlets, and books to be distributed to schools and to mages specializing in those fields of magic.

No need to go into all that with his students, though. “We can do just as well by making sure the theory is sound before we send it out to the local weather-masters on Kinara to be tested.”

“Of course, Honored Teacher,” Tazikar said. “Still, talking about it isn’t the same as doing it, as the whore said to the virgin.”

Daviyan stifled a snort of laughter while Esavas tried to ignore the heat that flushed his cheeks. Such things had no business being spoken of at the Tower. Resisting the usual urge to drop his face into his hand, he directed a mildly disapproving frown at his wayward student.

Tazikar had originally come to the Tower for a year of master-level training, but recently he had expressed a great desire to become an initiate of the Higher Order of Magecraft and Scholarship and devote his life to teaching and research. Despite his penchant for crude jokes, the Order’s requirement of celibacy didn’t seem to bother him. Still, most of the other Masters were of the opinion that Tazikar, though undeniably talented, was not suited to life as a member of the Order, with its strict rules and discipline.

But Esavas knew what it was like to be judged because you didn’t fit in. Tazikar might not fit the Tower mold, but Esavas believed the Tower was where his sharp mind and desire to learn and teach belonged. He resolved to speak in Tazikar’s favor again at the next meeting of the Circle of Masters.

“The theories will be tested in the field by local weather-masters once we’ve determined that they’re sound,” Esavas repeated patiently. “Now, explain your second idea, along with its advantages and disadvantages compared to the first solution.”

This time, Tazikar spoke first. “If we intervene a few days sooner –”

A knock at the door cut him off. “Learned Master Esavas?” said a voice from out in the hallway. Esavas recognized it as a new initiate who had been assigned to carry out errands for the senior Masters.

“Come back later, please,” Esavas answered. “I’m in seminar at the moment.”

The knock came again. “Apologies, Honored Master. The High Master wants you to come to the reception room right away. Please?”

Esavas bit back another refusal. He had been new once, too, and had been given his own thankless duties. He rose from his sitting mat, went to the door, and opened it. “Why does the High Master want to see me?” he asked the gray-robed youth standing there.

“There’s some visitors here for you, Honored Master.”

Visitors? Visitors to the Tower were rare. In the twelve years and more that Esavas had been here, no one had ever come to see him. There wasn’t anyone he especially wanted to see. He felt a twinge of concern; had something happened to one of his parents? The only time Masters of the Order were permitted to receive personal messages from the outside world was when a close family member passed away. But that was usually handled privately in the Master’s rooms, not in the reception room. “Tell the High Master I’ll come as soon as we’ve finished what we’re doing.”

The novice bit his lip and glanced around as though looking for help. “I’m sorry, Honored Master. The High Master insisted you come right away. I guess these visitors are very important.”

A frustrated sigh escaped Esavas. He ran a hand across his head; absently, he noted his hair was more than a finger-width long. Time for a visit to the Tower’s barber. “Very well. I don’t want you to get in trouble with the High Master. Daviyan, Tazikar, while I’m gone, make a list of the benefits and drawbacks of the other two solutions and be ready to present them to me when I return.” With any luck, whoever these visitors were and whatever they wanted, he could deal with them quickly and get back to more important things.


Chapter 2

ESAVAS FOLLOWED THE student down the staircase that threaded up and down the central stairwell of the square tower. He had climbed these steps so often he no longer needed to watch his footing or grasp the railing that separated the stairs from the long drop down the middle. The stairs were maintained by mages skilled in working with stone, but no work of human hands was ever perfect, and Esavas had come to know every step that was slightly crooked or a little lower or higher than the others.

As they passed the landings, Esavas heard muffled speech coming from behind some of the doors. Master Panitas, whose specialty was animal care and husbandry, boomed out a question to his students. Master Bokavan, who taught healing, laughed, probably at one of his own jokes. Esavas had studied with all of them, as part of a well-balanced education, and to understand how his own specialty, weather-working, was connected to other aspects of life and magic.

“Watch your step,” he said. The student, two steps ahead of him, caught himself before he came down wrong on a stair that remained stubbornly crooked no matter how many attempts were made to repair it.

Nearer to the ground level, scents floated into the stairwell from the kitchen. Fish and rice for supper. Sometimes it was chicken and rice or pork and rice; rice formed the basis of the Tower’s diet, and the paddies on the hillsides of the Tower’s valley thrived under Esavas’s management of the climate. A fragrance of oranges accompanied the smell of supper. The Tower had just received a large donation of oranges, and it smelled like tonight’s meal would be enhanced with their flavor. Despite the rules against material vanities and indulgences like strong drink and frivolous food, the residents of the Tower never complained when the cooks got their hands on the ingredients to make something special.

At last, Esavas and the student reached the ground floor and entered the sparsely-furnished reception room, the only room in the Tower that visitors were allowed to enter. The High Master was there, in his white robes symbolizing authority and wisdom, along with Master Kadizun in his gray robes. Like Esavas, the other two Masters were clean-shaven, as required by the rules of the Order. Master Kadizun’s hair was also shorn close to his head, a white mist over his dark scalp, but the High Master had long ago gone entirely bald.

Standing with the Masters were three men from outside the Tower. They were tall, lean, and strongly built; all three wore knee-length, split-back sharwas over tunics and trousers, all of practical cotton, and leather boots coated with a layer of travel dust, as though the men had just arrived after a hard journey over land. One man had a neatly-trimmed mustache and goatee and the short hair favored by many bi’asan men. In contrast to his ordinary clothing, gold and gems studded his ears, and his fingers were heavy with rings. A long sword and its shorter partner were sheathed at his left side, indicating that he was a warrior of high rank.

The second man was slightly shorter and stockier, with short hair, a heavy mustache, and no beard. He appeared a few years older than the first man, perhaps forty, and also bore two swords, but wore fewer rings. The third man, a bit taller than the other two, looked close to Esavas’s age. He had the clean, high-boned features of highborn Mokayadoran mages and long hair with braids worked through it, as was common among mage men.

Recognition shocked through Esavas, and he stopped short. That man, the only mage among the three, was someone he had never expected to see again. Someone he would have been happy to never see again.

“Good, you’re here, Master Esavas,” the High Master said. “I’m afraid our visitors have been most insistent on speaking with you.”

Everyone’s attention turned to Esavas. He collected himself and walked over to the group. The High Master said, “Learned Master Esavas, this is His Royal Highness, the Crown Prince of the Mardavian Islands, Prince Armasaweth. Your Highness, this is Learned Master Esavas, the man for whom you were inquiring.”

The crown prince? Indeed, standing this close, Esavas now saw the crown prince’s black jaguar sigil enameled on one of the gold rings the man wore. What was the prince – what were any of them – doing here, and what could they possibly want with him? Esavas covered his astonishment with a bow. “Your Highness.”

The prince nodded his head in acknowledgment. “Learned Master Esavas. This is Commander Lansitor, my chief military aide. And Lord Valazan Buradias, my chief adviser on mage affairs. I’m told the two of you grew up together.”

How is she? The question nearly burst out of Esavas. Is she happy? Do you treat her well? Does she even remember me? He swallowed the questions. That was from another life, long since left behind. Valazan was the one person in the world besides Master Kadizun who knew why Esavas had done what he had done all those years ago, and he doubted Valazan wanted to speak of it any more than he did.

He bowed slightly to Valazan and the commander, as to men equal in rank to him. “Commander. Kaddast Buradias.” He addressed the prince again. “To what do I owe this visit, Your Highness?”

“The Crown requires your help to put down an uprising of mages.”

Whatever Esavas had been expecting, it wasn’t that. Of course there were always tensions between mages and non-magical people, always had been and probably always would be. But it had been more than eighty years since the last period of serious conflict between mages and bi’asan, which had ended with the present Bi’asan ruling family displacing mages from the throne, followed by the establishment – imposition, some said – of the Co-Existence Treaty. Even if new difficulties had arisen after all these years, in light of both history and King Danataweth’s notorious dislike and distrust of mages it seemed unlikely that the Crown would ask a mage for help.

“I don’t understand,” Esavas said. “Why ask me? If you know anything about me, you must know I have no love for the Bi’asan Crown.” It was to appease the Crown that he had been sentenced to be Stripped twelve years ago, a sentence that was suspended only after much effort. And it was the Treaty’s banning of a harmless treatment for underdeveloped magic that had led to his crime in the first place.

“Why you?” the prince said. “Because of who is leading the rebellion.” He gave Esavas an expectant look, as though he thought Esavas might already know the answer.

“Who’s leading it?” Esavas asked, thoroughly puzzled now. “What do you mean?”

“You don’t know anything about it?” Commander Lansitor asked.

“No, of course not. We get little news of the outside world here.”

“The leader of the rebellion,” the prince said, “is your sister Rayaluna.”

Esavas felt himself nearly rocked backwards in shock. “Rayaluna?” He shook his head, wondering if he had misheard. “My sister, Rayaluna? That can’t be right.”

“I assure you, it is,” the prince said.

“We have definite confirmation of her identity,” Valazan added. “In fact, she’s hardly trying to hide it; she’s been openly recruiting other mages to her cause.”

“But, Raya. She never cared about anything but clothes and gossip and her suitor, Zoraster. The last I knew, she was in fragile health over…” He wondered how much the prince knew about what had happened back then. If Valazan was his adviser on mage affairs, he had probably heard the whole story. Either way, Esavas decided he would rather not go into the unpleasant details. “Over being disappointed in her hopes of marriage. That was more than twelve years ago, twelve and a half, and I haven’t heard anything of her since then.”

“Apparently, she is channeling her disappointment into a determination to overthrow the Bi’asan Crown,” Commander Lansitor said. “But why makes no difference. What matters is that your prince requires your aid.”

They couldn’t be serious. “I’m not a warrior. I’m a Master of the Tower. My vows forbid violence. And it is not our way to involve ourselves in matters in the outside world. You’ll have to ask someone else.”

“No, you’re the one we need,” the prince said. “In part because she’s your sister. You know her better than any of the other mages we could call on, and I assume the blood relationship means her power and yours are closely related.”

“It doesn’t work that way, Your Highness,” Esavas said. “Kaddast Buradias could have told you that.”

“Aside from the family connection,” the prince went on, “she has developed what is reportedly an extremely powerful command over water. So we decided a weather mage was best suited to oppose her.”

“Rayaluna?” Esavas asked in disbelief. “I never saw her use magic to do anything more difficult than chill a drink or make cut flowers last longer. Surely you don’t expect me to believe she’s actually powerful enough to pose a danger to the Crown?”

“She has indeed displayed such power, to devastating effect,” Valazan said.

It was impossible. Esavas refused to believe that his flighty sister, admired for her beauty and not for her strength or skill or intelligence, could be that powerful. “What about you?” he asked Valazan. “You’re a weather mage.”

Valazan gave a slight shrug of one shoulder. “As it turned out, weather-working is among my lesser talents. And I am occupied with other duties to the Crown.”

Esavas’s jaw tightened. Valazan had held the enviable position of apprentice to the local weather-master in the town where they grew up, and had thoroughly beaten Esavas in their first weather-working challenge against each other. To see him so casually dismiss those gifts, that privilege, dug at a long-forgotten wound deep inside Esavas. “It’s impossible for me to go.”

“Master Esavas,” the prince said, his voice taut with barely-restrained impatience, “surely you know of my father the king’s near-irrational hatred and suspicion of mages. After receiving reports of a disastrous encounter between the rebels and a Crown regiment, his first instinct was to arrest and execute all mages with any connection to any of the rebels. Yourself included. The rest of your family has already been detained –”

“All of them? My mother is past seventy years old! You put her in prison? And my father? And my brothers and sisters and even their children?” Esavas’s relationship with his family, especially his father, had always been strained, and after his terrible mistake more than twelve years ago, he had been as good as disowned by them. Even if that hadn’t been the case, entering the Order at the Tower required renouncing all family ties and other attachments to the outside world. Still, they had once been his family, and he still shared their blood. “You can’t imprison them without fair trials and evidence before a court of magistrates which includes mages and letting them have an advocate who’s a mage. Never mind execute them. That’s the law.”

“At my insistence, your lady mother is being provided with a level of comfort and dignity that befits her age and station, as are the rest of your relatives,” the prince said. “And their trials and sentencings have been postponed for now. Still, your family’s entire holdings and funds have been confiscated by the Crown, and the king is also threatening to seize your father’s endowment to the Tower.”

“He cannot do that,” the High Master protested. “That money is held in trust!”

“He can and will seize anything that belongs to any person or organization he judges to be treasonous,” Prince Armasaweth said. “But my point is, when I was trying to convince my father to temper his reactions to the confrontation, I told him we need help from a mage. Specifically, from you, Master Esavas, because of your qualifications and your relationship to the rebel leader. My father refused to consider my suggestion. Instead, he is sending men equipped with shadow-sand to arrest you. They are no more than half a day behind me.”

Esavas remembered all too well the dull, throbbing burn and cramps from the touch of chains infused with shadow-sand, the sickening aura of prison bars coated with the magic-deadening powder, the smothering sense of being cut off from the power inside him. His mouth went dry, and any reply he might have made stuck in his throat.

“My hope,” the prince went on, “was that if I got to you first and persuaded you to cooperate with us, you wouldn’t be imprisoned but instead would be free to help us end this rebellion as soon as possible.”

“Matters between mages and the Bi’asan Crown are at a breaking point,” Valazan said. “Mages are treading in very deep water right now, and facing even greater restrictions than we are already under. Your cooperation would go a long way toward easing the worst of the king’s fears and suspicions. That would be a much better use of your time and abilities than languishing in prison – and it would help affirm the rest of your family’s loyalty to the Crown.”

“But –” Esavas said. Shadow-sand or no shadow-sand, the thought of leaving the Tower and its surrounding valley made his heart race and his stomach turn jittery. He had ventured beyond the valley no more than once or twice a year in the last twelve and a half years. “I cannot leave the Tower. Not without two senior Masters accompanying me.”

“As required by the conditions of probation for a crime you committed before entering the Tower,” the prince said.

Esavas cringed. Along with the restrictions, the embarrassment of his probation would be with him the rest of his life. “Yes,” he admitted. “And I doubt two Masters with seniority to me can be spared from their work for however long this will take.”

“That is of no concern; I have already arranged for those conditions to be temporarily suspended while you aid us,” the prince said. “Nor will you be required to register this journey with the authorities. And when your task is completed and the rebellion put down, you’ll be pardoned and your probation will be lifted. You’ll be a free man.”

Esavas’s breath caught. Freedom… But at what cost? “I’ve sworn to never use violence against anyone.”

“Are Tower mages not even permitted to defend themselves?” Commander Lansitor asked.

Esavas hesitated. It didn’t seem like a good idea to expose the Tower’s vulnerabilities to the Bi’asan prince and his chief military adviser.

“Prince Armasaweth desires what is best for all the people of the Islands,” Valazan said. “Not just the Bi’asan Crown and bi’asan people, but mages as well. You may answer the commander honestly.”

Esavas glanced at the High Master, who gave a brief nod. “We can shield against attacks. That’s all.”

“As far as using violence to solve the problem, we’ve made three assassination attempts on the rebel leader. Using mages, of course; no bi’asan would stand a chance against her defenses,” Prince Armasaweth said. “Two of the assassins went over to her side, and the third was recovered dead after having suffered grievous torture. We’ve given up on the direct, blunt force approach. I promise we will do all we can to ensure you do not have to use any form of physical force. Most likely, you will simply advise us on how to counteract your sister’s powers and possibly provide protection against those powers for any who go to negotiate with her.”

Or perhaps, Esavas thought, he himself could talk with her, persuade her to give up this madness before things got any worse. Problem solved, no fighting, no difficulties, and it would all be over quickly.

But it would still mean leaving the Tower, his life here, his work, everything he had known for more than twelve years. He scrambled for another way out of this. “What about the treatise I’m working on?” he asked the High Master.

“Master Urdavar and your students can finish it.”

Master Urdavar, Esavas’s own weather-working teacher, had retired as soon as Esavas received his Master’s robes and now spent his time raising rare orchids in a glassed-in room at the top of the Tower. Still, he was quite capable of finishing the study and writing the treatise. If he wanted to. “But…”

“Master Esavas,” the prince said sharply, “let me remind you, at this very hour my father’s men are on their way here with shadow-sand to take you and anyone who tries to protect you into custody.”

“The Crown wouldn’t dare attack the Tower!” Master Kadizun protested. Esavas flinched again at the memory of the cramping, burning, magic-dulling touch of shadow-sand.

“At this point, with mages already in rebellion, I don’t think my father much cares. You, Master Esavas, will be imprisoned, along with anyone who tries to protect you. Greater suspicion will fall upon your family – and upon the men here at the Tower. There’s a strong chance my father will have you all executed. Your sister will be free to wreak havoc on the Islands, at a time when we are facing increased aggression from the Hethar Empire. That is what is at stake, Master Esavas. On the other hand, if you help us end this rebellion, the Islands will be safer, mages will not be stripped of any further rights, and you and your family will be pardoned. What will you choose?”

The safety and well-being of the Tower mages and of his family, the legal standing of all mages, his own freedom… All of it weighed down on Esavas. He felt like he was being ripped out of the fabric of his life, away from where he belonged, from everything he knew and understood. He looked to the High Master and Master Kadizun, silently pleading with them for an alternative he couldn’t see.

“The Tower is threatened. Mages are threatened,” the High Master said with a resigned sigh. “Though it is against our ways, there is no choice. You must go.”

A heavy numbness filled Esavas. There truly was no choice; too much was at stake. And, he reluctantly acknowledged, in the end it was his responsibility to do something about this. If his sister was stirring up rebellion because of the emotional upset she had suffered, her upset was his own fault. He bowed his head to the prince. “Very well, then. I will go.”

“Good. Thank you. I do know this is a sacrifice for you. On behalf of all the people of the Islands, I am most grateful.” Armasaweth bowed politely to Esavas, then to Master Kadizun and the High Master. “We must leave as soon as you can be ready, Master Esavas. I have no wish to confront my father’s men here.”

“Of course, your Highness.” Esavas left the hall to return to his room and prepare to leave, feeling like the world had suddenly changed in a way he couldn’t begin to understand.


Chapter 3

ESAVAS LOOKED AROUND his small bedroom to see if he had forgotten anything. His spare robe, tunics, trousers, and under-linens, his razor and other personal items, and his weather observation journal and a packet of sharpened writing sticks were all packed in his knapsack.

A lump formed in his throat at the sight of his sleeping mat and pillow, recently stuffed with new cotton and just now shaping themselves perfectly to his body and favored sleeping position; his sitting mat and low table and clothes chest, all familiar after so many years and all arranged just as he liked them; the oil lamp in the shape of a ship that a student good at crafting pottery had made for him.

When he woke up that morning, he had never imagined he wouldn’t be sleeping in his own bed, in his own room, among his own things, tonight.

It would all still be here when he got back, he told himself. How long could this take? Rayaluna’s main interests had always been sweets and new gowns and handsome boys. She couldn’t possibly pose any real threat to the Bi’asan Crown. Even if she had managed to cobble together some trouble, surely he could talk her out of what she was doing and everything would settle down soon.

A month or so, maybe; not very long. He would go, do what he was supposed to do, get those pardons for his relatives and himself, then come home.

He added the treatise he’d been reading on magical methods of flood control in the central Mokayadoran highlands to his knapsack, then pulled the drawstring closed. Looking around once more, he tried to work himself up to saying goodbye to this familiar place, where he was comfortable, where he belonged.

A knock sounded at the door and Master Kadizun came into the room. His mentor never waited to be invited to enter a room; for once, Esavas didn’t mind. Maybe Kadizun would have some words of advice for him.

“You are ready to leave?” Kadizun asked.

“Yes, Honored Master. Is the prince ready to depart?”

“He’s waiting most impatiently for you down in the courtyard. But he can wait a few more moments.” Master Kadizun held out a small leather pouch. “Take this. I should hope that the Crown will provide for you, since they are the ones forcing you to leave. But just in case, here are some funds for you.”

Esavas took the pouch, felt the coins inside. It wasn’t very heavy or very full; he guessed it might hold enough money for a few meals. He put it into his knapsack. “Thank you, Honored Master.”

Kadizun paced a bit, tapping his clean-shaven chin with his tented forefingers. “I am deeply offended,” he said, “that the prince thinks he can disregard our customs and our standing in society and summon you at his whim as though you were some common bi’asan servant or vassal. But I acknowledge that there appears to be no choice. We cannot raise hands to fight back if the men the king is sending attack the Tower, and against shadow-sand our defensive shields would be useless. It is too late to call other mages to our defense; the idea of a standing guard here at the Tower has always been repugnant to our ideals, and there has never been a need for it.”

He shook his head and came to a stop, facing Esavas. “So we are forced to submit, for now. Even so, I expect you to uphold the honor of mages and the Tower during this time of forced servitude to the Bi’asan Crown. Hold fast to your vows while you are out in the world. Remember, I assured the Circle on my good name and oath that if they gave you a second chance and admitted you to the Order, you would adhere to your vows. As they are not blood oaths, you are not physically and spiritually bound by a compulsion of blood magic; keeping your vows is a matter of honor and self-discipline. As you adhere to your vows, so will you increase in those virtues. And speaking of blood vows, should the Bi’asan rulers ask you to make one to them, you know what to do.”

How to circumvent blood oaths was one of the most secret skills taught to members of the Order, lest such an unbreakable oath compel them to violate their vows. They could go through the motions of making the oath, shedding their own blood and saying the words, to appease whoever had demanded they make the oath, but would not be bound by it. “Yes, Honored Master.”

Still, Esavas felt unsettled. Kadizun’s instructions had done nothing to resolve his questions. “I don’t know how I’m going to do this,” he blurted out. Master Kadizun had seen him at the lowest, most shameful point of his life; Esavas knew he could confide his doubts and misgivings to him. “I don’t understand how the outside world works. I don’t belong out there; you know that better than anyone else. Maybe I can talk to my sister, convince her to give this up, but I don’t know… I made such a mess of everything before, I’m afraid this time again I’ll make everything worse instead of better.”

“You are above that world,” Kadizun said. “You follow a superior path. Maintain your self discipline, do not forget who and what you are and the principles you’ve vowed to live by, and you will resolve this matter with wisdom and bring honor to the Tower.”

Was it really that simple? Esavas could only hope so. He had a feeling it wouldn’t be, though. Was it possible that Master Kadizun didn’t know what he should do, either? He bowed, trying to hide his doubts about his mentor’s counsel. “Of course, Master Kadizun.”

He took up his knapsack and slung it over his shoulder. The burden felt much heavier than just the few items in the pack. Then he left his room and started down the long stairway to the courtyard, where the prince and his daunting task were waiting for him.

IN THE COURTYARD, Esavas found Prince Armasaweth, Commander Lansitor, and Valazan Buradias standing among another half-dozen or so men, who were busy with horses and a cart outfitted to look like a trader’s wagon. The men wore the ordinary clothing of traveling tradesmen rather than the green and gold royal livery Esavas would have expected, with no sign of the prince’s jaguar crest on any of the clothing.

Unsure of what to do or how he fit in with the group, Esavas hesitated. He supposed he would need to get a horse from the stables, assuming the High Master would approve it.

“Learned Master Esavas!” Prince Armasaweth walked briskly over and took Esavas’s right forearm in a firm grip of greeting, which Esavas tentatively returned. “You’re ready to go? We have enough hours of daylight left to get a good head start.”

Sunny, warm but not too warm, light winds, low humidity with no threat of rain; a perfect day at the end of Amentu season. “A good day for traveling,” Esavas said. “If one must travel.”

The prince cracked a sympathetic half-smile. “I know you would rather not be doing this, but it’s necessary, so we’ll make the best of it. You can ride on the supply cart, if you wish.”

“That won’t be necessary. I have a – ah, here.” At that moment, a stable worker brought over the mild-tempered dun mare that was Esavas’s usual mount for his rare excursions away from the Tower. “We aren’t going by sea?” he asked with a nod at the supply cart. He had hoped that if he had to travel to the capital, he would be able to act as sea-master for the voyage. 

“We believe the rebels are watching the major and more important minor ports around Mokayadora. I would prefer they not find out so soon that the Crown has recruited you.” He tugged at the long sleeve of Esavas’s blue robe. “Do you have something else to wear? If we’re spotted, I don’t want it to be so obvious that we have a mage of the Tower with us.”

“Yes, certainly.” Esavas was wearing ordinary tunic and trousers beneath his robe. He had no sharwa, but not all of the soldiers were wearing overcoats, either. He pulled his robe off and tucked it into his knapsack. “My hair, though.” Ruefully, he rubbed his scalp with its short brush of hair. “That’ll give me away.”

“Plenty of bi’asan soldiers wear their hair cut short. You won’t stand out.”

Indeed, most of the men did have short hair, if not quite as close-cropped as his
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